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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    The evening was calm. Lee’s shoes left clear footprints in the melting snow as he made his way along the road connecting Primhaven and Gillum. A warm, active wind ruffled inside his coat, insistent, hinting at an early spring. 
 
    “She told you to be there by seven,” said Tess. She walked alongside him, for once not in his mystic stream, at her own insistence. Her ethereal blue face was set into a worried frown, and her hair fluttered in time with each shifting breeze. 
 
     “It’s 6:55,” said Lee. “I’ll be on time.” 
 
    “When you’re meeting a girl for a date, early is on time. Every gentleman knows that.” 
 
    “Good thing I never claimed to be one, as I believe I’ve told you a thousand times before. This isn’t officially a date, either.” 
 
    A snowman stood by the side of the road near one of the town’s foremost buildings, carrot drooping from its face from the warm weather. Lee snatched the vegetable from its convenient perch and spun it in his fingers before returning it to its original owner at a much more handsome angle. 
 
    “You can’t possibly be that dense, Lee,” said Tess. “She invited you out to dinner.” 
 
    “She offered to treat me to some food.” He held up a finger. “Phrasing matters, Tess.” 
 
    “Food at the most expensive restaurant in town,” she countered. “Context matters more. Also, I expect you to be on your best behaviour tonight. Be nice to her.” 
 
    “When am I ever not nice to her?” 
 
    “Well…” She tapped a finger against her lips. “It’s not the things you do, more the things you don’t.” 
 
    Lee shook his head and sighed. He lowered his voice as they passed by some of Gillum’s locals: a man shovelling a walkway outside a business, an older teenager looking after several children. Without his phone out, it was a little harder to pull off talking to a ghost in public without coming across as a raving lunatic. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re alright with this?” he asked. 
 
    “You know I am,” said Tess. “Are you? You’re acting a little squirrelly.” 
 
    “I’m not sure squirrelly is the right word.” He flipped his palms up in a gesture of surrender. “But I take your point. I’ll make sure she has an amazing night.” 
 
    “See?” Tess grinned. “I do see flashes of a proper gentleman in you, Lee Amaranth.” 
 
    She took a step closer to him. Lee glanced around, making sure they were mostly alone, and then pulled her into his mystic stream. She wore a long winter coat that looked close to a hundred years out of date, black knee-high boots, and a hairband holding back her occasionally unruly brown locks. 
 
    He kissed her, feeling the same rush of emotion she always managed to bring out of him. He let his forehead press against hers, savoring her dimpled smile. Tess was the one who broke contact, clearing her throat and pointing toward the restaurant. 
 
    “You’ll be late,” she whispered. 
 
    “I guess… I’ll see you later tonight?” 
 
    “I’ll wait up for you.” She shrugged. “Or be asleep. I suppose it depends on what time you get back.” 
 
    She blew him a kiss and waved as she headed up the street. 
 
    The Northern Grill was what passed for fine dining in Gillum, Alaska, mostly because it was the only restaurant importing steaks regularly and had a chef who knew how to cook it.  
 
    Eliza had arrived ahead of him and already been seated at a table for two. She looked good, more than good. Good enough to make Lee feel a bit nervous as she looked up and saw him, her eyes meeting his from across the room. 
 
    She’d gotten a haircut, and it hung in straight, glossy auburn strands. She wore a scarlet-red sweater with just the right amount of tightness around her chest, as though it had been tailored specifically to show off the best parts of her figure. The inclusion of a pair of simple ruby stud earrings gave her a fiery appearance in the candlelight, which was only accented by the blush that came to her cheeks as Lee drew up to the table. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “Oh.” She blushed deeper. “Thank you. Um, so do you!” 
 
    Lee grinned and held his arms out. He’d worn a dress jacket over a t-shirt and jeans, and even Tess’s insistent chiding hadn’t been enough to work miracles on his limited fashion sense. 
 
    “You weren’t waiting long, were you?” 
 
    “No! No, just, uh, a few minutes. It’s fine.” 
 
    The menus were already on the table. He flipped his open and let out a small whistle when he saw the prices. 
 
    “That was my reaction, too.” Eliza gave him a small, conspiratorial smile. “I figured I’d just order a salad.” 
 
    “Nonsense. I’ll pay.” 
 
    She blushed even more deeply. Lee bit back a smile, feeling a little guilty at how much he enjoyed seeing her flustered. It made him want to sweep her into his arms and reassure her. Then do various other things, many of which he already had in mind for later that night. 
 
    “You don’t mind this, do you?” she asked. “Me asking you to, um, get some food with me?” 
 
    He hadn’t been expecting that question and wasn’t sure what to say at first. He thought back to what Tess had said to him on their walk down from Primhaven. 
 
    “I’m glad you did. We could use more quality time together.” 
 
    “We hang out almost every other day,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Exactly. We hang out. I sneak you into my dorm room, or you sneak me into yours. As enjoyable as that is, and by God, is it enjoyable…” He shrugged. “It’s nice for the two of us to do something more, for a change.” 
 
    Eliza seemed to fight against the smile that eventually stole across her face. She opened her mouth and seemed to hesitate before choosing her next words. 
 
    “Is it… just the two of us? I mean, is Tess…” 
 
    Despite the fact Lee was sure he’d seen Tess leaving to head back to Primhaven, he couldn’t stop his eyes from glancing around the restaurant. Eliza’s eyes followed his, her expression growing increasingly uncertain. 
 
    “It’s just us, Eliza,” he said. 
 
    She let out a small sigh of relief. “I mean, it’s not that I mind Tess. Quite the opposite, exactly. It’s just nice sometimes for it to just be, um, well, you know…” 
 
    “Simple?” He gave her an understanding smile. “Yeah, I agree. Well, as simple as it can be when it comes to dating a mystic bonded to a ghost.” 
 
    His phone chose that moment to butt in, vibrating to life from where he’d placed it on the table. Lee picked it up, fully intending to turn it off for the night until he saw who was calling. 
 
    “It’s my sister,” he said. 
 
    “You should answer. Really, it’s fine.” 
 
    Lee nodded and stood up. “I’ll back in a minute.” 
 
    He left the restaurant entirely, coming to stand in the snowy alley outside as he tapped his phone’s screen. 
 
    “Zoe.” 
 
    “Hey, little brother,” she greeted him. “How are you?” 
 
    “Somewhat busy right now. I’m in the middle of a date. If this isn’t important—” 
 
    “It’s more important than the weird wife roleplay between you and little miss ghost bits.” 
 
    “I’m not with Tess,” he said, a touch angrier than intended. 
 
    “Oh?” Zoe’s interest seemed to rise. “Please, don’t tell me Harper has started taking you seriously.” 
 
    “What do you want?” he snapped. 
 
    “Relax, I didn’t call to needle you, Eldon, I just can’t help myself. Are you alone?” 
 
    Lee double-checked, leaning forward and looking up and down the road. The Northern Grill was near Gillum’s southwestern edge. He could see off into the flat, frozen distance in one direction, and someone, peculiarly, was out there. A large figure with hunched-forward shoulders, both too tall and too wide in proportion. 
 
    “Eldon?” asked Zoe. “What is it?” 
 
    A strong wind swept through the town and the surrounding area, scattering clumps of snow into a passing curtain of obscuring white. Nothing was there as the curtain settled. Just a shadow, maybe? 
 
    “Nothing,” he said. “I’m alone. What’s up?” 
 
    Her response was muffled, intermittent, and then cut off completely as his phone beeped and lost the connection. He only made out a single word of it, something about a “sword.” Lee scowled at his phone and looked around again, searching for whoever he’d seen in the snow. 
 
    Nothing. Two mysteries and zero answers. He shook off the feeling of premonition and headed back into the restaurant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
      
 
    The food was delicious and well worth the price. Lee walked arm in arm with Eliza as they made their way back through Primhaven’s ancient gates. It was late, and few students were still out on campus given the next morning was a weeknight with classes. 
 
    “It’s almost past curfew for the initiate dorms,” whispered Eliza. 
 
    “You’re absolutely right. I’m going to have to disguise you as a boy to sneak you into my dorm.” 
 
    Eliza grinned and rolled her eyes. “Just how do you expect to pull that off?” 
 
    “Here, put your hood up and slouch a bit more.” He moved behind her. “Try to wiggle your hips less when you walk, too.” 
 
    “I don’t wiggle my hips when I walk!” 
 
    “Oh, trust me, you do.” He pulled her a bit closer to him, letting her butt mash against his crotch for half a second. 
 
    “What about Toma?” whispered Eliza. 
 
    “I think he’s found a new girlfriend. He didn’t come back to the dorm last night. Odds are good he won’t be around tonight, either, or at least that he’ll be willing to give us the room.” 
 
    He noticed the tiny smile Eliza was trying and failing to suppress as she nodded. She pulled her hood up and did her best at walking with a bit less of a mesmerizing sway. 
 
    They were lucky, not encountering any instructors or even any fellow initiates as they made their way across campus. Lee closed and locked his door as soon as they were in his room, shrugging out of his dress coat and tossing it aside. 
 
    Eliza sat down on his bed, her fingers digging into the sheets slightly. “Um… is Tess low on essence, then?” 
 
    Lee shook his head. “I didn’t come out tonight with the ulterior motive of refilling my magic, Eliza.” 
 
    “So, you don’t have any ulterior motives?” 
 
    He grinned as he sat down next to her. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    Eliza’s nervousness seemed to return with a vengeance. She gave him a wide-eyed stare, eyes darting down to his lips, and then amusingly, down to his crotch. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, leaning her head toward him. 
 
    Lee couldn’t help himself. He chuckled, immediately regretting it as he saw the flush it brought to her cheeks and her wounded expression. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I just…” 
 
    “What? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. You’re just so earnest.” He brought his hand up to her face, smoothing a few strands of her hair back. “You’re like a princess, locked away in a grand tower for protection.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “No, I mean it as a compliment. At least in part. You’re pure and sweet, and it’s adorable.” 
 
    Eliza’s eyelashes flicked up and down, and she clasped her hands. “Well… then… would my prince care to honor me with a goodnight kiss?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m no prince.” Lee slid in closer, letting his hand settle on her side. “I’m more of a thieving rogue.” 
 
    “Here to, um… plunder the tower, then?” 
 
    Lee grinned. “You catch on fast.” 
 
    He kissed her, softly at first, then deeper as she responded. He could feel the princess in the movements of her mouth. Eliza sucked slightly on his lower lip, and he wondered if there was a bit of rogue in her, too. 
 
    They fell back on the bed, hands moving across each other’s bodies. Eliza ran her fingers across his shoulders, hesitating as she lowered her thumbs toward the hem of his shirt, as though taking it off for him would be some kind of marvelous power play. 
 
    Lee groped at one of her plump breasts through her sweater and pressed his growing erection against the inside of one of her thighs. The image of Eliza walking with those inadvertently swaying hips danced through his mind. He wanted to see that same sway in a very different context. 
 
    She finally made her move, tugging at his t-shirt until he lifted his arms so she could pull it off. It caught on his chin before coming loose, and the spellchain he’d been wearing underneath it let out a metallic clink as it fell back against his chest. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes fluttered, and her hands stopped moving as her gaze locked onto it. “Where did you get that?” 
 
    “Ah…” Lee winced. “It’s an enchanted spellchain. Harper… gave it to me.” 
 
    Harper had given it to him, and he’d scarcely taken it off in the time since. He did so now, knowing the gesture was important. He thought of Harper as he felt the spellchain’s enchanted metal links, could almost smell her, even. He shook his head and tossed the necklace onto his bed table. 
 
    “Now,” he said. “Where were we?” 
 
    He forced himself to go slowly, though that same force came through in his movements as he stripped her naked. Eliza was a reactive lover, responding to his movements more often than initiating.  
 
    She wiggled out of her jeans for Lee as he held the waistband in a firm grip. She spread her legs open as he let his fingers touch the inside of her thigh. She undid her own bra when he smiled mischievously and ran a finger across the hem. 
 
    Her breasts were large, pale, and hung at wonderful off-angles as she lay on her back. Lee took them both into his hands and let out a slow sigh as he gave them a gentle squeeze. He kissed her again, tongue flicking into her mouth, and then he pulled his boxers down. 
 
    He had to admit, there was a pacing to the proper wining and dining of a woman he quite liked. The tiny moan that escaped Eliza’s lips as he slid into her felt like something he’d worked for and earned.  
 
    It was time to play. Lee thrust slowly at first, running a hand through her hair, savoring every inch of her busty body. She was the sweet, adorable princess. He was the rogue intent on plundering her tower. 
 
    “Lee…” moaned Eliza. 
 
    He took a firm hold of her hips and fell into a rough, accelerating rhythm. Eliza hugged her arms around him. He felt her teeth scrape across his shoulder, and then she was kissing him again. He thrust faster and faster, plunging his cock into her tight, hot confines. 
 
    The sensation was easy to lose himself in. She bucked her hips, urging him to push faster, to push harder. Her entire body was his, soft and jiggling, gleaming with sweat in the room’s dim light. He buried his face in her breasts and thrust one final time as he felt himself explode inside of her. 
 
    Eliza hugged him tight, preventing him from pulling out even if he’d wanted to. She ran her hands across his back. Lee kissed her and let out a shuddering sigh, chills of pleasure dancing through his extremities. 
 
    “It’s still early,” he said. “Don’t worry. We’re only just getting started.” 
 
    He rolled off her, letting her rest her head on his shoulder in a side embrace. He let his free hand settle on her thigh, fingers drifting upward. 
 
    “Lee,” she whispered. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “If I told you that I eventually…” She cleared her throat. “Um. If I said that I, well, saw myself… getting married to someone… someday.” 
 
    He wasn’t ready for that. He blinked, thinking furiously, reaching deep for an answer. 
 
    Apparently, his expression was answer enough. He saw Eliza’s face sag with disappointment. 
 
    “Never mind,” she said. “I’m just being silly. We’re still so young. It’s not like I’m planning… I mean, I’m not that kind of, um… you know.” 
 
    Lee nodded, though he was unclear if he did. 
 
    “Just tell me what you’re feeling, Eliza,” he said. He kissed her forehead and then stared into her eyes. “I’ll always be honest with you.” 
 
    “That’s just it, though,” she whispered. “I don’t know what I’m feeling.” 
 
    He gave her a hug, considering what to say to that. A knock came at the door before he got the chance. 
 
    “What?” he shouted. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake.” Harper’s voice was loud and serious. “Get dressed. I need you tonight.” 
 
    Lee nodded, feeling the muscles tense in his neck. Eliza gave his shoulder a squeeze and gave him a forced smile. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she whispered. “I had a wonderful time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee was still pulling his shirt on as he opened his door a crack to face Harper on the other side. She looked crisp despite the late hour, with nary a hair out of place in her long, golden braid. A short black skirt poked out from underneath the bottom of her white winter coat, hanging loose over grey leggings. 
 
    “What’s so important that it has you waking me up in the middle of the night?” asked Lee. 
 
    Harper leaned forward against the door, urging it open another inch or two. “I sense you weren’t sleeping before I arrived.” 
 
    The side of her mouth quirked up, and her eyes darted to the edge of Lee’s bed, where Eliza’s feet would have been visible to her. Harper wasn’t the jealous type, but there was still a hint of challenge in her voice. He didn’t take the bait. 
 
    “Something happened outside the college, I take it?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. “Just outside of Gillum. You’ll want to wear a coat. I’ll explain on the way.” 
 
    He nodded and muscled the door closed. Eliza had sat up in bed and pulled the sheets up to her shoulder. She smiled at him and shrugged. 
 
    “I really don’t mind,” she whispered. “It sounds like it might be serious, anyway.” 
 
    “I’d ask you to wait for me, but I don’t know when I’ll be back, or if Toma will show up at some point.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’ll head back to my own dorm once you leave.” 
 
    Lee gave her a quick kiss, grabbed his boots, spellchain, and kris dagger, and headed after Harper. He glanced around for any sign of Tess in the common room, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “What’s so important that it has you knocking on my door at this time of night?” he asked. 
 
    “Lead Instructor Laughton said someone in Gillum reported seeing a frost troll, or at least something matching the description of one, outside of town.” 
 
    Lee frowned as they left the college through the front gate. “I was in Gillum tonight. I think I saw it, too.” 
 
    “Then we’d better hurry.” 
 
    “Are you expecting this to come to a fight?” 
 
    Harper gave a small shrug. “I’m not sure. We should be ready for whatever the situation presents.” 
 
    It was colder outside, but not by much. Harper pushed forward at a swift pace, and Lee quickly broke into a sweat, running alongside her. Their feet echoed against the buildings on either side of Gillum’s main street. 
 
    They kept going, slowing as they entered the deeper snow outside the town. The top layer was only a few inches thick, but the crust underneath it was brittle enough for Lee’s weight to crack through every couple of steps, a problem Harper didn’t share. 
 
    “There,” she said, pointing ahead of them. 
 
    If it hadn’t been for the relatively clear sky overhead and the light of the stars and moon, he would have never seen what she was indicating. 
 
    The silhouette was familiar, nearly identical to the figure Lee had seen earlier in the night. He was sure now that it was a troll, easily identified from the hulking form and slumping posture. 
 
    “Do you think it’s a trap?” he asked. 
 
    “Trolls aren’t known for their subterfuge.” 
 
    “If it was one, this would be the perfect spot for it, though,” said Lee. “Look at the slope in the distance. There could be half a dozen frost trolls lying in wait, just out of view.” 
 
    Harper folded her arms and raised an eyebrow at him. It was the same expression he’d seen so many times before on his master’s face. She was challenging him, letting the question of how to approach the situation hang on the air instead of providing him with an easy answer. 
 
    “We should head in slowly,” he said. “Watch for anything unexpected. See what it wants. It’s not as though we can’t handle an ambush if it comes to it.” 
 
    “You read my mind. Wait here and keep an eye on it. I’ll scout around the perimeter, just in case.” 
 
    He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of the two of them splitting up, but Harper was moving before he could get a word in edgewise.  
 
    She could be silent when she wanted and as stealthy as a stray shadow in the night. She doubled back before heading north alongside their errant frost troll, Lee watching it suspiciously all the while. 
 
    As soon as Harper was out of sight, almost as though on cue, the monster made its move. It took a step forward and then another until it had built up momentum and was lumbering toward the town at a decent clip. 
 
    Lee slid his dagger from its sheath and moved to intercept it. He narrowed his eyes as he came near enough for the moonlight to illuminate the monster’s features. It was tall, easily ten feet from its massive feet to the tip of the horns protruding from its skull. It was covered with thick blue and grey fur growing in coarse, uneven patches. 
 
    Its eyes settled on Lee, and it hesitated, freezing in mid-step. He wasn’t sure whether that was a good or bad sign, but he’d already come far enough that there was no turning back. 
 
    “Hold up, big guy. I’m not sure the citizens of Gillum would appreciate you stomping through their town in the middle of the night.” 
 
    The frost troll blinked once at him. For a fleeting second, it almost seemed as though the monster understood him. Then it did what monsters do best, baring two rows of jagged black and yellow teeth and letting out a snarl that echoed through the night and brought a certain unpleasant scent to the air. 
 
    “You apparently aren’t one of the English-speaking frost trolls, I take it?” Lee took a step back. The frost troll took a step forward, its posture growing increasingly hostile. “That’s a shame.” 
 
    He brought his dagger up, point angled toward the monster, and the language of violence was universal. The frost troll swatted at his upper body with an open-palmed strike. Lee threw himself flat across the wet snow, feeling the air churn overhead as the monster’s arm moved through it. 
 
    He rolled forward, putting himself near enough to his opponent as he came to his knees to attempt a quick slash. His aim was true, but the troll’s fur was thick and the layers of fat behind it even thicker. 
 
    It had been a while since Lee had fought an opponent with a serious size advantage, and he’d let himself forget that just because a monster was large didn’t necessarily mean it was slow.  
 
    The frost troll kicked out as he tried to stand, sweeping his legs out from underneath him. He managed to cover his head—and more importantly, shift his dagger to the side—as he landed, but there was little else graceful about it.  
 
    The troll snarled. Lee sensed a slight change in the ambient light as it lifted its foot for a second strike, a stomp, to be precise. He’d been wanting to save his limited spellcraft in case more enemies joined the battle, but it wasn’t as though he could be conservative about it if he was dead. 
 
    He clasped his right wrist with his left hand and flung his arm forward, focusing his will as though curling his fingers into a fist. He pulled from Tess’s spirit essence at a distance as he cast his force spell, and not a moment too soon. 
 
    The frost troll still had one foot in the air, poised to crush down through snow and ice and, well, Lee. He aimed the force spell at the monster’s other leg, a wave of invisible kinetic energy slamming through it with a satisfying crunch. 
 
    The frost troll snorted in surprise. Lee was already casting again as it landed on its back. A conjuration binding spell this time, purple manacles around its ankles and wrist that pulsed with indigo arcane energy. He wasn’t sure whether they’d be enough to hold the monster for long but doubted they’d need to. He reached down and found his dagger in the snow. 
 
    “Eldon!” Harper’s voice was a stern shout. “Enough. They aren’t here to fight us.” 
 
    Lee blinked, his gaze settling on the slope where he’d suspected an ambush might come from. Harper was making her way toward him with four more lumbering frost trolls, none of whom looked pleased to see their comrade down and bound. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    “What, exactly, happened here?” asked Harper. 
 
    “Just a small misunderstanding,” said Lee. “Right, big guy?” 
 
    He’d released his binding spell from the first frost troll, and it let out a small hiss that seemed rather deflated. Harper walked over to Lee, took his dagger from his hand, and returned it to the sheath he wore inside his jacket. 
 
    “I thought I told you to wait and watch,” she said. 
 
    “He looked like he was heading for the town. It wasn’t as though he didn’t instigate it, too.” 
 
    Harper folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. “Regardless, that was stupid. They’re simply here to deliver a message. Can you not go ten minutes without blundering into a fight?” 
 
    “Nine is usually my upper limit.” He shrugged. “Sorry.” 
 
    He glanced behind her, noticing his opponent was getting a similar talking to by the leader of the trolls in their own snarling, guttural language. 
 
    Harper turned away, facing the monsters and stepping forward. The one in charge was a foot or so shorter than the one Lee had fought, but he still towered over Harper as he came to stand across from her. 
 
    “Bialgon will make apology if want,” said the frost troll in clipped but passable English. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Harper smiled. “Mistakes were made on both sides. Let us get straight to the point. What is it your chieftain wishes from us?” 
 
    “Clan Chieftain Kukachuk brings no violence, no death,” said the troll. “He seeks meeting with the mages. He seeks to make simple offer, trade between tribes.” 
 
    “What would this offer be?” 
 
    “He will speak of it only in person,” said the troll. “Tomorrow. Toward the evening sun, where river meets forest. The matter is of the fate of the frostlands.” 
 
    Harper nodded slowly. She let the moment hang, perhaps considering the monster’s words, or perhaps just because she could. 
 
    “Tell your chieftain I’ll meet with him,” she said. 
 
    The troll nodded. It let out a few snarls and growls intended for its fellows, and then the group of them departed. Lee waited until they were completely out of sight before falling into step alongside Harper as they headed back toward the college. 
 
    “What do you think that was about?” he asked. 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine. It’s been years since the frost trolls sought out peaceful contact with Primhaven or humans in general.” 
 
    “Think it’s just an elaborate setup for a trap?” 
 
    Harper shook her head, frowning at him. “Too often, you make judgments based off surface appearances, Eldon. They aren’t evil just because they look like monsters. They aren’t that different from us.” 
 
    “Is that your take on them, or the Order of Chaldea’s?” 
 
    “Both. There will be more to this meeting than fostering goodwill. It’s possible the Melting Pack or the House of Shadows might attempt to reach out to the northern frost trolls if they really do follow through with this war they’ve been instigating.” 
 
    “How much of a risk do you honestly think that is?” 
 
    “Enough that it can’t be ignored,” said Harper. “Our relationship with them is volatile, especially after our own encounter with them a few months ago. The frost trolls would make for horrific enemies if they did side against us, so we must take the threat seriously.” 
 
    It was late in the night when they arrived back on campus. Lee slowed as they reached the point where the main path split off toward the dormitories, and Harper raised an eyebrow at him expectantly. 
 
    “Well, I suppose I should let you get back to the… situation in your room.” 
 
    Eliza. Lee winced as he thought about how abruptly he’d left. 
 
    “I guess I should.” He hesitated, noticing the stillness in Harper’s expression. “You’re not upset about that, are you?” 
 
    He wasn’t sure if that was the right way to approach that particular question, but it needed to be asked. Harper was aware of his relationship with Eliza, and Eliza knew about his sporadic intimate encounters with Harper. The two women’s feelings toward each other, however, were still a bit of a mystery. 
 
    “Upset is not the right word.” Harper shrugged. “Concerned, maybe. Be mindful about giving the wrong impression, Eldon.” 
 
    “To you, or to her?” 
 
    The side of Harper’s mouth quirked up. She took a step forward, drawing near enough to Lee for her presence to flood his senses. She kissed him, slowly and shallowly, then faster and more deeply. Lee put his arms around her as a sudden mixture of desire and temptation flooded through both his heads. 
 
    She pulled back suddenly, walking away without looking back, hips swaying, golden braid trailing in the cool night breeze. 
 
    Giving the wrong impression, indeed. Lee took the lesson to heart as he made his way back to his room, his posture doubled over to hide what Harper’s kiss had coaxed to life. 
 
    His dorm was empty. He could understand Toma still being out for the night, and Eliza must have gone back to her own bed, but he was a little surprised Tess was nowhere to be found. He tried not to let her absence be too disconcerting as he took a shower, changed into boxers and a t-shirt, and settled into his sheets. 
 
    A sharp tapping sound came from his window, startling him out of the early stages of sleep. Lee made his way over to it slowly, briefly weighing the idea of grabbing his dagger. He relaxed as he glanced outside. 
 
    “Lee,” whispered Tess. “Hey! Down here!” 
 
    He sighed, hiding his smile as he pulled the window open. “Down where?” 
 
    “Look at this!” Tess took a step back, pointing an ethereal finger at a tiny clump of ears and fur nestled in the medium-length grass. “I found it in the bushes.” 
 
    It was a kitten, and a malnourished one at that. Its fur was a calico mixture of orange, white, and brown, and it had a droopy eyelid, making its face look lopsided. It was young, barely old enough to have been weaned off its mother’s milk as far as Lee could tell.  
 
    “Where’s its mother?” he whispered. 
 
    “I… don’t think it has one,” said Tess. “I think it may have been one of the animals that had to be put down after Mattis… you know.” 
 
    He winced. The aftermath of Mattis’s betrayal, redemption, and execution had led to the instructors having to take precautions against many of her less-agreeable bonded animals. The vast majority had eventually calmed down, but some had only been socialized through the strength of Mattis’s will. 
 
    “Can I keep it?” asked Tess. 
 
    “What?” Lee frowned at her. “How would that even work?” 
 
    Tess was still on her knees by the kitten. She attempted to pet it with the tips of her fingers, but her ethereal hands passed right through its fur and skin. The kitten shivered and sank low on its haunches, apparently not all that fond of the sensation. 
 
    “You could keep it in your dorm. I’ll bring it food and water. If you leave your window open, I can sneak in everything it needs. You won’t have to put in any effort, I promise!” 
 
    “And when it has to go to the bathroom?” 
 
    “I’ll… find a way to help it get outside,” said Tess. 
 
    He sighed and pulled her into his mystic stream. The shift let her fingers make contact with the kitten, though the animal seemed rather unnerved by the experience of an invisible hand petting it. Tess’s brown eyes were wide with hope, impossible to say no to. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “But only for a few weeks. Then it goes back to living on campus.” 
 
    “Thank you, thank you, thank you!” shouted Tess. 
 
    He leaned out his window and scooped up the sickly-looking kitten. It hissed at him and blinked hard, which looked more like a taunting wink, given the droopiness on one side. 
 
    “I’m going to name him Harold,” said Tess. 
 
    “Don’t you mean Helga?” 
 
    She furrowed her brow. 
 
    “It’s a calico cat,” he said. “Genetically speaking, almost all calico cats are female.” 
 
    “Really?” Tess made an appreciative noise. “Harold must be really special, then.” 
 
    “Maybe you should, uh, check its parts again. I’m pretty sure it’s a girl.” 
 
    “No need,” said Tess. “Just look at his face. So handsome and strong, like a lion…” 
 
    Lee watched Tess lavish the kitten with attention as he climbed into bed, which he had to admit, was surprisingly endearing. He drifted off, buoyed to sleep by the sound of the kitten’s soft purring. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Meta-Magic class was in one of the lecture halls in the Seruna Center, and Lee was one of the last initiates to arrive. It was a fact which made it easy to notice Toma was still missing in action as he settled into a seat next to Eliza. 
 
    “I’m starting to get worried,” he said. “Toma never came back to the dorm last night.” 
 
    “I could see him skipping class or spending a night out, but not both,” said Eliza. “How was your night, by the way?” 
 
    Lee grinned at her. “The part of it I spent with you was excellent.” 
 
    “You know what I mean.” Eliza folded her arms over the front of her initiate robes. “After that.” 
 
    “After that, I went and chatted with a bunch of frost trolls with Harper. Seriously. They want a meeting with her, or someone from Primhaven, at least. Why? What did you think we were doing?”               
 
    Eliza’s shoulders relaxed a bit and she shook her head. “Never mind. I was just concerned. I guess it was concern for you and Toma, and everything in my life that doesn’t quite, um… well, just never mind.” 
 
    Lee let the point drop as he heard the back of the class go silent. The arrival of Primhaven’s Interim Lead Instructor and Meta-Magic teacher, Genevieve Laughton, was often like that, at least with the initiates. 
 
    Which was fair. They had seen her decapitate their previous teacher with a saber. A saber that was still carried at her waist, hanging in an ornate wood scabbard from the belt of her robes. 
 
    Her hair was flame red with two streaks of white that appeared to be hereditary, if not age-related. Otherwise, she looked rather young, certainly no older than forty, tall and lithe. Her face was thin and sharp with a distinctive birthmark on one cheek. 
 
    The room was totally silent by the time she made it to the instructor’s desk. Lee shared some of the wariness of his classmates, but he wasn’t outright intimidated by her like they were. He knew at least one of her secrets, the fact she’d killed the Dealmaker’s girlfriend. He knew she’d once been Harper’s master. He knew enough to see her as more than a scary woman with a sword, most of the time. 
 
    So, he raised his hand. He wasn’t interested in waiting around to get to the bottom of what had happened to Toma. His friend could be in danger, though it seemed rather unlikely. At the very least, he needed to kick the issue up the chain while he and Eliza began searching for clues where they could. 
 
    Gen made a point of ignoring him. He kept his hand up, feeling his face burn a bit as some of his other classmates took note of both his persistence and her indifference. He knew the glimpse he’d gotten of Gen went both ways.  
 
    She’d seen him first at the Independent Gathering in the company of the Dealmaker. She hadn’t questioned his story or Harper’s willingness to return him to Primhaven, at least not openly, but Lee had no doubt the incident had marked him in her eyes. 
 
    “Lead Instructor Laughton,” said Lee, breaking the silence and regular class protocol. 
 
    “I see your hand, Initiate Amaranth. Is it related to the reading I assigned?” 
 
    “No, it’s—” 
 
    “Then it can wait until after class.”  
 
    She put such steel into her voice that Lee knew it would do no good to argue. He could blurt out his concerns for Toma if he wanted, but he might as well be talking to the wind. Eliza set her hand on Lee’s shoulder and frowned. He slowly lowered his hand, figuring he’d have to find time to sneak off to Head Wizard Odarin’s tower instead. 
 
    “I hope you all have had a refreshing weekend,” said Gen. “The focus of today’s lesson will be on the creation of new spells, the development of a spell thesis, which is part of this class’s end-of-the-year requirement.” 
 
    Gen slowly began to pace behind her desk. She didn’t gesticulate with her hands or scribble notes down on the whiteboard. She watched them, letting her eyes scan the room as though testing second by second to make sure she had maximum engagement. 
 
    “A spell thesis is a repeatable act of casting involving one or more schools of magic applied in a novel or unique fashion. As addressed in the previously assigned reading, combining schools of magic oftentimes multiplies the casting complexity of a spell along with the arcane essence requirements. The focus of a spell thesis should always be on synergy, which we’ll get into. For example…” 
 
    Gen lifted her arms up into the elemental casting stance, hands flat, elbows bent. Her fingers gave the slightest twitch as she cast an air spell, creating a small tornado confined to the area in front of her desk. The students in the front row hurried to hold down their papers before they could be swept away. 
 
    “A simple air elemental spell, not useful for much at this size beyond causing a distraction, or possibly doing some cleaning.” Gen smiled. “However, if we add another spell to the mix, we can create a much more interesting effect.” 
 
    She waved a hand over the tornado, releasing a ribbon of flame to twist through the swirling air. It was as mesmerizing as it was terrifying. Gen demonstrated her control of it by having the fire tornado slowly move along the front row of students who could undoubtedly feel the heat more intensely than Lee in the back of the room, and he was already sweating. 
 
    “Let’s add a bit more, shall we?” Gen cast another spell, adding water to the mix. The tornado began to expand and contract with hot steam, a spinning mass of superheated air more dangerous and volatile than any of its previous incarnations. 
 
    One of the initiates nearest to it let out a shout as it came a tad too close and fell out of her chair. Gen barked a laugh and lowered her hands, releasing the spell. A blast of humidity spread through the room in its wake. Lee unbuttoned the top of his robe, as did a few other initiates. 
 
    “This spell only drew from elemental magic, a single school,” said Gen. “The possibilities are endless, only limited by your own creativity. With that said, many combinations are obvious and attract many minds, so the originality of your specific thesis will make up a quarter of your grade.” 
 
    Several hands shot up with questions, including Lee’s, in hopes he might finally get his question about Toma in, or make an excuse to seek help elsewhere. Gen was not fond of questions and instead moved through the room passing out stacks of quizzes which the students spread out amongst their rows. 
 
    “When you’re finished, bring your quiz up to my desk and study your notes.” 
 
    Lee was not fond of her particular teaching style. He pulled out his pen, figuring he could at least fake a bathroom break to sneak off to ask his questions to Head Wizard Odarin once he’d finished. He chewed his lower lip as he considered the first question. 
 
    How many C-level illusion spells can a mage with a true experience level of ten years’ practice cast from their arcane essence before needing to rest? How many B-level elemental spells? Describe the components of the equation needed to combine the essence exertion of a C-level illusion spell and a B-level elemental spell. 
 
    It was meaningless to him, and he’d done the reading. He’d meant to review it again the previous night, but between the date with Eliza and helping Harper, he just hadn’t had the time. 
 
    The fact of the matter was that Lee could memorize as many numbers and equations related to casting as he wanted, and it would make little difference. He couldn’t “feel” for Tess’s spirit essence in the same intuitive manner with which most mages could reach into their arcane essence.  
 
    It was like being a toddler, new to math, and not having fingers to count on. 
 
    The way most mages did their casting was like drawing from a massive battery that automatically recharged if given enough time. Lee’s casting through his pact with Tess was like generating energy from an incinerator running off the bras and panties of the supernaturally gifted.  
 
    He smiled at the mental image, then remembered he was taking a quiz. 
 
    He was one of the first people done, in no small part due to the number of questions he could only guess at. He sighed as he turned in the quiz and returned to his seat. Eliza furrowed her brow hopefully at him. He shook his head and gave a thumbs down. 
 
    Gen was grading the papers as they were turned in, which meant the class only had to wait for a minute or two after the last initiate finished before she was ready to proceed with the lesson. She stood up and smiled, gesturing to the room. 
 
    “The nature of developing a spell thesis lends itself better to independent study rather than a formal lecture. As such, when I call your name, you are dismissed to the library, or casting lanes, or wherever you think it best to begin your experimentation.” 
 
    She listed off each student in no specific order. Eliza gave him a hopeful smile when her name was called. Lee sank deeper into his seat second by second, feeling his face burn as he anticipated the outcome. In the end, he was the only one left in the room with Gen. She raised an eyebrow at him in mock surprise. 
 
    “You never called my name,” he said, feeling foolish. 
 
    “I wondered if you would notice, given how little of what I see seems to penetrate your ears. You didn’t pass the quiz, and as such, you will remain here in the lecture hall until the end of the period.” 
 
    “Look, I’ll admit, I didn’t study the reading as closely as I should have. That’s fair. I don’t mind taking the quiz again.” 
 
    Gen laughed and shook her head. She walked forward through the aisles, reaching her hands down to the side of her robe. Lee blinked in surprise as he watched her undo her belt, his mind sprinting off in a bizarre direction as he assumed his teacher to be disrobing. 
 
    It was, in fact, her saber she was taking off. She set it down on his desk, along with a small polishing rag. 
 
    “I want my blade to gleam,” she said. “The scabbard, as well. Polish them until the end of the period and then, if you’ve done a good enough job, I will let you go on your way.” 
 
    “You want me to polish your fucking sword?” 
 
    Gen shrugged. “Is that a problem for you?” 
 
    “It’s an abuse of your authority, so yeah, I’d say so,” he snapped. “Besides, I have issues outside of your class. One of my friends has gone—” 
 
    Gen’s arms moved through two casting stances faster than Lee could follow. He felt a sudden pressure against his mouth, followed by tightening across his ears, like a strap holding tape over his mouth. 
 
    “Another of my own spell creations,” muttered Gen. “I quite like this one. An alteration barrier, curved to cover the mouth, combined with a conjuration binding around the back of the head. I haven’t found much use for it so far, at least outside of the bedroom.” 
 
    She walked a circle around Lee, letting her finger run across his shoulders. He glared at his desk, too busy breathing through his nose to think of a way to properly express his fury. 
 
    “Make sure you polish the pommel, as well,” said Gen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    Unsurprisingly, Lee was not enthusiastic about the task Gen had left to him. He flung the polishing cloth off his desk as soon as she was out of the room, staring at the saber with more than a little contempt. 
 
    It was the weapon Gen had used to kill Mattis. Mattis had been a complicated woman, neither good nor evil, in truth. She’d betrayed Lee, of course, but had she deserved to die for her sins? No, especially not without anything resembling a fair trial. 
 
    Lee focused on his breathing, which was easy enough to do, given that he could only inhale through his nose. He tried to use his trusty dispel ability, which would normally counter or at least weaken most arcane workings he used it against. 
 
    Gen’s spell held strong, the conjuration bindings only barely going slack before re-tightening their firm seal. It was in fact, tighter around this time than it had been the first. Lee gritted his teeth as the binding pressed painfully against the back of his head. 
 
    “What in the world…” Tess appeared from behind him, eyes wide with surprise. “Please don’t tell me you did this to yourself?” 
 
    He shrugged, figuring under a certain interpretation, he had. A smile crept across Tess’s face, which made him consider just how ridiculous he probably looked. 
 
    “Well, at least I’m here now.” Tess puffed out her chest and gave him an exaggerated salute. “Just tell me what you need, Lee, and I’ll snap right to it like the obedient ghost I am.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes at her. 
 
    “Really?” she said. “You don’t need anything? Alright, if you say so. Oh! Why don’t you mime what you need, like that game the students sometimes play? Charades, I think it’s called?” 
 
    Lee let out a passable growl followed by a sigh. He picked up the polishing rag and resigned himself to his fate. As conflicted as he was about touching a weapon used to commit an execution, probably many executions, he was a practical man at heart. 
 
    “Seriously though, is there anything I can do for you?” asked Tess. “I would have followed you to class today, but I was busy with Harold.” 
 
    “Helga,” Lee attempted to mumble. He gave a small shake of his head and began polishing the saber, starting with the scabbard which was fairly dull and had seen better days. 
 
    His phone vibrated just as he was getting into his groove. It was a call from his sister, which he almost answered before remembering it would be utterly pointless. He shot her a quick follow-up text. 
 
      
 
    LEE: I can’t talk right now. 
 
      
 
    Tess let out a giggle as she read the message from over his shoulder. Zoe’s response was almost instantaneous. 
 
      
 
    ZOE: Need your help, Eldon. Jack is still wounded. Injuries aren’t healing. 
 
    LEE: From the fight at the Independent Gathering? 
 
      
 
    The fight with Gen. One of the most intense duels Lee had ever seen. It was half of the reason why he was wary of her, the other half being her complete lack of hesitation when it came to taking lives in cold blood. 
 
    ZOE: It’s related to the enchantment of Savoire Solaire, her sword. How close can you get to it? 
 
      
 
    Lee blinked in surprise. He felt a flutter of power as he took hold of the saber’s hilt and drew it from the scabbard. As a mystic, he could see the aura of the weapon’s enchantment. It was a flickering white-and-red outline bright enough to make him narrow his eyes, and intense enough to nearly make him nauseous. 
 
    He snapped a quick photo of it and sent it to Zoe. 
 
      
 
    LEE: Does that answer your question? 
 
      
 
    His phone immediately started vibrating as his sister tried to call him again. Lee rejected the call, scowling at the screen as he hastily tapped out another message. 
 
      
 
    LEE: I meant I literally can’t talk right now. Long story. 
 
    ZOE: Eldon, I don’t ask you for much, but I need this. We all do. Can you study the enchantment on that sword and figure out why the wounds inflicted by it won’t heal? 
 
      
 
    He contemplated what she was asking for a few seconds. He couldn’t imagine Gen letting the secrets of such a powerful enchanted weapon become common knowledge, but she’d asked him to get close to the House of Shadows, to serve as her spy, in a sense.  
 
    Lee was aware enough to recognize he’d become a double agent of sorts—if an unwilling one. If he explained the situation to Gen, perhaps there was a chance she would be willing to provide him with the information he needed. It might aid a faction the Order was currently hostile toward, but it would surely gain him goodwill and trust from the Dealmaker. 
 
      
 
    LEE: I’ll see what I can do. 
 
    ZOE: Thank you!  
 
      
 
    She followed her last message up with a torrent of smiley faces and heart emojis. Lee smiled underneath the stupid alteration gag and got back to polishing Savoire Solaire. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gen returned a little over an hour later and was, thankfully, satisfied with his work. She said little to him after removing the gag binding spell. Lee considered mentioning his sister’s request but thought better of it after gauging the mood Gen seemed to be in. 
 
    He thought about bringing it to Harper first, but that posed a different issue. The last encounter she’d had with Zoe had been extremely volatile. Though she expressed a deep trust in Lee, he worried she might take him acquiescing to his sister’s request the wrong way. 
 
    The sword was still on his mind as he left the Seruna Center, so much so that he didn’t notice Harper approaching him from across the grass until she called out his name. He glanced upward and blinked in surprise. 
 
    She wasn’t alone. An attractive blonde girl stood next to her, looking similar enough for Lee to guess she was family at a glance. Her hair was shorter than Harper’s, shoulder-length and streaked with pale-blue highlights matching the color of her eyes. 
 
    She was younger, closer to his own age, and dressed in a fashion Harper would have never considered. The girl wore denim short shorts that showed off lean thighs and an awesome butt, along with a form-fitting white t-shirt emblazoned with the motto “Eyes Up Here” and an upward-pointing arrow. It had the opposite effect, of course, which led to Lee noticing she was slightly better endowed than Harper. 
 
    “Ahem.” Harper cleared her throat. “Eldon. This is my cousin Willow. She’s a new transfer student to Primhaven.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you.” Willow smiled, revealing lush lips and perfect teeth. “Harper has told me quite a bit about you.” 
 
    For whatever reason, Lee felt his face flush at the intensity of her eyes and expression. “Uh… likewise.” 
 
    Harper had never once mentioned having a cousin, and he felt a bit ridiculous for lying. 
 
    “I’m in the middle of attending to a few things for Genevieve at the moment,” said Harper. “Would you mind showing her around and keeping an eye on her? She needs to go to the administrative office in the Ewix Center to pick up her robes, at the very least.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” 
 
    Harper nodded slowly. She shot a severe glance at Willow. “Listen to what Eldon says and resist the urge to make trouble for him.” 
 
    “I’m not a child,” said Willow, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure we’ll get along just fine.” 
 
    She gave him another smile along with a hint of a lifted eyebrow. Lee looked over at Harper in time to see her let out an exasperated sigh. 
 
    “That goes for you too, Eldon,” she said. “Keep yourself…” she gestured toward Willow with a subtle finger, “…out of trouble.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harper left and the silence hung in the air between Lee and Willow for a telling instant. She was still smiling, with that dangerous edge of challenge to it. Lee had no idea what to say, and he didn’t like that or understand it, really. 
 
    “Well, here we are,” he said, feeling lame. 
 
    “Yep,” said Willow. 
 
    Harper had asked him to show her around, and if he could accomplish that much, he’d at least be following orders. 
 
    “I’m guessing you came in through the Arcane Way, which is in the First Tower, in the school’s north end.” Lee gestured toward the hulking spire. “The ones over there are known as the Five Towers, one for each main form of magic. Over there is the Seruna Center…” 
 
    “Are you just going to point and lecture, or are you going to show me around?” Willow set her hands on her hips and leaned forward a bit. 
 
    “Alright, come on then.” 
 
    He started walking, gesturing for her to follow as he headed south toward the Spell Range. Willow kept pace, standing a tad closer to him than necessary. She kept letting her nearest arm sway outward as though presenting him the opportunity to loop his through it or grab his hand. 
 
    “So, tell me about yourself, Eldon,” said Willow. 
 
    “There’s not much to tell.” He shrugged. “Though I do go by Lee, typically. Harper is the only one who calls me Eldon.” 
 
    “The two of you are that close, then?” 
 
    “Well, uh, it’s because she knew my sister… we’re not really… I mean, we are close.” 
 
    “Ha! You’re so funny.” She poked him in the shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll call you Lee. I like the way it feels on the tip of my tongue.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “You must have really stood out from the rest of the initiates for Harper to make you her apprentice.” 
 
    Lee was tempted to say something cocky but managed to resist. “I’m sure she had her reasons. What about you?” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “This is the second semester, and we’re already a week and a half into it. Seems like an odd time for a new student to show up.” 
 
    Willow’s smile became an exaggerated scowl. “So, you were lying before! Harper didn’t tell you anything about me, did she?” 
 
    He shrugged. “You caught me.” 
 
    “I’m a transfer student. I was at Stonepath Academy before coming here.” 
 
    “Stonepath? Isn’t that school way more prestigious than Primhaven?” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Willow. “I can’t really say I mind leaving it, though. I wasn’t a fan.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t answer the question of why you transferred.” 
 
    She grinned. “To pursue a better opportunity. I have a strong affinity for nature magic, and Primhaven is in desperate need of my talents.” 
 
    “You’re a druid?” 
 
    “A druid in training. I’ll still be a student here, officially. It’ll take some time before I manage to fill the shoes of your former instructor.” 
 
    There was a hint of doubt in her voice, and Lee felt the urge to press her on it. “You think you’re up for the challenge?” 
 
    Willow’s eyes lit up with delight. “Oh, most definitely. But like with so very many things in life, only time will tell.” 
 
    Her gaze lingered on his. Lee had to look away first, feeling suddenly aware of how close she was standing to him. The silence began to build and fester again, and he took the easy way out. 
 
    “Up ahead is the Spell Range,” he said. “Fairly self-explanatory.” 
 
    “Fairly boring,” said Willow. “Tell me about those.” 
 
    She gestured back toward the First Tower and the massive chunks of displaced earth hovering in the air around it. 
 
    “The Zephaphine Islands,” said Lee. “They were set aloft by the sorceress Shay Morrigan when Primhaven was first founded. The view from up there is spectacular.” 
 
    “You’ve walked on them.” 
 
    “A few times, yeah.” 
 
    “Have you ever jumped off?” 
 
    Lee snorted. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think it would be exhilarating.” Willow stepped away from him, extending her arms out to either side. “All you’d need is a trustworthy wind cushion spell and the right timing, and it would be no different from an amusement park ride.” 
 
    “Well, I guess a mage with that kind of skill could…” He scratched his head. Elemental magic was not his forte. 
 
    “A mage with that kind of skill?” said Willow. “Interesting word choice. Don’t tell me Harper’s apprentice is a bit lacking when it comes to casting?” 
 
    “I just haven’t considered how that sort of magic would work.” 
 
    “Like this.” Willow suddenly jumped into the air, both arms snapping to bend at the martial angles of the elemental casting stance. A gust of wind shot her upward a good twenty feet. She tucked, flipping forward through several somersaults before falling back down. 
 
    Even though he understood where her demonstration was going, Lee still had to tamp down on the urge to hurl himself into position to catch her. She caught herself, casting again and creating a plume of air to arrest her fall. A plume of air which also tore her t-shirt upward, revealing a partially see-through white lace bra underneath. 
 
    “That was pretty cool,” he admitted. 
 
    “Thanks for noticing.” She batted her eyelashes on him. “Care to continue showing me around? The campus is so large and confusing compared to Stonepath…” 
 
    He brought her past the dormitories and then up into the Ewix Center to handle Harper’s other request. The administrative office was empty of students, and they had to wait a minute for the mage at the counter to find robes in Willow’s size. 
 
    “I hope these fit,” muttered Willow. “Harper wouldn’t stop complaining about everything she thought was wrong with my outfit.” 
 
    Lee chuckled. “She’s just looking out for you.” 
 
    “So, you agree with her, then?” asked Willow. 
 
    “I already know enough to know I won’t be taking sides between the two of you.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll see about that.” Willow accepted her initiate’s robes from the mage. “I should probably go change into these. Wanna come?” 
 
    Lee felt the heat hit his cheeks like the sun on a hot summer day. “That’s, uh, probably not a good, um…” 
 
    “I mean, would you show me to the female initiates’ dormitories?” asked Willow with a frown. “You didn’t point out which one was which before.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” 
 
    She laughed, and he blushed even harder. He couldn’t decide whether he wanted to be done with the task of escorting her around campus or not. Harper’s warning was still echoing through his head, but there was an aspect of Willow that was kind of intriguing. Kind of frustrating, too. 
 
    He waited for her in the dorm common room while she changed. The grey-and-blue initiate’s robe matched the highlights in her hair surprisingly well. It also fit her rather well, showing off the plumpness of her breasts which seemed to move surprisingly freely underneath the form-fitting fabric. 
 
    “What do you think?” She spun around for him, grinning at his reaction. 
 
    “It looks good on you.” He scratched his head. “I was going to go get some food if you wanted to… you know. In the dining hall.” 
 
    He wanted to track down his tongue and inquire just what had it so tied up around this particular girl. He wished she wouldn’t make eye contact the way she did whenever he started speaking, as though she was hanging on each and every word, listening with her gaze. 
 
    “That sounds great,” said Willow. “I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was near lunchtime, and the dining hall was expectedly busy. Most of the tables were already full. 
 
    “I’m buying,” said Willow. “My way of thanking you for being such a gracious guide.” 
 
    “The food here is…” Lee trailed off as Willow split away from him. “…Free.” 
 
    He shrugged and moved to find them both seats. He spotted Eliza sitting alone at a table in the corner of the room, more engrossed in the notebook in front of her than her food. 
 
    “Hey,” said Lee, as he joined her. “Are you studying? At the lunch table?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She gave a guilty shrug. “It’s for my spell thesis. I have an idea that would combine my water elemental magic with illusions, but I haven’t quite worked out the details yet.” 
 
    “Sounds complicated.” Lee frowned a little as he took in the fact of her sitting alone. “Still no Toma, huh?” 
 
    Eliza sighed. “Nope. I asked Lead Instructor Laughton about it, and she gave me a vague answer about him being fine and that he’d be back soon.” 
 
    “How expectedly cryptic of her,” said Lee. “Well, I guess it’s better than nothing.” 
 
    “Should we be worried?” 
 
    Lee was about to answer when Willow arrived with a tray of burgers and fries in each hand. She set them down and smiled, glancing back and forth between Lee and Eliza. 
 
    “Eliza, this is Willow, Harper’s younger cousin,” he said. “Willow, this is my friend Eliza.” 
 
    Eliza blinked at him flatly, and he wondered if it was because of his word choice. She was certainly more than a friend to him, but it felt strange to call her his girlfriend without discussing it with her first, given how complicated their situation was.  
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you, Eliza,” said Willow. She sat down on the other side of Lee. 
 
    “Likewise,” said Eliza. “Did you just transfer here?” 
 
    “Yeah. Harper asked Lee to help show me around. He’s a really great guy.” 
 
    Eliza nodded and her smile twitched slightly. “Yes… he is.” 
 
    “You’re studying in the lunchroom?” Willow chuckled. “You remind me of my friends back at Stonepath.” 
 
    “The curriculum isn’t that much easier here at Primhaven just because of the school’s lesser reputation,” said Eliza. “We still have to study.” 
 
    “Oh, of course,” said Willow. “I’m sure you do.” 
 
    There was a pause. Lee tapped his fingers on the table, uninterested in letting the moment linger. 
 
    “We’ll each be working on a spell thesis for part of our end-of-semester requirements,” he said. “Eliza’s considering pairing a water spell and an illusion.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. She slid her chair a bit closer to Eliza and leaned over to glance into her notebook. Eliza scowled, face slightly flushed. 
 
    “Interesting,” muttered Willow. “Using an illusion to mask an approaching water spell. You’ll have to keep in mind the moisture will interfere with the integrity of the veil if they make contact.” 
 
    “I’ve already taken it into account, but thanks.” 
 
    “Oh, no problem.” 
 
    Lee waited, but the ice between the two girls seemed unwilling to properly break. 
 
    “I’ll probably need some help on my own spell thesis,” he said. “I still haven’t even thought of an idea for mine yet.” 
 
    “We can brainstorm together,” said Eliza quickly. 
 
    “I might also have a few ideas once I see what you’re capable of,” said Willow with a smile. 
 
    They both looked from Lee to each other, then back to Lee, as though they were expecting him to give them each a definitive answer on whose help he wanted. He tapped his fingers on the table some more, feeling as though regardless of what he said, it would backfire. 
 
    Harper saved him, choosing that moment to enter the dining hall and approach their group. 
 
    “Eldon, I’m leaving the college in a few minutes to follow up on the meeting Kukachuk’s messenger requested. You’re coming with me, and so is Willow.” 
 
    Lee nodded. Willow seemed less than surprised. Unexpectedly, Eliza’s reaction was the most pronounced. 
 
    “Wait!” said Eliza. “You’ll be… taking snowmobiles, then?” 
 
    “Yes.” Harper furrowed her brow slightly. “I don’t see how that’s—” 
 
    “Three people, two snowmobiles; you’ll have one seat open. I think I should go as well.” 
 
    “Out of the question,” said Harper. “This isn’t a pleasure ride. We’ll be heading deep into frost troll territory.” 
 
    “But… I can… um…” Eliza sputtered, confidence deflating, shoulders slumping, hope sunk. Lee decided to throw her a flotation device. 
 
    “She can help,” he said. “Her illusions are better than yours, Harper, remember? She was critical when we faced off against the Melting Pack over winter break.” 
 
    “We didn’t have a choice about it then. I see no reason to expose an additional student to unnecessary danger.” Harper raised a finger as though to punctuate her point, and then hesitated. “Though… I suppose. Would you be capable of using an extended veil to hide our snowmobiles once we’re near the frost troll camp?” 
 
    “Against a background of snow?” Eliza chewed her lip. “I think so, it shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    Harper still gave it a final moment of consideration before nodding. “In that case, you can come. I’d also like you to ensure Willow has proper clothing for this endeavor. It isn’t as cold as it has been, but she’ll still need gloves and a hat.” 
 
    Eliza and Willow glanced at each other. It wasn’t exactly a friendly look, but it was a few degrees warmer than their previous conversation. 
 
    They finished eating and then split off. Lee headed straight back to his dorm, where he found Tess with her ambiguously gendered kitten. She was on her knees, dragging a small bit of string back and forth and giggling at the animal’s reactions. 
 
    “Are you and Helga having a good time?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m sure you meant to say Harold, and yes, we are.” She stood up and grinned at him, though it waned a bit as she saw his expression. “Something’s up?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “Harper wants me, Eliza, and Willow to head on an outing with her to meet with the frost troll chieftain.” 
 
    “Willow?” 
 
    “Harper’s cousin.” 
 
    Tess hummed her curiosity and stepped close to him. He pulled her into his mystic stream and gave her a long kiss and a longer hug. 
 
    “Do you want me to come?” she asked. 
 
    “I should be fine on my own. Far be it for me to tear you away from little Helga.” 
 
    “It’s Harold!” said Tess. “But thanks. You should still be able to cast your spells, given how strong our pact has grown. Harold is so tiny. I worry about the trouble he’ll get into on his own.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I’ll see you when I get back.” 
 
    He grabbed his jacket, boots, and a hat and gloves. Snow pants seemed a bit unnecessary given the weather. He also grabbed his dagger and his pistol, a handy Walther P99 that had been a gift from Toma’s brother. He’d recently managed to place a special order to the Gillum hardware store for more silver bullets, though he could only afford ten instead of a full cartridge. 
 
    “Take care, Lee.” Tess gave him a quick parting kiss, mirrored by the kitten, which nipped his ankle as he pulled on his boots. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee was the last to join the group at the gate. He fell into step with Harper as he followed her out into the snow, Eliza and Willow following close behind. 
 
    “I think your hands are bigger than mine, Willow,” said Eliza. “It’s okay though. I don’t mind if you stretch those gloves out a bit.” 
 
    “It’s not that much of a difference,” said Willow. “I’m just glad you’re comfortable with sharing.” 
 
    Lee glanced over his shoulder to see the two girls smiling at each other, their expressions as icy as the ground beneath their feet. 
 
    They took snowmobiles out and gassed them up. Harper pulled out a small supply sled that hitched onto the back of hers and proceeded to load her bag onto it, along with various bundles from within the shed. 
 
    “Are you expecting us to be out overnight?” asked Lee. 
 
    “It’s likely we will be,” said Harper. “We’re leaving later in the afternoon than I’d intended, so we have to at least plan for the possibility.” 
 
    “You could have mentioned that to me earlier,” said Willow. “I just arrived at Primhaven. I would have preferred some time to settle in, first.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on letting you out of my line of sight for more than an hour while you’re settling in, Willow.” Harper folded her arms and shot a downward look at her cousin, who rolled her eyes in response. “Now, Eldon, you have experience on a snowmobile, so you’ll be the second driver. Willow and Eliza, the two of you will ride on back.” 
 
    “I’ll ride with you, Lee,” said Eliza quickly. 
 
    “On the ride out,” said Willow. “We should obviously switch partners for the ride back.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” said Harper. “Stop acting like children and focus on the situation we’re heading into. We’ll be heading north. Willow and Eliza, keep an eye out for any signs of frost trolls or other threats to the east and west as we travel.” 
 
    They both nodded, and the four of them loaded onto the snowmobiles. Harper’s was laden down by both her extra passenger and the supply sled, which limited their speed. Still, the snow was perfect for the treads, and Primhaven was soon out of sight behind them as they sped across the snowy landscape. 
 
    Eliza’s arms were gripped tight around his waist, and her presence behind him was a little distracting at first. Even through her jacket, he could feel her soft breasts pressing into his shoulder blades. He tried to calm himself down by thinking ahead about the dangers they might face. 
 
    They could be heading into a trap, though it seemed even more unlikely than it had when they’d encountered the frost troll messenger the previous night. If it wasn’t a trap, the question of why Kukachuk would seek a meeting with them was anyone’s guess. 
 
    The scenery was beautiful. Mountains jutted out on the distant horizon like giant daggers stabbing toward the sky. Snow-speckled forests grew thick enough to serve as major obstacles, forcing them to take detours around on their way north and adding definition to the otherwise barren landscape. 
 
    Eliza gave Lee’s waist a tight squeeze a few hours into the trip. She loosened one of her arms to point at something in the distance. It took him a minute to make it out, but once he did, he signaled for Harper to slow to a stop. 
 
    “Smoke,” he said. 
 
    “Probably from a large bonfire,” said Harper. “We’re getting close.” 
 
    The sun had dipped lower on the horizon, and the odds of them making it back to Primhaven before nightfall seemed slim to none unless they turned around soon. They continued forward at a slower pace, and Harper gestured for Lee to come to a full stop just as the frost troll camp came into full view. 
 
    “We’ll leave the snowmobiles and our supplies here,” he said. “Eliza, this is where you come in. Stay here and keep everything under an illusion veil.” 
 
    Eliza frowned as though weighing an objection but nodded after a moment. “Okay. How long are you expecting this to take?” 
 
    Harper shrugged. “An hour, maybe. No more than two. If we aren’t back by then…” 
 
    “I’m not going to abandon you here if that’s what you’re about to suggest,” said Eliza. 
 
    “It wasn’t, but if it had been, I would expect you to follow my command. What I was going to say is that you should approach the frost trolls under a veil and see if we’ve been captured. I don’t see that being a very likely outcome, however.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. Harper gestured to Lee and Willow, who looked surprised to be included. 
 
    “I thought I’d, er, wait here with Eliza,” said Willow. 
 
    “No. If there are any scavengers around the camp site, snow mice or foxes, I want you to use your nature magic to extend your senses through them.” 
 
    Willow nodded but didn’t look thrilled by the responsibility. Lee clapped her on the shoulder as they started walking. 
 
    “Relax,” he said. “It’ll be fine. Harper and I have dealt with this group of frost trolls before.” 
 
    “How did it go?” 
 
    “Well, uh…” He adjusted his hat. “A fight did break out, but it was all just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “How reassuring,” said Willow. 
 
    The frost troll camp came into clear view as they drew closer. At its center was a massive bonfire in the latter stages of burning through its wood. Dozens of simple tents constructed from collections of animal furs stitched together in a quilt-like manner were set up nearby, each one large enough to host a small circus. 
 
    Piles of firewood, bones, and unidentifiable refuse littered the camp’s outskirts. Two frost trolls stood sentry just beyond that, and one of them let out a series of alerting grunts as Lee, Harper, and Willow came into its view. 
 
    “They can see us,” whispered Willow. 
 
    “That’s fine,” said Harper. “Our plan was never to sneak by them.” 
 
    Judging from the reactions of the first few trolls that came into view, they were expected. Lee recognized the clan’s chieftain, Kukachuk, more from his size than any other discernible detail. He emerged from the largest tent and pushed his way through the clump of trolls that had formed at the camp’s edge. 
 
    “Palms up, remember,” said Harper. “They know we’re mages and they know what casting stances are. It’s our way of showing we haven’t come intending violence.” 
 
    “And we haven’t come intending violence, right?” asked Willow. 
 
    “At this point, it’s up to them, not us,” said Lee. 
 
    Lee shared some of Willow’s uncertainty, especially as he stared up at the hulking frost troll chieftain. His head was monstrous, coated with pale-blue fur, two horns reminiscent of a goat’s protruding from his skull and curling upward. His expression was impossible to read, but it couldn’t be described as pleasant by any stretch. 
 
    “Sorceress,” boomed the chieftain. “Kukachuk would meet with you.” 
 
    “I am a mage, not a sorceress, but I accept your invitation, Kukachuk,” said Harper.  
 
    She nodded and took a step forward. Lee and Willow moved to walk closer together as the three of them followed the trolls into their camp. The smell was pungent and sour despite the cold temperature, a mixture of decaying meat and other refuse. 
 
    Kukachuk pushed his way inside his massive tent. Harper started to follow him, hesitating as one of the guard trolls moved to block the path of Lee and Willow. 
 
    “Just you, sorceress,” said Kukachuk. 
 
    Harper’s expression was intense, but she slowly nodded. “Wait out here, you two. If anything happens, shout for me.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Lee. 
 
    One of the frost trolls behind them let out a grunt. Willow stepped closer to him and grabbed his arm, squeezing her fingers into his shoulder as Harper disappeared through the tent’s flap. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee gave the frost trolls the wary respect they deserved. Willow was openly nervous and uncomfortable, shivering in a manner he doubted was from the weather. 
 
    They stood near the bonfire while they waited for Harper. The frost trolls didn’t appear to be doing much in the camp. A few were eating animals, rabbits, a wolf in one case, all of it raw and not even properly butchered. The purpose of a bonfire was an open question in Lee’s mind, given how warm he suspected the monsters were kept by their fur. 
 
    Willow still hadn’t let go of his arm. She was pressed close against him, so close that he could feel each shaky, trembling breath she took. Her gaze jerked around at every movement in the camp, whether it was a troll pushing its way into a tent or, in one case, moving off to take a piss. 
 
    “Is this okay?” whispered Willow. 
 
    “Totally fine,” he said, setting his hand atop hers. 
 
    “No, I mean…” She pulled in close enough for her breath to tickle his ear. “Are they going to kill us?” 
 
    Lee snorted. “Not if I have anything to say about it.” 
 
    She didn’t seem much comforted by that. 
 
    “Seriously though, we’re fine,” he added. “Trolls aren’t known for their subterfuge.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They don’t do ambushes. It’s unlikely they invited us here under false pretenses.” 
 
    Almost as soon as he’d finished speaking, one of the nearer trolls dropped to all fours on the ground nearby. The movement and posture weren’t openly threatening, which left him at a loss for what to do as the troll began crawling forward, closer, and even closer, until… 
 
    “Ah!” cried Willow. 
 
    The troll began sniffing Willow’s backside in earnest, going as far as to poke its nose against one of her buttocks. Lee took a step away from it, pulling Willow with him.  
 
    “Look, I know she’s pretty, but that’s a poor way to make an introduction, at least where I’m from.” 
 
    The frost troll rose and snarled, reaching a hand out to grab her. Lee moved on reflex, pulling his dagger free of its sheath and jabbing the monster in the palm. It screeched and jumped backward, drawing the attention of at least a dozen others. 
 
    A low, threatening growl rumbled from nearby. Three trolls lumbered toward Lee and Willow, teeth bared and arms outstretched. Lee quickly put his dagger away and drew his pistol, aiming it in a circle as the monsters moved to surround him. 
 
    It didn’t do much to ward them off. He wasn’t even sure they understood what it was, let alone whether it would do much damage to them. He’d seen videos of grizzly bears and elephants shrugging off gunshots like pinpricks, and he felt a growing suspicion the frost trolls were in a similar category. 
 
    “What’s going on here?” boomed Harper. 
 
    At the sound of her voice, the trolls that had been approaching Lee and Willow instantly drew back like chastened dogs. He remembered Harper’s last encounter with the tribe and could understand where that respect came from. More respect than they’d give a firearm, for sure. 
 
    “It was my fault,” said Willow. 
 
    “It was nobody’s fault,” said Lee. “A frost troll stuck its nose into her butt and then tried to grab her.” 
 
    Harper scowled and folded her arms. She looked around slowly, as though debating whether further action needed to be taken against either the trolls or her charges. 
 
    “We got what we came for,” she said. “Come on.” 
 
    She led them out of the camp in a straight line toward the snowmobiles. The frost trolls parted for her, keeping the same wary distance Lee had first afforded them when he and Willow had been waiting around the fire. 
 
    He breathed a small sigh of relief when they were safely away. 
 
    “So, what’s up?” he asked Harper. 
 
    “I’ll explain once we…” She came to a stop, shaking her head slowly. “…reach the snowmobiles.” 
 
    They were still hidden by one of Eliza’s illusion veils, which had always been top-notch. Lee could see through most illusions with his mystic sight, but it had always been a coin flip with Eliza’s, one that usually came up tails. Following their tracks in the snow was also out of the question, already covered by the wind as they were. 
 
    “Eliza?” called Harper. 
 
    There was no response whatsoever. 
 
    “Eliza, come on,” called Lee. “You can let the illusion down now.” 
 
    “What if something happened?” Willow’s nervousness began shifting toward full-blown hysteria. “Or what if she left without us?” 
 
    A small snort of laughter came from somewhere to Lee’s left. He rolled his eyes and started stomping forward.  
 
    “I was a Marco Polo champ when I was in grade school,” he said. “You might as well give up now.” 
 
    A small crunch of shifting snow came from just in front of him. Lee didn’t even hesitate. He jumped forward, not at full strength, but with the force of a modest tackle. Eliza gasped and he fell to the snow on top of her soft body. With her concentration broken, the illusion veil immediately dissipated.  
 
    “Show off,” said Lee. 
 
    She grinned up at him, auburn hair a mess across her face and shoulders. “I wanted a little revenge for being left behind.” 
 
    She glanced past him at Willow and then quickly leaned upward, pulling him into a kiss.  
 
    “Enough,” said Harper. “We don’t have any time to waste. Kukachuk, the frost troll chieftain, has asked us for a favor.” 
 
    Lee disentangled himself from Eliza, and the four of them gathered around the snowmobiles. 
 
    “According to Kukachuk,” continued Harper, “Kuh-Matton, the legendary burial site of the Unavowed Queen, an enemy spoken of in the frost trolls’ oral history, has recently reopened. He wants our help in exploring it and determining the situation.” 
 
    “The Unavowed Queen,” muttered Willow. “Was she also a troll, or monster, or…?” 
 
    “She was a powerful sorceress who enslaved the ancestral troll clans to do her bidding. She was originally slain by Shay Morrigan, the founder of Primhaven. That’s the true reason Kukachuk came to us for help. They still fear the Unavowed Queen, even dead, and would rather take the same approach their forefathers did in facing her the first time.” 
 
    “Are we heading into danger, then?” asked Lee. “You say she’s dead and this is her burial site. Is there any chance that…?” 
 
    He trailed off. There was no way he could ask if the trolls suspected the Unavowed Queen left behind a specter in the wake of her death. If she had, the situation would be more complicated, and he would need to be the one who ultimately handled it. 
 
    “This is an ancient burial tomb,” said Harper. “One from a time when the supernatural was much more open and common. I don’t think the danger is quite what Kukachuk fears, but we will most certainly need to be on guard.” 
 
    “We’re taking a risk for him, then,” said Lee. “What did Kukachuk offer in return? I don’t see why we’d bother with this out of the kindness of our hearts given our history with the frost trolls.” 
 
    Harper smiled. “He knows about our situation with the House of Shadows and the Melting Pack. They’ve already sent an emissary to the frost trolls if you can believe it. In return for our help, Kukachuk has agreed to stay out of any conflict that might arise between the Order and our enemies.” 
 
    “They’ll stay neutral? An alliance would be more helpful.” 
 
    “True, but it would have been asking too much, and I’m not sure I could have sold my superiors on it, regardless.” Harper rubbed her hands together. “Anyway, we’ll scout out the tomb with what’s left of the day and camp nearby.” 
 
    “We aren’t heading back to Primhaven tonight?” asked Eliza. 
 
    “I’ll excuse the three of you from your morning classes,” said Harper. “You won’t be penalized for your absence.” 
 
    Lee couldn’t keep his grin from spreading across his face. He just hoped Tess could handle her kitten on her own until he got back. 
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    It was another hour and a half before Lee and the others reached Kuh-Matton. He didn’t see it at first, and it wasn’t until Harper slowed her snowmobile and pointed into the distance that he made out the front of the centuries-old tomb. 
 
    It was set into the wall of a massive rock cliff that split the oncoming landscape into two separate vertical levels. From the outside, the door looked like a coin flipped on its side, a perfect copper circle with a demonic visage inset into the front.  
 
    Two things immediately stood out to Lee. The first was the size of the entrance, tall enough for a frost troll to walk through without having to duck its head. The second was that the door was already open. It had been slid a few feet to the side, just far enough for a person to make it through if they turned sideways and squeezed through. 
 
    Harper brought her snowmobile to a stop several hundred feet out from the tomb. She was frowning as she climbed off, and she raised a questioning eyebrow at Lee. 
 
    “What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Lee shrugged, examining the cliff face and tomb entrance more closely. “Judging from the ice still covering most of the rocks, I’m guessing the entrance was sealed over up until this recent bout of warm weather.” 
 
    “Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, it’s open, obviously.” Lee waved a hand. “I’m guessing that means someone either got in or got out before we arrived.” 
 
    “It’s been hundreds of years since that door was first set into place,” said Eliza. “It could have easily shifted from simple freezing and thawing, or an earthquake, or a rockslide.” 
 
    “She makes a good point,” said Harper. “We can’t assume anything just from the door being partially open.” 
 
    They continued for a short distance, searching out a suitable campsite for the night. Not far down from the tomb was a small cave Harper deemed suitably well-insulated from the elements for them to set up the tents inside. 
 
    “Eldon, help me with the fire,” said Harper. “Eliza, Willow, set up the tents.” 
 
    The supplies Harper had brought were more than adequate for a single night and included all of the dry wood they’d need to keep a fire going throughout the night. Lee made a simple pit from a few scattered rocks and began arranging the logs in the center. 
 
    He could hear the inevitable result of Harper’s work assignments almost straight away. Eliza and Willow began with subtle jabs at one another and progressed to full-blown bickering within the span of a few minutes. Lee heard one of them drop a bundle of tent stakes heavily on the cave floor and winced. 
 
    “Think we should separate them?” he muttered to Harper. 
 
    She shook her head. “It would only be counterproductive. We’ll all need to work together tomorrow. Better they come to an understanding of each other’s personalities now, rather than later.” 
 
    Lee heard Eliza let out an exasperated sigh and hiss something in a shrill voice. 
 
    “They’re like oil and water,” he whispered. 
 
    “It’s mostly Willow. She’s never been great at making friends. She has issues when it comes to control and defiance.” 
 
    “How do you expect me to put the stakes in through solid stone?” shouted Eliza from across the cave. “Really! Explain that to me, Willow!” 
 
    “If you would open your eyes for five seconds, you’d see there are cracks in the rocks over here where they would fit just fine,” said Willow. 
 
    “Over where the ground is completely uneven, you mean? You want us to sleep there?” 
 
    “Enough!” boomed Harper. “We won’t need the stakes tonight. They’re a countermeasure against the wind, which we won’t be exposed to. A single rock in each corner should be enough to hold each tent in place.” 
 
    Both Eliza and Willow glared at Harper as though she’d been the one responsible for their argument. She stared right back at them, authoritative, undaunted, and uninterested in putting up with their nonsense. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lee stood back as Harper used a basic torch spell to set the firewood aflame. The warmth it brought to the cave was immediate, along with the calming ambiance of crackling wood and dancing shadows. 
 
    He found a cooking pot along with a simple metal tripod allowing it to be hung over the fire and set about preparing dinner for the group. He filled the pot with some of the bottled water they’d brought along with them and added a hefty packet of freeze-dried beef stew. 
 
    The result was a surprisingly appetizing mixture of meat, carrots, peas, and potatoes, thick with gravy and spices. He stirred it with a ladle as it came to a light simmer. Harper was sitting across from him, and Willow and Eliza came to join them as soon as the tents were erected. 
 
    “That should just about do,” said Lee, carefully pulling the pot off the flame. “Do we have bowls?” 
 
    Harper shook her head. 
 
    “Spoons, then?” 
 
    “I don’t believe so.” 
 
    He scowled. “What do we have?” 
 
    Willow grinned at him and reached into her jacket. She pulled out a small metal flask and took a sip before offering it to him. “Vodka.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” He rolled his eyes, but his annoyance wavered, and he took a sip. It was cheap stuff, but no less intoxicating for its price. 
 
    “Why don’t you eat first, Lee, since you did the cooking?” said Eliza. “I don’t mind waiting my turn.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” said Willow. “We can listen to a fireside story in the meantime. Maybe, say, one from Harper about her time as an Arcane Striker?” 
 
    She grinned at her cousin. Harper was already shaking her head. 
 
    “Come on!” pleaded Willow. “You’ve told me stories before.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in reveling in the violence that working for the Order so often entails,” said Harper. 
 
    “Tell us a tale that doesn’t involve much fighting, then,” said Lee. He blew on a ladle full of stew and tasted it. It was still hot enough to burn his mouth, but he chewed on a rich bite of beef and carrots. 
 
    Harper sighed. “Fine. But this particular story does not leave the walls of this cave. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Willow grinned back at her. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    Harper laced her fingers together in her lap, taking a moment to compose her thoughts. Lee chowed down on the stew, slurping a bit as he took another delicious ladleful of gravy and potatoes. 
 
    “One of my early assignments as an Arcane Striker involved a mysterious sorcerer who’d used magic to take control of the wife of a certain international leader,” said Harper. “It would be inappropriate for me to name names, but I assure you it was a situation with serious, potentially worldwide consequences. I was sent to investigate along with my former master, Gen.” 
 
    “Wait, Gen as in… Genevieve Laughton?” asked Eliza. “Primhaven’s current Lead Instructor?” 
 
    Harper gave a small nod. Lee had eaten enough of the stew for the time being, and he passed the ladle in Willow’s direction. She gave him her flask in return, and he took another sip from it. 
 
    “We had very little information to go off other than the sorcerer’s location, but Gen was confident,” said Harper. “Our target was in a penthouse on the top floor of an expensive hotel. We walked into the lobby and announced who we were, which led to a small fight between us and a few security guards. Nothing the two of us couldn’t handle. 
 
    “We found the keycard we needed and took the elevator to the top floor, anticipating we’d be stepping out into the real fight once the door opened. What we weren’t expecting was that our info on our target had been completely inaccurate. He wasn’t a rogue sorcerer. He was an incubus.” 
 
    “An incubus?” asked Willow. 
 
    “The lesser-known counterpart to a succubus,” said Harper. “A masculine supernatural entity that feeds off lust essence and uses powerful illusion magic to disguise itself as a human. They are far more dangerous than a simple description would lead you to believe. A single encounter with one can leave a person enthralled for life. 
 
    “Genevieve stepped out of the elevator into the living room. Seven women in various states of undress were sleeping on the couch, in chairs, on the floor. Celebrities, supermodels, pop stars, all of them too famous for it to be coincidence.  
 
    “It was enough to give us pause, but Gen insisted we continue forward. We approached the incubus’s bedroom. He was waiting for us, and he simply walked out into the open, wearing sweatpants and… no shirt.” 
 
    Harper’s cheeks flushed red, and her lips flickered into a smile. 
 
    “It was a sobering experience, to say the least. For all the intense training we put ourselves through to control the Potential and strengthen our abilities as mages, we’re still human. Gen and I are still women, I mean. A shirtless incubus with a primed seduction aura…” 
 
    She leaned her head to one side. Lee felt an odd mixture of dread and curious arousal at the direction the story was heading in. 
 
    “Did you…?” Willow didn’t even finish her question before Harper gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “No. The incubus began walking toward us, and my knees quite literally buckled under the weight of his presence. Gen moved to stand in front of me and managed to stare him down. She’s powerful, not just when it comes to the force of her magic, but in terms of raw will. 
 
    “But, again, she is still a woman. The incubus took her by the hand and slowly led her forward. She followed him into his bedroom. The door was still open a crack, but I was… ahem… occupied with other matters. 
 
    “I won’t go into the noises I heard from within that room, but needless to say, for a time, the incubus was clearly getting the better of her. I’m not sure how long it went on for. The only thing I can say for certain is that when the engagement was about to reach its crescendo, Gen managed to cast a spell, and that was that.” 
 
    “She beat him?” asked Lee. 
 
    “The only traces left of the monster afterward were a few bits of ash and charred bone,” said Harper. “The blast was strong enough to level one of the walls and a part of the ceiling of the penthouse.” 
 
    For a moment, everyone was silent. The ladle had made its way around to Harper, and she began eating the stew in small mouthfuls. 
 
    “What do you think would have happened if Gen hadn’t beaten the incubus?” asked Willow. “Do you think it would have come out afterward and, you know, taken you on next?” 
 
    “I think that’s enough storytelling for tonight,” said Harper. “We should all be getting to sleep soon.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Lee. “Which brings up the question of what the sleeping arrangements will be.” 
 
    He eyed the two tents, well aware of how they were both sized to fit two people in close quarters. 
 
    “I don’t mind sharing a tent with you, Lee,” said Eliza. 
 
    Harper was already shaking her head. “I would be remiss in my responsibilities as a Primhaven faculty member to let two students of the opposite sex share a tent. Eliza, you and Willow will take one tent. Eldon and I will take the other.” 
 
    Willow and Eliza didn’t look especially pleased by that arrangement, but neither objected. Harper took the cooking pot outside to scrape it clean in the snow, and Lee headed into their shared tent to unroll his sleeping bag. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even with the remnants of the fire dying down within the cave, the night was cold. Lee was rubbing his hands together as he came back out of the tent to say goodnight to Eliza. 
 
    “Rest up,” he said. “Something tells me we’ll need it for tomorrow.” 
 
    “You too.” Eliza frowned slightly, glancing over at Harper as she came back into the cave with the pot. 
 
    “Goodnight, Lee,” said Willow in a singsong voice. “I forgot to thank you earlier for what you did for me while we were in the frost troll camp.” 
 
    She interposed herself between Lee and Eliza and pulled him into a hug before he could object. Lee patted her on the back, furrowing his brow a bit with good-natured surprise. 
 
    “It was my pleasure,” he said.  
 
    The four of them climbed into the two separate tents, each one dimly lit by the dwindling ash and embers near the cave’s entrance. Lee took his jacket and boots off and slipped into his sleeping bag. He could hear the muffled sounds of Eliza and Willow having a bit of a discussion in the other tent. 
 
    Harper settled down next to him. There wasn’t much extra space in the tent, certainly not enough for them to both stretch out without being in direct contact. He felt her hand reach over and settle atop his sleeping bag, on top of one of his legs. He took it to be incidental until she slowly began to caress up the length of his thigh. 
 
    After Harper’s spiel about her responsibilities as an instructor and students of opposite genders sharing tents, Lee had expected her to play the part of a good role model for the night. Apparently, that wasn’t what she had in mind. 
 
    She slowly unzipped his sleeping bag, along with her own. It took him a few seconds to realize what she was doing when he heard the sound of the zipper pulling upward again. She combined them both into a double-sized unit, sliding closer to him as she finished. 
 
    She was completely naked. Lee grinned in surprise and elation as he ran his hands across her taut stomach and along the bottom edge of her supple breasts. Harper gently pulled his pants and boxers down and then went still, resting her hand on the inside of his thigh mere inches from his cock. 
 
    Willow and Eliza were still very much awake. Lee couldn’t hear what they were saying, but their conversation had shifted tone, and they seemed to have finally found some common ground.  
 
    Harper’s hand took hold of his tool, and within seconds, he was hard as a rock. He turned onto his side and kissed her, feeling her lips move against his with hungry urgency. He let his own hand slide between her thighs, and he wasn’t shocked to find she was already wet.  
 
    Pushing one finger into her, Lee matched each of Harper’s movements, the two of them sharing a slow but accelerating rhythm of mutual pleasure. He rolled onto his side again, kissing her and vying for control. 
 
    Harper pinned him flat on his back with the hand of her free arm, keeping the other tightly squeezed around his shaft, almost like she was using it for leverage. She shifted, caressing it with the utmost softness while continuing to hold him in place.  
 
    She seemed unconcerned by the fact Eliza’s and Willow’s voices were still clearly audible in the background. Lee knew Harper wasn’t a careless woman. The risk of being caught wasn’t lost on her. 
 
    Which left him feeling rather stunned as she shifted to straddle him and began playing with fire, passionate friction on dry, stiff, wood. Lee ran his hands up her body, groping her soft breasts and letting them fall from his hands. There was no way they could both stay quiet or hide the sound of what they were about to do. 
 
    “Instructor Harper?” Eliza’s voice was like a bucket of ice water over Lee’s head. “Um, I need to go to the bathroom… outside. Willow’s refusing to come with me, and I thought it would be a bad idea to go alone.” 
 
    Harper let out a slow, steadying exhale. “Yes, of course, Eliza. I’ll be right there.” 
 
    Lee’s disappointment was immeasurable. Harper patted her hand once on his chest and leaned in to whisper just to him. 
 
    “It was a bad idea, regardless. I was unusually frisky tonight. But I should have controlled myself. I’m not a teenager anymore.” 
 
    “I still am.” 
 
    “Don’t remind me.” 
 
    Harper dressed with silent speed and hurried out of the tent. She left the tent flap partially open. Lee tried, unsuccessfully, to calm down with slow breathing and safe thoughts. He gave up and resorted instead to baser tactics. 
 
    Harper and Eliza arrived back sooner than he’d expected. He heard Eliza whispering her thanks and returning to her own tent. Willow let out an obnoxious giggle as she entered, kicking off a new round of bickering between them. Harper took off her jacket and boots. 
 
    And then the rest of her clothing. And then, almost before Lee could catch up, she was straddling him again. 
 
    Then he was inside her. 
 
    “Mmm,” moaned Harper. 
 
    She kissed him, sucking on his lower lip. Lee gripped her buttocks, trying to slow her down a bit. She was grinding herself on his hard cock, and he wasn’t sure the rustling could be mistaken for anything else. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper, in a breathy voice. Perhaps even a touch louder than she normally would have. Again, he doubted it could be mistaken for anything other than what it was. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he cared. Harper leaned forward, and he kissed and then sucked on one of her nipples. Her legs shifted, and she began bouncing herself up and down. Lee could see the dark outline of her breasts caught up in the same motion, jiggling an instant behind the rest of her body. 
 
    “Harper,” he breathed. 
 
    The other tent was silent now, or maybe their noise was just too compelling for him to hear them. Either way, Lee was sure Eliza and Willow weren’t asleep. 
 
    Harper wanted what she wanted, and he was more than happy to give it to her. 
 
    He took a firm grip on her hips, letting her know she wasn’t quite as in control as she thought she was as he levered her around with his strong arms. Harper gripped his bicep and gasped. Lee held her down on his cock for a second or two, preventing her from pushing completely upward in a pointless show of dominance. 
 
    She started grinding into him instead, and then she was leaning forward and kissing him. Lee squeezed her fantastic butt and lifted himself toward her, spearing upward, riding pleasure right up until the wave broke. 
 
    “Oh…”  
 
    He unloaded inside her, and Harper let him. He felt a bit like his work was still unfinished, but Harper only waited a couple of seconds before rolling off him. He suspected her seduction of him was, at least this time, about more than just pleasure. 
 
    “Are you trying to make a point?” he whispered. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Eldon.”


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee woke up before Harper the next morning. They’d gone to sleep separately but he’d pulled her into an embrace sometime during the night, spooning her from behind. He carefully disentangled himself, dressed, and slipped out of the tent. 
 
    Eliza and Willow were already awake, sitting together around the rekindled fire in silence. Willow grinned at him as he took a seat on the cave’s stone floor.  
 
    “Lee,” she said. “Sleep well?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well enough.” 
 
    Willow leaned in closer. “I knew it. I could tell just from the way my cousin talks about you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure what you mean by that,” he said. 
 
    Eliza was stirring a pot of quick oats and dried fruit, frowning and looking uncomfortable. “It’s one thing to joke about it, Willow, but don’t go accusing people of… Anyway, it’s not as though even if something did happen, he would have been in control of it. He’s her apprentice, after all.” 
 
    “He’s right here,” said Willow. “You can always ask him directly.” 
 
    Eliza’s face turned a deep shade of red. Lee felt his own cheeks burning a bit. 
 
    “Look, Eliza, Harper and I…” 
 
    “I know,” muttered Eliza. “You don’t have to explain. I get it.” 
 
    She shrugged and seemed to let go of whatever emotions she’d been harboring. Lee wanted to say more, but what more was there to say? He wasn’t even sure if Eliza’s take on the situation was that far off. He’d always been a willing participant in his sexual encounters with Harper, but there was an element of power and authority underlying them that certainly blurred the line a bit. 
 
     “I’m of the opinion this trip can’t end soon enough.” Willow sighed and pulled her flask out. “Last night was cold, and not all of us had a naked body to warm ourselves up with.” 
 
    “Seriously?” said Lee, as he watched her take a sip. 
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She offered him the flask. 
 
    Eliza scowled. “It’s not even seven in the morning yet.” 
 
    “Hey, I have to warm up somehow.” 
 
    A tent flap rustled, and Willow made the flask disappear as quickly as it had arrived. Harper emerged, looking sharp and well-rested. She took a seat around the fire, acknowledging the others with a small nod. 
 
    “We’ll set off immediately after breakfast,” she said. “It’s a long way back to Primhaven from here. I doubt we’ll be able to explore the entirety of Kuh-Matton, but we can at least get a sense of what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re ready?” asked Willow. “You can sleep in a little more if you’re still tired from last…” 
 
    The look Harper gave her cousin silenced her mid-sentence. 
 
    The conversation shifted to other topics as they ate. The oatmeal was hearty, with chunks of peaches and blueberries that added a surprising amount of sweetness. 
 
    Kuh-Matton wasn’t far, and after collapsing their campsite, they reached it in just a few minutes. The wind whipped across the partially open entranceway, giving off a faint, ominous whistle. 
 
    “I only brought two flashlights,” said Harper. “I’ll take one. Eldon, you take the other. Eliza and Willow, hold hands with either myself or Eldon to make sure you don’t get separated.” 
 
    Willow threaded her fingers through Lee’s before anyone could object. Eliza frowned at the two of them and sullenly took hold of Harper’s hand.  
 
    Aside from the flashlights and what they each carried on their person, they had no other supplies or equipment with them. Lee felt a bit underprepared in light of that fact, but he wasn’t sure what would have even been helpful to bring into the unknown depths of the unexplored burial tomb. 
 
    Beyond the circular doorway was complete darkness. The sliver of sunlight the crescent-shaped entrance opening allowed into the space only illuminated the first few feet of what appeared to be a very long cave tunnel. 
 
    The path was littered with boulders and rough, rocky slopes. It was a strange contrast against the impression given off by Kuh-Matton’s exterior. They followed the tunnel as it cut back and forth, slowly rising upward. In places, they almost had to climb straight upward, scrambling over massive chunks of rock and smooth stone. 
 
    Time stretched out in the darkness, minutes slogging on like hours, but eventually, they reached the tunnel’s end. It exited out into a massive ice chamber suffused with light from above, like the interior of an igloo or an ice castle. There was enough illumination to see by, and they switched off their flashlights. 
 
    “Huh,” muttered Lee. “We must be above the cliff now, for the light to be reaching us.” 
 
    “I guess the actual tomb was built into the ice on top?” Eliza shrugged at her own guess. “It seems like a lot of work to go through, especially operating on the assumption the ice stays frozen. They had to have known it could have eventually melted.” 
 
    She was right, but if anything, the chamber they now found themselves in was far colder than it had been outside. It was clearly a constructed space, unlike the cave tunnel. The walls were smooth and even and the ceiling high, almost like an empty gymnasium. 
 
    A few chunks of ice were the only thing marring the room’s perfection. It took Lee a few seconds to notice they were actually pieces of broken ice sculptures. There was a carefully carved frost troll head and the wing of a massive bird, with each feather intricately and painstakingly detailed. 
 
    “This was a burial tomb?” muttered Willow. “Were these… statues, then?” 
 
    “I would assume so,” said Harper. “It may have been a resting place the frost trolls used to honor their own dead before the Unavowed Queen was sealed inside.” 
 
    The acoustics of the space made their voices sound small and muffled, as though silence was the chamber’s fundamental state. A small clicking noise came from behind them. Lee’s hand shot toward his dagger. He felt a bit foolish when he saw the culprit was just a tiny, rather brazen snow fox, no larger than a domestic cat. 
 
    “Oh, hello!” said Willow. She stretched her arms out as though about to give the tiny creature an oversized hug. A faint thrum of yellow arcane energy went out from her in a gentle pulse, landing across the snow fox. It stared at her, blinking in surprise, and then ran over and climbed up her body, sitting atop her shoulder. 
 
    “Nifty,” said Lee. “So, you are a druid in training, after all.” 
 
    “You had your doubts?” Willow frowned at him. 
 
    “A few, but they’ve been put to rest,” he said. “At least for the moment.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and punched him gently on the shoulder. Harper was casing the outer wall of the chamber, running a hand across the ice. She came to a stop at the section directly across from the cave tunnel’s exit. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “Can you see that? There was a doorway here. It’s been frozen over with ice.” 
 
    She tapped her fingers on it. Lee drew closer and saw what she meant. There was a faint outline of a rectangular shape where the ice was a shade lighter than the rest of the wall.  
 
    “Okay,” said Lee. “If it’s still frozen, aren’t we done here? It doesn’t seem like anything has gotten in or out.” 
 
    “It’s possible someone—or something—used ice elemental magic to reseal the doorway after passing through,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Is it likely, though?” asked Willow. “I mean, the circular door outside was left ajar. Why would they go through the effort to cover their tracks here but not there?” 
 
    “We aren’t here to make assumptions about what’s going on,” said Harper. “Kukachuk wants us to do a full investigation of the tomb. We have to keep going.” 
 
    “Easier said than done,” muttered Lee. 
 
    Harper flashed a dangerous, crooked smile. She took a step back from the wall, fell into her elemental casting stance, and generated a two-foot-wide fireball over her palm. She thrust her arm forward, sending the flaming projectile thrumming through the air.  
 
    It struck the frozen doorway in a crescendo of steam and ice splinters, clearing their way forward. Lee gave an appreciative whistle, and Willow clapped. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “That works.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee was the first through the doorway into the next chamber. He drew up short at what greeted him, and Harper bumped into him from behind. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    “Just… look,” he muttered. 
 
    The room seemed as large as the previous one, though it was hard to tell. Massive columns of ice ran from floor to ceiling, dozens of them, each one glittering with strange bits of crystal throughout their structure. 
 
    “Wow,” said Willow. “Quite the sight. You could charge money for tours of a place like this.” 
 
    The path forward was obvious this time, blocked off by a circular door of the same copper metal as the one at the tomb’s beginning. Lee didn’t see any handholds on it, and it was flush against the ice, clearly intended to be opened through other means. 
 
    The chamber’s air was cold and stale, like the inside of a freezer that had been left on for years without ever being opened. Lee rubbed his hands together, breath white from the chill. 
 
    “What do you’re think they’re made of?” asked Eliza, peering closely at one of the pillars. 
 
    “Ice,” said Willow. “Duh.” 
 
    “No, I mean… Look at the specks in them.”  
 
    Eliza reached her hand out to touch one of the gleaming crystals she was referring to. Just as her finger made contact, the pillar pulsed with light, bright enough to force the rest of them to look away. A single humming note, like a bell had just been struck, reverberated through the air. 
 
    “Jeez,” muttered Willow. “Do they all do that?” 
 
    She touched another and a similar reaction occurred, this time pulsing red and releasing a deeper bell tone. Lee winced, looking away a second too late for the liking of his eyes. 
 
    “Refrain from touching the pillars until we have a better idea of what’s going on,” said Harper. “In the meantime, let’s try to figure out how to open this door.” 
 
    They took the obvious approach first and attempted to pry it open. There weren’t any cracks around the edges large enough for any of them to work their fingers into, but the cold copper was sticky enough for them to make an attempt at sliding the door to the side. An attempt that failed miserably. 
 
    “There’s a chance the ice around the edges can be melted,” said Harper. “Stand back.” 
 
    She fell into her elemental casting stance and proceeded to unleash the brunt of her arcane power in the form of a massive jet of flame. The ice refroze as it melted, stubbornly refusing to give ground. Harper quit after a minute and gave a sigh, shaking her head. 
 
    Lee found himself wishing Tess had come along with them. She could have simply phased through the door and looked for a means to open it from the other side. He missed her, more than he probably should have after just a day apart. 
 
    He blinked. There was a ghost in the corner of the chamber. Not Tess, and not one he’d seen before. An old, bearded man in a torn shirt and stained slacks was sitting on the floor, knees pulled up to his chest, gaze downcast. A rather sorry sight in Lee’s opinion, which was to say it was one of the most miserable-looking entities he had ever seen. 
 
    He started a hand along the chamber’s outer wall to give himself an excuse to make his way over. Eliza and Willow were bickering again, this time over what might or might not help them open the door. Harper was testing one of the pillars, one arm shielded over her eyes as it burst into excruciatingly bright light. 
 
    “Hey,” Lee whispered to the ghost. “How’s it going?” 
 
    The ghost didn’t react. Lee scowled. He wasn’t thrilled with the idea of pulling the man into his mystic stream, but desperate times called for desperate measures. He extended it, and the ghost gasped as his body regained form. 
 
    “What…?” The man’s voice wavered. “Why can’t I go? Why am I still here?” 
 
    “Bad luck, most likely,” muttered Lee. “Judging from your clothing, you’ve been dead for a hot minute.” 
 
    The man’s shirt had a cord drawstring tightened across a v-shaped opening in front and probably hadn’t been fashionable for two or three hundred years. From around the time of Shay Morrigan, Lee figured. 
 
    “Please…” said the ghost. “Let me go.” 
 
    “If you really want me to, I can do that,” he whispered. “We have to get through the door, first. Can you help us?” 
 
    The ghost’s eyes widened and then narrowed. “How do I know you will? Lies… so many lies. Everyone lies.” 
 
    “You just have to trust me.” 
 
    “No!” snapped the ghost. 
 
    Lee swore under his breath. “Okay. A show of good faith? What would help you relax and see me as a friend?” 
 
    He already knew the answer to his question even before he’d finished asking it. Ghosts were so predictable. 
 
    He made his way over to Willow who was watching Eliza and Harper touching the pillars at random, clearly of the mind they were the key to opening the door. Willow held herself aside from the others with an affected air of indifference, as though she was above the situation and horribly bored. 
 
    “Still have that flask on you?” asked Lee. 
 
    She smirked at him. “Yup.” 
 
    Lee held his hand out. 
 
    “What do I get in return?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s up to you, but it’ll have to wait until later,” he said. 
 
    “I’m a patient girl.” 
 
    She made a show of unzipping her jacket and reaching inside. She handed the flask from Lee, raising an eyebrow as he walked off instead of sipping from it immediately. 
 
    He sat down next to the ghost with his back against the wall and took a tiny sip of the vodka. The ghost watched him with undisguised longing, and he couldn’t help but grin. 
 
    “Liquor,” he said. “It’s yours if you help. Afterward, if you still want me to give you your exit, I’ll do it. Deal?” 
 
    He held the flask a bit to the side. The ghost gave a hefty nod and accepted it, making a duplicate in the usual fashion of entities within Lee’s mystic stream. 
 
    He gave the original flask back to Willow and waited for the old man to drink himself into a helpful state. It only took a minute. Wordlessly, the ghost led Lee from pillar to pillar, touching them each in turn. He waved a hand for Harper and Eliza to stop their attempts as he made his own. They watched, bemused at first, and then with increasing curiosity. 
 
    The pillars, when touched, were painfully bright. It was annoying when dealing with one and touching a dozen in quick succession left Lee with afterimages littering his vision. He breathed a sigh of relief as he activated the last one and heard the door crunch as it slid to the side through the ice. 
 
    “What in the world…?” muttered Eliza. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper. “Would you care to explain how you knew how to do that?” 
 
    Lee grinned. “Nope. It was an ingenious puzzle, but the clues are pretty obvious if you just look for them. I’m surprised none of you figured it out before I did.” 
 
    It was the smoothest deflection he could think of at short notice. He had solved the puzzle, and perhaps there were clues in the room that they hadn’t noticed. He figured a simple show of acting mysterious and cocky would effectively dull their suspicion, and it did. 
 
    “Who cares how he did it?” asked Willow. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
      
 
    The chamber exited into a much narrower hallway with walls of thick crystal on either side and massive icicles hanging from the ceiling. Lee followed behind Willow as they made their way forward. 
 
    Lee felt like each step farther into Kuh-Matton led them deeper into the cold. The sounds of shaky breathing and chattering teeth told him he wasn’t the only one. Willow had her arms around herself, and she stopped midway through the hall to rub her hands together. 
 
    “This is insane,” she whispered. “We might not make it much deeper into this place if—” 
 
    She took another step, and a sharp click came from above. One of the icicles had broken loose. Lee moved on impulse, diving forward and tackling her out of the way as the jagged frozen spike fell to the floor directly where she’d previously been standing. It shattered into bits of icy shrapnel. 
 
    “Ow…” muttered Willow. Lee landed on top of her, and they stared at each other for a few seconds, faces mere inches apart. She grinned up at him.  
 
    “Now we’re even,” he said. 
 
    “I actually think I owe you now,” said Willow. “Feel free to let me know if you think of any interesting ways in which I could make it up to you.” 
 
    Eliza cleared her throat loudly from behind them. Lee climbed off Willow and helped her to her feet. 
 
    “That may have been a random occurrence, or it may have been a trap,” said Harper. “Keep on guard. There’s no telling what we might be heading into next.” 
 
    She took the lead, with Lee following behind her and Willow and Eliza bringing up the rear. The hallway exited into the first room of the tomb that felt like a true burial chamber. Rows of troll-sized sarcophaguses lined the walls. 
 
    A stairway in the back of the chamber led to another blocked door, this one a mixture of the same crystal-speckled ice they’d seen in the pillar room. Four frozen statues of humanoid-shaped figures wielding medieval weapons stood to either side at the very top. 
 
    Except, judging from the auras Lee could see with his mystic sight, they weren’t statues at all. He took Harper’s hand, stopping her as she was about to take the first step up the stairs. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
    He considered his phrasing carefully. “I’m not sure. I just have a bad feeling about this.” 
 
    “I trust your intuition, Eldon, but it’s too cold for us to wait around. We need to keep moving forward.” 
 
    She set her foot down on the first stair. The sound of shattering ice cut through the air, piercing and shrill. 
 
    The outer shell of each of the statues had broken, revealing the monsters that lay underneath. They were zombies as far as Lee could tell. He despised zombies, and these ones were a new variety compared to any he’d seen before. 
 
    Their eyes each had a pale-blue glow. Traces of decayed bone and black ice showed through underneath holes in their white skin. All four were completely hairless and dressed in armor, chainmail with shoulder pauldrons, and dark leather leggings. 
 
    “Frost reavers,” muttered Harper. “They’re undead imbued with a frost affinity. Fire should make quick work of them.” 
 
    She fell into her elemental casting stance and threw her palm forward, creating a fireball and unleashing it in the same motion. It shrank as it crossed the first few feet of its trajectory, flaming out into harmless sparks before it had made it halfway toward the monsters. The room itself seemed to have sucked the heat out of the spell. 
 
    Harper’s mouth fell open in surprise. The reavers were already moving, and Lee wasn’t interested in waiting for them to strike first. He leaped in front of Harper, drawing his pistol and firing two rounds at the foremost of the zombies. One went wide, while the other let out a reassuring hiss as it glanced across the monster’s shoulder. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough to slow it down. 
 
    He heard Willow let out a scream from behind them. Lee took a step back, bumping into Harper, who seemed caught in between casting stances as she hurriedly tried to work out a new plan of attack. The nearest reaver thrust its spear toward his chest. Lee dove to the side, Harper leaping in the other direction. 
 
    “Look out!” shouted Harper. 
 
    It took Lee a second to realize she was talking to Eliza, not him. He stared in horror as he saw her on the ground, trying to scramble back from one of the other reavers.  
 
    She wasn’t quick enough. Time seemed to slow to a crawl as the monster brought its spiked mace down in a killing arc. 
 
    It went right through her, clanging on the stone floor underneath. An illusion, not the real Eliza. 
 
    Lee reacted faster than he realized he could, drawing his dagger and leaping into motion before the reaver could recover from the deception. 
 
    He stabbed his blade through its back, feeling the knife sink into its hilt. The reaver screeched and fell forward, its body shattering into frozen pieces as the silver did the trick. 
 
    “Eldon!” snapped Harper. 
 
    He ducked as the reaver with the spear swung for his head. It was still enough to throw him off balance, and he took the spear’s blunt shaft across the shoulder as the monster attacked a second time before he could get away. 
 
    He saw the spear coming up a third time. Harper snapped her arms into the conjuration casting stance, wrapping an indigo chain binding around the reaver’s weapon before it could bring the jagged tip town into Lee’s abdomen. 
 
    He still had a grip on his kris dagger. His counterattack was swift and accurate, and the result was similar to before. The silver blade sank deep into the monster, and an instant later, it crumbled into harmless chunks. 
 
    Willow was screaming again, trapped in between two of the sarcophaguses with one of the remaining two reavers closing in on her. Eliza was nearby, trying to get the other girl’s attention and, failing that, attempting to use an illumination spell to blind the monster closing in on her. But it wasn’t working. 
 
    The snow fox Willow had bonded with earlier threw itself into the mix, leaping onto the reaver’s back before dancing between its legs. The instant of distraction was enough for her to slip away, and with her out of the line of fire, Lee could attack freely. 
 
    He clasped his left hand over his right wrist and cast his force spell, knocking the monster off its feet and onto its head. A scrape came from the floor behind him. He spun in time to see the sole remaining reaver pulling back a chain flail in preparation to attack him. 
 
    Harper had found the spell she needed. She unleashed a volley of magic missiles that tore through the reaver from behind. They each did small amounts of damage, but the sheer number she was able to cast at once was simply overwhelming. Bits of frozen flesh and ice tore loose from the monster’s body like bits of concrete under assault from a jackhammer. 
 
    The reaver Lee had knocked down was starting to get up. Eliza secured it with conjuration bindings, though from the way it began pulling at them, they seemed unlikely to hold it for long. Lee fell upon the undead monstrosity and sank his dagger into it several times in quick succession. 
 
    The room went still. Harper moved to check on Willow. She seemed uninjured, though tears streaked her makeup and she was trembling visibly. Lee caught his breath, eyes continuing to search the corners of the room for surprises. He was past the point of trusting they were truly safe. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Eliza. 
 
    He winced as he rolled his shoulder out. “A bit bruised, but that’s par for the course.” 
 
    Harper had helped Willow to her feet and was leading her over to join the others. Lee noticed the flask in her shaking hand and she barely got it to her lips in time to take a calming sip. 
 
    “How you feeling?” he asked her. 
 
    Willow shook her head. “I… froze up.” 
 
    “It happens. Especially given this was your first real fight, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Willow nodded, wiping a hand across her tear-smudged face. 
 
    “Word of advice,” said Eliza. “Vodka doesn’t help.” 
 
    Willow shot a vicious glare at her, but Harper’s stern gaze shut down any argument before it could begin. 
 
    They moved up the staircase and took a closer look at the next obstacle blocking their path. The doorway was sealed with ice, thick and deep enough to go completely opaque, despite being clear for the first few inches. Harper banged a fist against it and made another attempt at casting one of her flame spells, which was immediately snuffed out by the strange ambient energy of the room. 
 
    “Interesting,” she muttered.  
 
    “What’s the deal?” asked Lee. “Your pyromancy is normally what you’re best at.” 
 
    “Someone, or something, placed a dampening aura on this chamber,” said Harper. “It’s probably what kept the frost reavers frozen and preserved. It means we’ll need to find another way past this wall other than just melting through it.” 
 
    “What about ice magic?” asked Eliza. “Not for creating a projectile to smash into the wall, but to reach into the structure of it. We can’t see any cracks, but there still might be some or at least other weaknesses that could be exploited.” 
 
    “Look at how thick the ice is,” said Harper. “It would certainly take a stronger cryomancy spell than I’m capable of. Though the idea is solid.” 
 
    Lee folded his arms, feeling himself wishing he could cast the summoning spell he’d been working on. It took the full allotment of spells he had through both Tess and the spellchain, but if he could have managed it, he would have brought forth Thumper, the snow bunny. He was fairly sure that, as a hybrid ice elemental, she’d be able to make short work of the wall. 
 
    “We could always see if there’s anything in the enchanting workshop that might help.” Eliza gave a small, halfway-defeated shrug. “I don’t see what else we can do right now.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Harper. “I wasn’t expecting us to clear the entire tomb on a single visit. We’ll head back to Primhaven for now and return in a few days, once we’ve worked out a plan of action.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 INTERLUDE 
 
      
 
      
 
    Zoe liked the ambiance of the club. The lighting was hypnotic blue, full of style and character. The music was tolerable and playing at a volume she could still speak and hear over. It was all the people she hated. 
 
    There were just far too many of them in far too confined a space. She’d grown used to the wide walls and open rooms of the mansion. She’d let herself come to love Lestaron Island with its familiar faces and slow, small-town atmosphere. 
 
    A crowded club in an unfamiliar city was no longer a situation that fell within the bounds of her comfort zone. She held her drink in front of her chest like a tower shield, leaning against the far end of the bar and trying to look like she was in control of her circumstances. 
 
    “Relax,” said Mira. “You don’t have to be on guard all the time. This is a mundane club, despite its owner. Nothing here can threaten us.” 
 
    “It’s not the prospect of a fight that’s making me anxious,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Then what is?” 
 
    It was hard for her to put it into words, especially to Mira who’d long since transcended from social butterfly to social vampire. Mira wore a black club dress with a plunging neckline and provocative peek-a-boo slits running across her midriff and down one hip. Her blonde hair hung in a single, glossy lock, and she’d worn a dangerous shade of red lipstick as a not-so-subtle telegraph of what she was underneath. 
 
    “Never mind,” muttered Zoe. “You go have fun. I’m going to get another drink.” 
 
    “Don’t get too drunk,” said Mira. “Trevor Barksdale’s lieutenant said he was on his way. We still need to meet with him before we leave.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Mira gave Zoe a kiss on the cheek and made her way forward into the wild, each hip-swaying step on beat with the music. She saw at least a dozen male sets of eyes snap toward her friend. Unfortunately, she also saw a few men looking toward her, now she was alone at the bar. 
 
    She silently cursed herself for letting Mira pick her outfit. She’d insisted on wearing jeans, but the top she had on was white with tiny spaghetti straps precluding her wearing a bra underneath. She felt far too exposed, and without really thinking about it, she brought her empty drink back in front of her chest. 
 
    “You’re not a fan of clubs, are you?”  
 
    Zoe started at the sudden voice before clearing her throat and summoning a bit of her lost composure. A man had approached her. He looked normal enough, brown hair, black V-neck, broad shoulders, a bit on the short side, but with a nice smile. 
 
    “No, I’m not,” she said. “I’m only here because—” 
 
    “A friend dragged you out.” The man smiled. “Oldest tale in the book. It’s like a prophecy. When the moon ascends into the sky, honorable unwilling maiden shall chaperone her besties.” 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes, though a small smile managed to sneak through the cracks. 
 
    “I don’t need you to buy me a drink, so don’t bother asking,” she said. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to.” The man shrugged. “I was actually hoping you’d dance with me.” 
 
    Zoe shook her head. The man held up a finger, grinning. 
 
    “One dance. Trust me, you’ll feel a lot less out of place on the dance floor where it’s too crowded to stand out. Think of it as a survival strategy.” 
 
    “Survival strategy?” she said. “You make it sound like it’s dangerous to be here.” 
 
    “Well, taking risks with strangers is always a little dangerous.” The man flicked his eyebrows up and held out his hand. 
 
    Zoe looked for Mira in the crowd and spotted her sandwiched in between two hunky men. She sighed, set her drink down, and accepted her new accompaniment. 
 
    They found space on the edge of the floor and began moving to the beat. Her new dance partner was gracious, giving her space and holding his own with his movements. He let her lead, only shifting in closer when she did, and being as much of a gentleman as one could expect from a denizen of a seedy night club. 
 
    It was almost fun. At the very least, Zoe found herself understanding where the enjoyment came from. It was flattering, almost empowering, to know his focus was on her and she could likely ditch him and go find someone new if he did anything that rubbed her the wrong way. 
 
    She shifted into him, and she felt his hands settle on her hips. And just like that, he was rubbing her body along the side. It wasn’t the wrong way to rub, exactly. More the wrong gender. She felt him get a bit too bold, pushing his crotch forward and revealing how turned on she’d apparently made him.  
 
    “You know,” said the man. “We could go back to my place.” 
 
    “I’m gay,” said Zoe. 
 
    “You’re, er… what?” 
 
    She was saved from further elaboration by Mira pulling her away by the elbow. The two of them stepped off the dance floor and headed for the corner of the club, where a bouncer stood guard in front of a door leading to the VIP section. 
 
    “Barksdale just arrived,” said Mira. “Time for us to do what we came here to do.” 
 
    The bouncer gestured to them as they approached, apparently forewarned of their presence. He led them through the back area and into a small office with leather couches and a singular desk. Trevor Barksdale sat in a chair behind it, looking tired and sipping at a glass of brown liquor. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “My honored guests have finally arrived.” 
 
    “We were waiting for you, in fact,” said Mira. “It’s good to see you again, Trevor.” 
 
    “Likewise. Though I must say, I was expecting your master to come in person.” 
 
    Zoe tried to keep her reaction in check. Jack was still wounded from the fight with Genevieve Laughton, the cuts inflicted by her enchanted saber refusing to heal with time. He was getting worse instead of better, but the last thing they could do was admit that openly. 
 
    “The Dealmaker is a busy man,” said Mira. “He sent the two of us to negotiate on his behalf.” 
 
    “I’m more than willing to negotiate with you,” said Trevor. “In fact, we could even skip right past that. I’m willing to accept the original terms of the Independent Coalition and ally with the House of Shadows and the Melting Pack.” 
 
    “I’m so glad to hear you say that,” said Mira. “I’d be pleased to carry the news back to—” 
 
    “But I need to hear it from the Dealmaker himself. I can’t consider it finalized until I shake hands and have that level of confirmation. I hope you understand.” 
 
    Zoe winced. This was what they’d feared and expected. Jack’s name as the Dealmaker carried a level of authority that couldn’t be matched by another member of their organization acting on his behalf. It wasn’t a roadblock they could simply take a detour to get around. 
 
    “Fair enough,” said Mira with a sigh. 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel as though you came all the way out here for nothing,” said Trevor. “I’ll set the two of you up with the nicest room in my hotel. We can start sharing information more freely, as well. Let the Dealmaker know I can come to him when he’s ready to make it official.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, he certainly wasn’t exaggerating when he said it was the nicest room,” said Mira. 
 
    She spun a circle as she made her way through the expensively decorated suite. Zoe sighed, feeling as though she was having a harder time looking on the bright side. 
 
    “We came all this way for nothing,” she muttered. 
 
    “It was always a possibility. We were well aware this could be the outcome when we left.” Mira stretched her arms out and fell backward onto the king-sized bed. “Ooh, feel these sheets. So soft and silky.” 
 
    “I’m going to call my brother again and see if he’s made any progress on getting close to Genevieve’s sword.” 
 
    She took out her cell phone and dialed Eldon’s new number. She could feel Mira’s eyes on her as she waited, listening as the connection went straight to voice mail. 
 
    “It may be that your brother can’t, or perhaps even won’t, help us,” she said. 
 
    “Let’s hope that’s not the case, for Jack’s sake.” 
 
    “He’s been through worse. I suspect he’ll make it through this, as well.” 
 
    Mira kicked her high heels off and spread out on the bed. Zoe hung up her phone and crossed her arms, frowning as she looked out the window into the lights of the city. 
 
    “Zoe,” said Mira. “There’s no need to fret. The situation isn’t ideal, but we’ll manage.” 
 
    “I know, it’s just…” She shook her head. 
 
    “Relax.” Mira patted the spot next to her. “Sit down. We can do nothing more tonight. There’s no reason why we should punish ourselves for circumstances beyond our control.” 
 
    Zoe sighed and slowly made her way over. She felt Mira sliding near to her as soon as she’d taken a seat, her eyes fixated on a specific spot on Zoe’s neck. 
 
    “You fed right before we left,” muttered Zoe. 
 
    “That was this morning.” Mira pushed Zoe’s hair out of the way, sending a shiver through her. “You don’t mind, do you?” 
 
    Zoe didn’t say anything. Tingles of sensation fluttered through her as Mira’s breath tickled her neck. 
 
    “I could always go find a willing boy toy to suck dry if it’s a bother for you,” whispered Mira. 
 
    “I don’t think Jack would approve of that.” 
 
    “True enough. It’s always seemed so arbitrary, the way the male ego works. He’s fine with me playing with other women, but other men, that’s a step over the line.” 
 
    Zoe swallowed, feeling suddenly lightheaded as Mira pulled in closer, lips brushing naked skin. “I’m only letting you bite me, tonight. That’s it.” 
 
    “There’s only one bed, my sweet Zoe,” whispered Mira. “Will you really let your broken heart keep you from getting a good night’s sleep?” 
 
    Mira set a hand on Zoe’s midriff, intensifying the conflict of emotion and experience storming through her. 
 
    “It isn’t about her,” muttered Zoe. 
 
    “Are you sure? I can always put my hair in a braid if it is.” 
 
    Zoe glared at her and pulled away. Mira’s laugh was a touch too mocking for her liking. She started to stand up from the bed. A tendril of shadow magic wrapped around her chest, across her shoulder diagonally, between her breasts. 
 
    It pulled her back, gently, but forcefully. Mira reached out a hand and let her finger caress Zoe’s lips. 
 
    “I apologize,” she said. “That was out of line. Your feelings are your own, Zoe, I’m just aware of how love can be.” 
 
    “You have no idea how I feel,” said Zoe. 
 
    “Fair enough. Though, supposing I did, I’m the type of woman who would only covet you more because of it. I torture myself, truly. The emotionally unavailable have always had an inexplicable allure to me.” 
 
    Mira kept Zoe held where she was with her tendril. She moved behind her, running soft fingers up the length of her body. Zoe shuddered, despite herself. She bit her lip as she felt Mira’s teeth drag across her neck. 
 
    “Tell me,” she whispered. “Did Harper ever make you feel the way my fangs do when they sink into your neck?” 
 
    Zoe jerked away. She’d seen this side of Mira before, the part that loved to mess with her and get into her head. She wasn’t interested in playing that sort of game tonight, but then she felt Mira kissing her neck, and suddenly the vampire was drawing a soft moan was out of her. 
 
    Mira pulled her arm to the side, and the shadow tendril followed after it, ferrying Zoe down onto the bed. The top Mira had picked out for her was roughly pulled up and over her head, her small breasts bouncing free of the fabric. She started to draw an arm across her chest, but Mira’s tendril took her by the wrists, pinning her to the bed’s headboard. 
 
    “Was that really necessary?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “You can always tell me to stop,” whispered Mira. “Just say the word, and we won’t take it any further.” 
 
    Zoe felt a fierce heat in her cheeks as she watched the other woman slowly unzipping her jeans and pulling them down her hips. Mira kissed the inside of her bare thigh, and Zoe gasped as she felt her drag her fangs against the sensitive skin. 
 
    She nuzzled her face against Zoe’s mound through her panties. It was almost too much, and then they quickly passed over that line as Mira hooked her fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulled downward. 
 
    She waited there, staring into Zoe’s womanhood with an intensity that made her feel young and unsure again. It reminded her of painful memories, love, and loss. Harper.  
 
    Mira waited, clearly sensing the tumult within her. She was sensitive like that when she wanted to be. 
 
    With her arms still bound, Zoe reached out with her legs, drawing Mira deeper in with the gesture. Mira set a hand on either side of her thighs, firm and possessive. Zoe’s back arched as she felt the first tease of her hot, wet tongue. 
 
    Mira went slow, letting the pleasure she inflicted build by kissing and licking everywhere but where Zoe wanted her to. It perfectly encapsulated who she was. Zoe bucked her hips, gasping as Mira’s tongue hit the mark. 
 
    The bindings released her wrists just as she was about to come. Mira left her like that, grinning as she slid upward to join her face-to-face on the bed. Zoe kissed and ground herself into her, too horny to appreciate the ebb and flow of the other woman’s seduction. 
 
    She tore Mira’s dress off, letting a glimpse of her own dominant side out. Mira’s breasts were almost large enough to be unwieldy, huge in comparison to Zoe’s own. She kissed Mira again, letting their bare flesh meet. She felt Mira’s hand sliding between her thighs, and then the kisses shifted to her neck. 
 
    “Oh…” moaned Zoe. 
 
    Mira went back to her teasing, working her up to the very brink with her strumming fingers. Zoe felt Mira’s fangs against her neck, and then she was sliding a finger into her, bringing her to the very edge, and then… 
 
    Bliss. She climaxed in the same instant Mira’s fangs entered her neck, and it was simply bliss. It was a sensation above and beyond anything she could have endured for more than a few seconds. It was like the first few times with Harper when they’d experimented and discovered together how good they could make each other feel. 
 
    Mira was moaning and shuddering, too. It was about the blood for her, not the sex, though Zoe wondered if the two were truly separate. She let her head nuzzle against Zoe’s shoulder as she finished drinking, and the two lay together, naked and satisfied. 
 
    “I understand your feelings, Zoe,” whispered Mira. 
 
    “I somehow doubt that.” 
 
    Mira propped her head up on her arm and gave her a mischievous smile. “If you had a chance to see her again, would you take it?” 
 
    “We’d just try to kill each other. Again.” 
 
    “If she couldn’t try to kill you,” said Mira. “If, say she was a prisoner, and completely in our power.” 
 
    “It’s more likely she ends up dead, or I do.” 
 
    “Don’t be so pessimistic.” Mira stroked her cheek with a finger. “I will do everything in my power to make sure Harper doesn’t die.” 
 
    “You will?” Zoe furrowed her brow. “What’s the catch?” 
 
    “You,” said Mira, with a chuckle. “I would have thought you’d guessed that already. I would much rather see you happy than see you in tears. I’ll bring Harper to her knees in front of you, Zoe. You’ll be the one who decides what happens to her.” 
 
    A flush came to Zoe’s cheeks. Maybe Mira did understand her feelings, after all. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    It was late in the afternoon when Lee and the others arrived back at Primhaven. He was surprised by how tired he felt, though it made sense after all the fighting, snowmobiling, and sleeping in the wild. 
 
    The warmth of Primhaven’s campus was a welcome relief after a day and a half in varying degrees of the cold. He unzipped his jacket and pulled out his phone. He had a single missed call from his sister, no doubt about the previous concern she’d expressed about Gen’s sword. 
 
    “Alright,” said Harper. “Let’s all brainstorm ideas for getting past that ice wall over the next few days. I have class to teach tomorrow, so the soonest we could head back out would be the day after that.” 
 
    “We have classes, too,” muttered Eliza. “It isn’t ideal for my grades to be missing so much.” 
 
    “You’re welcome to stay behind then,” said Harper. “You too, Willow, if you wish. Eldon and I can handle the rest of this on our own if need be.” 
 
    Eliza and Willow glanced at Harper, and then at each other, apparently working out similar conclusions in their heads. 
 
    “Well, I’ll let you know if I come up with anything that might help,” said Lee. “For now, there’s a shower with my name on it.” 
 
    He felt his exhaustion catching up with him as he made his way into his dorm room. Still no Toma, which was increasingly worrying, but the kitten was asleep on his bed, and Tess was sitting alongside it.  
 
    She grinned and jumped to her feet when she saw him. Lee pulled her into his mystic stream and gave her a tight hug. She had on a baggy t-shirt and yoga pants, and the feel of her body against his only made the realization of how much he’d missed her even more intense. 
 
    “I was so worried!” said Tess. “We need to work out a system so you can tell me you’re okay in situations like this.” 
 
    “It might be a little tricky, given your inability to use a phone.” He pulled back a few inches, brushing brown locks of hair out of her face and caressing her cheek. “I missed you, too.” 
 
    The kitten had woken up. It let out a lazy yawn and proceeded to hop off the bed and nuzzle Lee’s ankle. 
 
    “You weren’t in too much danger, were you?” asked Tess. “I kept picturing the frost trolls attacking, and you falling through the ice, and… avalanches.” 
 
    “It was pretty straightforward,” said Lee. “Harper made a deal with their chieftain, and now we have to clear out a burial tomb in exchange for them staying neutral.” 
 
    “Sounds like fun.” 
 
    “Did the kitten behave?” 
 
    “More or less. We had some bonding time while you were gone. His appetite is enormous! You wouldn’t believe how much time I had to spend pinching food for him.” 
 
    “I bet.” Lee bent over and scratched the cat’s head. “Toma didn’t come through the dorm by any chance, did he?” 
 
    “Not that I saw.” Tess frowned. “Maybe you should reach out and ask one of the instructors?” 
 
    “I don’t think Harper knows anything, and Eliza already asked Gen, but maybe Odarin knows the details. I’ll go pay him a visit after, but I really need to take a shower first.” 
 
    He ditched his winter clothing and after giving Tess a few more kisses, headed for the bathroom. Hot water and soap were miraculous inventions, and twenty minutes later, he returned to his room feeling like a new man. 
 
    “Care to join me?” he asked Tess as he pulled on a t-shirt and jeans. 
 
    “I would love to,” she said, smiling. “Can we get some food afterward? I’m starving.” 
 
    “It’s a date.” 
 
    Tess spent a minute fussing over the kitten and ensuring it had sufficient food and access to the outside world through Lee’s open window. The two of them left the dormitory walking hand in hand. 
 
    The sun was setting as they reached the First Tower, which cast looming shadows across the ground from the Zephaphine Islands hovering above. The door was unlocked, which was convenient, if a little unusual. The lights were off in the lobby, and Lee’s footsteps echoed as he made his way forward. 
 
    “Head Wizard Odarin?” he called. “Hello?” 
 
    The silence held for a moment, then a disembodied voice seemed to boom from every direction at once. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” called Odarin. “Good timing! The arcane lift is unlocked. I’m in my study. Come on up.” 
 
    Lee glanced at Tess, who gave him a noncommittal shrug. He took the lift up to Odarin’s study and found him sitting in a chair across from a TV, video game controller in hand. 
 
    Appearance-wise, John Odarin fit the general description of what one might expect of a Head Wizard. He was in his late forties, blond and clean-cut with the physique and build of a former athlete. His face was currently scrunched up in deep concentration, eyes entirely focused on the screen. 
 
    “So, what can I do for you, Lee?” asked Odarin. 
 
    “I had some questions about my friend and dorm mate.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow as he took in the game Odarin was playing. His avatar character appeared to be on a date with a very young-looking anime girl, and he was in the middle of selecting the answer to a question she’d asked him. 
 
    “Shoot,” said Odarin. 
 
    “It’s my friend Toma. He hasn’t been at—” 
 
    “Sorry, I meant shoot, as in… damn. I can’t remember what Kumiko-chan’s favorite season is. Was it summer or… did she say spring?” 
 
    “Um, Head Wizard Odarin?” 
 
    Odarin muttered something under his breath and set the controller down. “Ah, I’ll just look it up online after. Now, what were you asking, Lee?” 
 
    “Toma Fujino. Have you heard anything related to his departure from the school? Do you know if he’s going to be back soon or where he’s gone?” 
 
    Odarin exhaled and gave a small shrug. “I haven’t a clue. I think Lead Instructor Laughton would be the one to ask about that.” 
 
    “We already tried asking her, and she just gave a vague answer,” said Lee. “Do you think maybe you could see if she knows anything more?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” said Odarin. “She’s kind of scary. Not nearly as much fun as Mattis was, either. And Mattis wasn’t that much fun to begin with.” 
 
    “It’s good to know you think so highly of me, John.” 
 
    Both Lee and Odarin flinched at the sudden sound of Gen’s voice behind them. She strode forward from the archway leading to the arcane lift, favoring them with a brittle smile. 
 
    “I just meant you’re, um—” Odarin sputtered. “Scary in a good way?” 
 
    “It’s quite alright,” said Gen. “I was merely stopping by to drop off the finalized schedule for the open house later this week. If you could look it over and sign to confirm, it would be appreciated.” 
 
    “Of course!” said Odarin. “I’ll do that right away. Just, uh, as soon as I finish the business I’m currently attending to.” 
 
    He reached for the controller. Gen turned her attention to Lee, still smiling that unnerving smile. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth, I’d be more than happy to answer your question in full,” she said. “I needed to meet with you, regardless. If you would follow me…” 
 
    She led him outside and into the Nature Tower, which she’d apparently been using as her own lodgings with Mattis no longer in residence. Lee wondered if Willow, as the college’s soon-to-be resident druid, would eventually take it over. It was a little hard to imagine. 
 
    “Your friend is with his family,” said Gen as they entered the main lounge area of her residence floor. She pulled off her shoes and tossed them by the door. 
 
    “I’d guessed that much,” said Lee. “My question is more about why, and when exactly he’ll be back.” 
 
    “As to that, I cannot say. His father is an influential man. We don’t normally let initiates come and go from the college during the semester, but he emphasized their family’s unique circumstances.” 
 
    Gen gestured to the couch and Lee took a seat. The room’s layout was spartan, with only a few bookshelves and paintings giving off any sense of the character of the current occupant. 
 
    “Relax,” said Gen. “You aren’t in any trouble. I still have more to discuss with you in regard to your recent outing with Harper.” 
 
    Lee remembered then the missed call he’d had from Zoe. He waited until Gen was out of sight before pulling out his phone. Zoe had sent him a text in the time since, and he chewed his lip as he read it and thought about what to do. 
 
      
 
    ZOE: Any progress on checking into Savoire Solaire? 
 
      
 
    He spotted the sword hanging in its scabbard from a weapon rack by the door. It seemed a touch lazy and misleading to send his sister another photo of it, but he made a mental note of where it was positioned when not on Gen’s waist. 
 
      
 
    LEE: Not yet. I’ll keep trying. 
 
      
 
    He heard the sound of running water and looked up in surprise. The door Gen had disappeared through was still slightly ajar, and steam began wafting out of it near the floor. She was taking a shower. 
 
    “Is this a power play on her part, do you think?” whispered Tess. 
 
    He shook his head. He heard Gen call his name, and somewhat reluctantly rose from his spot on the couch and made his way over to the open door. 
 
    “You can come in,” she said. 
 
    Could he really? Lee chewed his lip, feeling all but certain she was trying to get under his skin, or at least throw him off balance. He stepped into the bathroom. Gen was already in the shower, and the opaque sliding door left her silhouette blurry, though still naked. 
 
    “Tell me about your meeting with the frost troll chieftain,” said Gen. “You were gone for longer than I expected you to be.” 
 
    “Harper hasn’t already reported this back to you?” 
 
    “She’s a busy woman,” said Gen. “I didn’t feel the need to impress myself upon her time.” 
 
    She turned around in the shower, her buttocks briefly sliding across the glass with a tiny squeak. Lee couldn’t make out any lurid details, which somehow made the situation even more arousing in a weird way.  
 
    “Kukachuk, the chieftain, met with Harper. I wasn’t there to hear their conversation, but she said they came to an arrangement.” 
 
    “Is that so? Whatever did it involve?” 
 
    “The frost trolls wouldn’t ally themselves with the Melting Pack in exchange for us exploring and clearing out an ancient burial tomb known as Kuh-Matton.” 
 
    “Very interesting.” Gen ran her hands through her red hair. Lee heard the sound of globs of soap splattering onto the shower floor. “Is that all?” 
 
    “We started exploring the tomb. It was apparently the imprisonment site of one of the frost trolls’ ancient enemies, the Unavowed Queen. We returned to Primhaven before making it more than a few rooms in.” 
 
    Gen turned the water off. She pulled a bathrobe and a towel into the shower from a hook adjacent to the door. When she came out, her hair was done up with a towel, and she was more or less covered down to her thighs. 
 
    “Thank you for indulging me. That was quite refreshing.” 
 
    She led him back out into the lounge area and began pouring them both a drink from a decanter filled with clear liquor on her coffee table. Lee’s eyes drifted back to Savoire Solaire. This time, Gen noticed. 
 
    “My most prized possession,” she said, with a smirk. “Would you like to know how I came into ownership of it?” 
 
    Lee almost said yes before thinking better of it. “I’m more interested in the enchantment. I’ve never seen anything like it before.” 
 
    Gen flashed a proud smile. She leaned forward as she passed Lee his drink, her robe billowing open for a split second. 
 
    “Savoire Solaire is sun-blessed,” said Gen. “Any wound inflicted by it is impossible to recover from without fulfilling… certain criteria.” 
 
    “Sounds more like a curse than a blessing.” 
 
    “I suppose that depends on which side of the edge you find yourself.” 
 
    Lee moved closer, sipping the liquor. He couldn’t quite place its taste. He sat down on the couch next to Gen, his knee brushing up against her bathrobe-clad thigh. 
 
    “So even something like a small cut on the palm would be permanent?” He held his hand out. 
 
    “It would be troublesome. However…” Gen set a finger down on the center of his palm. “…there is a way to recover from the wounds inflicted by it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    Gen’s eyebrow twitched upward. “I would need a good reason to share that kind of information. Tell me, Lee. Can you give me one?” 
 
    He hesitated for a crucial instant, and the moment—whatever it had been—passed. Gen stood up, drink in hand, and walked around to the other side of the couch. 
 
    “I’ve asked Harper to take part in an exhibition duel for Primhaven’s upcoming open house,” said Gen. “I’d like you to help her prepare for it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “That will be all for now. You can leave.” 
 
    Lee finished his drink, set the glass down, and slowly made his exit. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee took a meandering route back to his dorm, still sorting through his thoughts with Tess at his side. 
 
    “She’s playing games with you,” said Tess. 
 
    “I’m aware. I just wish I knew how to score points in them. I have no idea what she wants.” 
 
    “I think it’s safe to assume she doesn’t trust you completely,” said Tess. “Maybe this is her way of testing what you’ll do when she gives you openings.” 
 
    “Openings for what, though?” 
 
    Tess turned her hands up and shook her head. Lee did his best to put the encounter out of mind as he reached his dorm. He heard voices coming from within his room and his hopes for Toma’s return surged as he threw the door open. 
 
    “Come on!” snapped Eliza. “I was petting him first!” 
 
    “I’m a druid in training,” said Willow. “I can’t help it if the kitten prefers my company over yours.” 
 
    “It didn’t make a choice, you scooped it up the second it…” 
 
    Both girls turned to stare at Lee in surprise as he entered his own dorm. He folded his arms and leaned against the doorframe. 
 
    “I apparently forgot I was hosting company tonight,” he said. 
 
    Eliza’s cheeks turned red. Willow grinned. 
 
    “I… stopped by to see if you, um, had eaten dinner yet,” said Eliza. 
 
    “I came with her because you two are the only people my age I know at this podunk college,” said Willow. 
 
    “We were waiting outside, but then, we… um… the kitten.” Eliza looked down at the tiny, cute furball and smiled as it let out a squeaking meow. 
 
    Lee heard Tess make an annoyed noise from behind him as Harold began nuzzling himself in between the two girls, purring beneath the touch of their petting fingers. 
 
    “How about I catch up with the two of you?” he asked. “I have a few things to take care of, first.” 
 
    Eliza and Willow left after lathering the kitten with a few more minutes of attention. Tess immediately went to the tiny creature, scowling at the backs of the girls as they exited the room. 
 
    “You should ask permission before petting someone else’s kitten,” she said. “It’s only polite.” 
 
    “Is it really that big of a deal?”  
 
    “It’s the principle of the matter.” 
 
    “You get more jealous over Harold than you do over me.” 
 
    “Maybe you should try being soft and fuzzy,” said Tess. 
 
    “Oh, please.” Lee watched her holding out a hand, which Harold walked right by. “He doesn’t even know you exist.” 
 
    Tess’s shoulders stiffened, and she shot a wounded glare at him. 
 
    “I meant that—” 
 
    “I know what you meant.” Her expression softened, and not in a good way. “Maybe he doesn’t… know I exist. I’ve thought about it before, you know. I just didn’t really think it mattered as long as I could help him get food and give him a place to sleep.” 
 
    She shrugged and brought her ethereal hand down along the kitten’s back again. It shivered and danced out of her reach. 
 
    “Tess, I’m sorry,” said Lee. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” she said. She sighed and collapsed onto her butt, lips pulled together in a cute, unconscious pout.  
 
    “Do you want to come with me to dinner?” 
 
    “No. Not tonight.” 
 
    “Okay.” He pulled her into his mystic stream and kissed her head. “I’ll bring you something if I see anything you’d like.” 
 
    She didn’t answer him, and Lee left his dorm feeling like an asshole.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dinner with Eliza and Willow was like a game of tug-of-war, and he didn’t much enjoy being the rope. He finished his food early and excused himself back to his dorm with a big slice of chocolate cake in tow. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “How’s Harold doing?” 
 
    “He wanted to go explore, so I didn’t stop him,” said Tess. She was lying on his bed, facing away from Lee. “He probably would have just gotten scared if I’d tried to, anyway.” 
 
    “I brought you chocolate cake.” 
 
    Tess sat up instantly, a small smile stealing across her face before she could reconvert it back into a pout. Lee grinned as he sat down next to her, pulling her into his mystic stream and passing her the fork. 
 
    “You can’t just… bribe me with cake,” she said, through a mouthful of the sweet treat. 
 
    “Of course not. I figured I’d give you a back rub afterward to sweeten the deal.” 
 
    She gave him a playful scowl. Lee put an arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “It better be the best back rub ever,” she said. 
 
    Tess ate quickly and stretched out on the bed once she finished. Lee pulled her t-shirt up and over her head, watching her brown hair fall in a scatter as it fell free from the neckline. She had a bra on, which his fingers immediately darted toward. 
 
    “I think I should probably take this off, too,” he said. 
 
    “This is a back rub, not a front rub, mister.” 
 
    “It could be both. Just say the word.” 
 
    He was straddling her, and he shifted downward slightly, pressing his crotch against her petite butt. He was used to how his mystic stream worked, so much so that he sometimes took it for granted. Tess’s body was as warm, soft, and compelling as any living woman. Even more so to him, given that she was, well, Tess. 
 
    “Mmm,” she cooed as he began massaging her shoulders. He made another play for her bra, and the playful swat with which she counter-attacked came an instant too late to stop him from undoing the latch. He grinned as he slipped it to the side and over her shoulders. 
 
    “There. Isn’t it much more enjoyable without that annoying strap in the way?” 
 
    “I… suppose I can give you that point.” 
 
    He let his hands wander downward, gently caressing her lower back and then her butt. He pushed his crotch forward again as he slid his attention back up, rubbing the side of her abdomen, teasing the edges of her naked breasts. 
 
    “You would be fired so fast if you ever tried to work a job as a masseuse,” muttered Tess. 
 
    “That would depend on the nature of the establishment I worked for,” he countered. “I’m sure there are some businesses where my technique would fit right in.” 
 
    He started grinding into her and leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on her neck. He slid his hands completely underneath her breasts and felt an odd surge of arousal at the sensation of her nipples against his palms. 
 
    “I’m telling your manager,” whispered Tess. “I’m going to tell them you got too handsy and demand my money back.” 
 
    “I’ll tell them it was your fault. Certain parts of your body were just irresistibly pinchable.” 
 
    Tess let out a pillow-muffled squeal as he gave one of her breasts a small squeeze. She giggled and rolled onto her side, shielding her breasts and shooting him a mock glare. The effect was undercut by a traitorous, dimpled smile. 
 
    “You paid for our premium package, ma’am,” he said. “I just want to give you the full service.” 
 
    He started pulling her yoga pants off. She wasn’t wearing panties underneath, which was no real surprise. Lee was in the middle of discarding his own clothing when Tess shot a concerned glance toward the open window. 
 
    “I need to leave it open for Harold,” she whispered. “Anyone outside could peer in and see us. Well, you.” 
 
    “That’s why man invented blankets.” 
 
    He grabbed a sheet, tossed it over the two of them, and returned his focus to Tess’s petite, naked body. She made a soft noise as he pushed into her, and then another as he began thrusting in earnest.  
 
    It was simple and easy with Tess, and always so rewarding. She wrapped her legs around him and kissed him back passionately. She shifted in time with his motions, letting him lead, letting him truly take her body. The bed creaked below them, and the sheet fluttered above them. They chased their pleasure together, and the rising pitch of the noises escaping Tess’s sweet lips heralded the finish line. 
 
    He hugged her tight as they both shared almost-simultaneous climaxes. All the tension melted out of Tess’s body, which made Lee grin and feel a bit manlier than he had a few minutes earlier. He pulled her into a side hug and neither of them said anything else as they drifted off to sleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee had alchemy class early the next morning. He was looking forward to it as he made his way through the Seruna Center, walking with a lingering spring in his step from his escapades with Tess the previous night. 
 
    Alchemy was one of the few subjects in which Lee was nearly a match for his fellow initiates. Most of the work was related to carefully following instructions and measuring ingredients, with only a small amount of simple casting for certain potions. 
 
    He had also grown fond of Instructor Escher, the class’s eccentric and experimentally ambitious matriarch. He’d done enough work for her outside of class to earn her favor within it, and he didn’t receive the scrutiny other instructors such as Gen and Harper applied to him for their subjects. 
 
    Lee was one of the last students to arrive at the alchemy lab, which gave him a timely glimpse of how Willow was fitting in with her new environment. She was in the back corner of the chamber, surrounded by new friends. Almost all of the class’s male initiates, in fact. 
 
    He had to admit, she looked good in her robes, filling the tight fabric out in all the right places. She’d also put her hair into a bun and worn a blue hairband which synergized with both her highlights and the rest of her outfit. She was smiling, though Lee got the distinct impression she wasn’t exactly comfortable with so much attention at once. 
 
    “Seriously?” asked Kristoff. “You’ll be replacing Mattis? That’s a serious upgrade, in my opinion.” 
 
    “Oh, you’re so sweet,” said Willow in a somewhat forced voice. “Really, though. It’s only because of how rare druids are within the Order and how Primhaven needed one to bring the animals under control immediately. I’m still in training.” 
 
    Lee considered heading over to see if she needed rescuing before deciding the impulse was probably a bit chauvinistic on his part. He took a seat beside Eliza instead and tried to ignore the fact she was shooting daggers with her eyes at Willow from across the room. 
 
    “She’s unbelievable,” muttered Eliza. “She has them eating out of the palm of her hand.” 
 
    “Really? I get the sense she’s a bit put off by it.” 
 
    Eliza scowled as if she hadn’t heard him. “The boys are barely any better. They must know she isn’t going to sleep with all of them.” 
 
    “Well, uh, not at once. Logistically speaking, that would be quite the feat.” 
 
    Eliza turned her ire toward him. Lee shrugged. 
 
    “She’s just talking to people,” he said. “She’s the new girl, and she’s pretty and confident. This is par for the course.” 
 
    “You think she’s pretty?” 
 
    Lee cleared his throat. “I thought the two of you were starting to get along?” 
 
    “We were, I mean, we are.” Eliza shrugged. “She’s just a little entitled when it comes to certain things. I don’t think she’s used to being told no. She also asks too many questions.” 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Eliza glanced from side to side and then leaned in close enough to whisper. “I mean you and Tess should be careful around her. She’s paying a lot of attention to you, Lee.” 
 
    “Well, I mean, that goes without saying.” He grinned and flexed his fingers, cracking his knuckles. 
 
    “That’s not a good thing! If you’re going to act like that, why don’t you go get in line with the rest of the horndogs?” 
 
    “Relax, Eliza,” he said. “I’m just teasing you. You’re too easy, sometimes.” 
 
    Eliza scowled, her face reddening by a few shades. Instructor Escher finally arrived, and the various initiates fawning over Willow returned to their seats. 
 
    Escher was a young instructor, perhaps thirty years old at most. She was a petite woman of scholarly appearance, with thick glasses and a tendency to wear her brown hair up and out of the way of her experiments.  
 
    She commanded a fair amount of respect as well. Lee and the other initiates had learned early that the key to succeeding in her class was to listen and follow her instructions as closely as possible. Ignoring one of Escher’s comments about how long a potion should stay on the burner or when a certain ingredient should be added usually ended poorly for the distracted party. 
 
    “Hmmm…” muttered Escher as she flipped through her notebook. “Yes. Today we’ll be working on targeted dissolving agents. If you’d all please split into groups of three.” 
 
    Lee and Eliza looked at each other, and then at the desk Toma usually occupied.  
 
    “I’m starting to get worried about him,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Gen says he’s with his family, at their request, so he’s probably fine. It does mean we’re lacking a third group member, for now.” 
 
    He glanced up and saw Willow walking by half a dozen initiates all asking her the same question. She grinned as her gaze caught Lee’s and took a seat next to him and Eliza. 
 
    “Can I join your group?” she asked. 
 
    Several disappointed groans came from the boys behind her. 
 
    “You’re more than welcome to,” said Lee. “Right, Eliza?” 
 
    Eliza sighed and nodded her head reluctantly. 
 
    Lee began setting up the alchemy equipment while Eliza copied down the potion instructions Escher was scribbling on the whiteboard. Willow watched them both working, seeming unsure of how she should contribute. 
 
    “I haven’t done much potion work before,” she said. “It wasn’t a core subject at Stonepath Academy. One of my instructors called it a ‘plebian pursuit’ whenever the topic came up.” 
 
    “Well, it is a core subject here, so I hope you’ll take it seriously,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Not too seriously though,” said Lee. “This won’t be much fun if we’re all tense and stiff with each other.” 
 
    Eliza scowled but didn’t refute him. Lee set the main alchemy beaker down on the Bunsen burner and gestured to Willow. 
 
    “So, why don’t you take charge of adding each of the ingredients?” asked Lee. “I’ll measure them, and Eliza will read the instructions and oversee the process.” 
 
    “I think I can do that,” said Willow. 
 
    “It’s the easiest part, trust me,” said Lee. He drew two cups of water from the faucet to serve as the base and added them to the main beaker before turning on the flame underneath. 
 
    Everything went according to plan for the next few minutes. Willow was a quick study and steady of hand when it came to fulfilling her role. The potion was fairly complicated and drawn out, so they took their time. 
 
    “So, Willow, has anyone mentioned to you when you’ll be taking over the Nature Tower?” asked Lee. 
 
    “I haven’t broached the topic yet.” She grinned at him. “I’d be surprised if they let me take up residence within it while I’m still an initiate, but who knows?” 
 
    “You should put your foot down,” said Lee. “Say you need it for the sake of concentration, and all the animals on campus will go rabid if you don’t have it for yourself.” 
 
    Eliza muttered something under her breath. Willow giggled. 
 
    “I might just do that,” she said. “I’ll need someone with strong muscles to help me move in, of course, if it works.” 
 
    “Duly noted.” Lee flashed a smile. 
 
    “I think it’s time to add the next ingredient,” said Eliza. 
 
    “Oh!” said Willow. “Right.” 
 
    She reached for the sample of powdered manticore horn and prepared to dump it into the frothing beaker. Lee frowned as he glanced over at Eliza’s copied instructions. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said. “We’re not supposed to add that until—” 
 
    Willow had already dumped it in. A plume of purple sparks shot upward from the beaker, followed by the potion itself, which hissed as it splashed onto the front of her robes. Willow squealed. 
 
    “Whoops,” said Eliza. “I must have misread the step. How clumsy of me.” 
 
    Lee glared at her. Willow was trying to wipe the concoction off her clothing, but it only seemed to have the effect of spreading it around. It ate through her clothing wherever it touched, though luckily, it seemed harmless against her skin. 
 
    The potion had splashed onto her chest, and within thirty seconds, Willow’s robes and bra underneath were in shambles. Lee saw the edge of a pale nipple as she blushed and held her arms over her breasts in a desperate attempt to preserve her modesty. 
 
    “Oh dear,” said Escher with a sigh. “The potion shouldn’t irritate the skin, but you should still check in with the nurse and have her rinse you off. Would anyone be willing to escort her there?” 
 
    A dozen male hands shot into the air. Willow looked toward Lee, and he nodded. 
 
    “I guess you’re on your own for finishing the potion, Eliza,” he said, stiffly. “Good luck.” 
 
    She blinked in surprise. “It was, um, an accident.” 
 
    “Was it?” 
 
    Eliza blushed, which was enough of an answer for him. Lee led Willow out of the classroom, standing in front of her to serve as a shield against the numerous probing eyes of the male initiates. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe her,” said Lee once they were in the hallway. “It’s not as though she hasn’t been bullied herself. We both were, for a while, when we started at Primhaven this year.” 
 
    “She said it was just an accident,” said Willow. “I’m sure she didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “I’m equally sure she did.” Lee looked over at Willow who was still clutching her chest uncomfortably. “Eliza is the most detail-oriented person I know. She doesn’t make mistakes like that.” 
 
    “Oh,” muttered Willow. 
 
    “I’ll make sure she apologizes to you, I promise.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Willow. “Well, maybe not fine, but I’m used to it.” 
 
    “You’re… used to it?” 
 
    “Having other girls get the wrong idea. I don’t ask for all that attention. Sure, maybe I do enjoy it sometimes, but other times it’s just a pain.” 
 
    “I can see how that might be the case,” said Lee. 
 
    “Eliza just doesn’t know me that well yet. It’s not about me, it’s about her and her emotions. That’s how it always is.” 
 
    There was a bit of a dismissive edge to her tone that Lee wasn’t sure he liked, but he agreed with her overall point. She was the victim and she hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    “That’s still not an excuse,” said Lee. 
 
    “I never said it was.” 
 
    They walked in silence for a minute, each second growing increasingly loaded and awkward.  
 
    “Is she your girlfriend?” asked Willow. 
 
    The question caught him completely off guard. He sputtered for a moment, unsure of how to answer, unsure of how Eliza would have answered, had she been the one asked about him being her boyfriend. 
 
    “Uh, sort of,” he finally said. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “It means it’s complicated,” said Lee. “Eliza and I would never work as an exclusive couple, but we do care about each other.” 
 
    Willow raised an accusatory eyebrow at him, almost as though her current state of undress was his fault. 
 
    “Why does it matter to you?” he asked. 
 
    “Why shouldn’t it?” she countered. “I just met you and Eliza earlier this week. I want to know about you both, and what the situation is. I asked her too, by the way, and she also wouldn’t give me a straight answer.” 
 
    “Maybe that is your straight answer.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” said Willow. “Just so you know, one thing I’ve learned from my side of the fence is to be very careful about taking people for granted.” 
 
    “I don’t take Eliza for granted,” he said. 
 
    He felt less sure about it as he spoke the words out loud. 
 
    “You should also be careful about leading people on,” said Willow. “Sometimes you have to make decisions about what you really want. Otherwise, things get a little, ahem, uncomfortable.” 
 
    “I think you’re reading too deeply into my situation,” said Lee. 
 
    They arrived at the infirmary. Nurse Susie, sporting a new short haircut a shade paler pink than her previous style, immediately stood up. She was more than just the school’s resident healthcare professional. She was a succubus with a curvaceous body well-suited for the role. 
 
    “Lee Amaranth,” she purred. “What a very welcome surprise. I don’t see nearly enough of you these days.” 
 
    Willow smirked at Lee, as though Nurse Susie’s warm greeting somehow proved her point. 
 
    “This is my friend Willow,” he said quickly. “She had a potion explode on her in alchemy class.” 
 
    “Come right this way, Willow,” said Susie. “No need to be nervous. I don’t bite.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave you both to it.” 
 
    “Thanks, Lee,” said Willow. 
 
    He slipped away, still thinking about what Willow had said and considering her point. His train of thought completely derailed as he glanced down the hallway and saw a familiar, recently missing face. 
 
    “Toma!” he shouted. 
 
    Toma glanced up, only then seeing him, and flashed a wide grin. Lee ran over to him and pulled him into a quick hug. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” he asked. 
 
    Toma shrugged. “At home. It’s a long story.” 
 
    “You’re missing alchemy class right now,” said Lee. 
 
    “I know. I got back after it started and felt too tired to play catch-up. Want to skip it with me?” 
 
    Lee grinned. “Some people care about maintaining their grades, you know.” 
 
    “Which people?” Toma made a show of looking around. “You couldn’t have been referring to yourself just now, could you? Because that would be the most cracked thing I’ve heard all day.” 
 
    The dining hall had just begun serving lunch when they arrived. Lee and Toma helped themselves to hulking slices of pizza and easily found an empty table with space to sit down. 
 
    “Was it about Kei?” asked Lee. “Will you tell me that much?” 
 
    “It was, but…” Toma shrugged. “I can’t really say more than that. My family is weird. If you knew my dad and my other brothers, you’d understand.” 
 
    “Come on, Toma. You’re my best friend. You can trust me with your secrets.” 
 
    “Sure,” said Toma. “Because you tell me all of yours, right?”  
 
    There was an edge to Toma’s voice. Lee hesitated, which seemed to be the wrong response. Toma let out a frustrated sigh and slowly shook his head. 
 
    “If it involved you, or if I thought you could help in some way, I would tell you,” he said. “It’s complicated. I might not even be back at Primhaven for good. My father is coming to the open house later this week to talk to Odarin and Genevieve. I have no idea what’s going to happen with me after that.” 
 
    They ate their pizza in silence for a minute. Toma was right. Lee had never been completely open with his friend about his own secrets, and he knew it was fair for him to expect the same in return. It felt as though a distance had formed between them, though maybe it had always been there in the background.  
 
    “Do you want to stay at Primhaven?” Lee finally asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure it’s about what I want anymore. I like it here. I feel at home here, more so than I do back with my family. But Primhaven isn’t the real world. It’s just like the magic that keeps the climate insulated on campus… fake and artificial.” 
 
    “Very true.” Lee flashed a sad little smile. “If you do leave, you’ll be missed.” 
 
    “I mean, I’d just be leaving school, not dying, or anything.” 
 
    “We’ll put up a memorial for you and have everyone say some words about how much you meant to them,” said Lee. “I’ll tell a funny story that’ll make the room tear up.” 
 
    “You’re cracked, Lee Amaranth.” 
 
    Lee started telling Toma about some of what he missed, the meeting with the frost trolls and Kuh-Matton, when a gasp came from the dining hall’s entrance. Eliza ran across the chamber, weaving through other students, and pulled Toma into a tight hug almost knocking him out of his chair. 
 
    “We were so worried!” she said. “Where in God’s name were you?” 
 
    “He won’t give me a straight answer,” said Lee. 
 
    “It’s complicated,” said Toma. “Family stuff. I missed you too, Eliza.”  
 
    She looked toward Lee as she pulled a chair out, frowning and glancing away as his gaze met hers. 
 
    “Um,” she began. “Sorry about before. In class. The thing with Willow was just a joke.” 
 
    “It’s not me you should be apologizing to,” said Lee. 
 
    “Who’s Willow?” asked Toma. 
 
    “Harper’s cousin,” said Lee. “You know, you kind of have missed a lot.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Lee made his way back to the alchemy lab, aware of the fact his cavalier approach toward skipping class didn’t excuse him from the consequences. Escher was at her desk and frowned at him over the top edge of her glasses as he entered. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” she said, with a sigh. “If it wasn’t for how helpful you’ve been to my work previously, I would have to report this.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. Something came up after I brought Willow to the infirmary.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven. I appreciate you coming by to explain.” 
 
    “I had a few questions I also thought you might be able to help me with,” he added. 
 
    “If it’s related to the extra work you’ve helped me with in the past, I’m afraid I’ve put that on hold for now.” 
 
    “Not exactly,” said Lee. He grabbed a chair and pulled it up to the opposite side of Escher’s desk to take a seat. “I have a few ideas I wanted to get your opinion on, about experimenting with summoning spells.” 
 
    Escher’s brow furrowed. She leaned back in her chair and steepled her fingers. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “The standard variation of the spell, the one enchanted into the summoning scrolls you used to give me, lasts for an entire day.” 
 
    “Yes. There’s a balance curve to the efficiency of a summon that caps out at around twenty-four hours.”  
 
    “It’s variable, then?” asked Lee. “What if I was only interested in maintaining a summon for a few minutes, or a few seconds, even? A quick burst, like letting a monster tag in for a single attack.” 
 
    “That’s known as channeling,” said Escher. “It’s an antiquated technique. Few mages bother to practice it anymore.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “For one, the Order of Chaldea frowns upon developing the sort of close-knit relationships with supernatural entities needed to make use of it in the first place. The research I partake in here at Primhaven, the research you’ve helped me with, has always been something of a background project of mine.” 
 
    “If anything, that only makes it a little more appealing to someone like me,” said Lee. “I seem to be liked well enough by Brie and Thumper and the other monster girls.” 
 
    “True enough. Though you should be warned it’s still, in my experience, quite inefficient at higher levels. A mage skilled with channeling can take advantage of the powers of a summon to get the effects of a more powerful spell at a lower cost of arcane essence, but the benefits have an obvious ceiling.  
 
    “You’ll never be able to cast beyond the limits of the supernatural entities you have access to. You also might occasionally channel one, only to find it’s too tired to use its powers, or uncooperative for various other reasons. In short, it’s also a bit of a gamble.” 
 
    “For someone like me, I think it might still be worth trying.” Lee folded his arms, already feeling a smile creeping onto his face at the possibilities. “Can you teach me the basics?” 
 
    “I don’t know much more than what I’ve already told you,” said Escher. “You might be able to find a book or two on it in the library, however.” 
 
    “I’ll take a look.” 
 
    “Be extremely careful,” said Escher. “I’ve no wish to be implicated if you make a mess.” 
 
    “You won’t be,” said Lee. “Thanks, Instructor.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The library was quiet and mostly empty. Lee spent a few minutes looking up book titles on the extremely slow index computer but was able to find a relevant volume without too much trouble. 
 
    An idea came to him as he was about to finish up. He searched for “Savoire Solaire”, then “sun-blessed enchantment.” The second search yielded a hit. He scribbled down the titles of both books and went looking for what he needed. 
 
    He’d always found it calming to be walking through the aisles of a library. He let himself take in the dusty scents, the sequestered ambiance, all of it with silence as its default state. It wasn’t hard to find the book on channeling which had been helpfully named The Art of Channeling. 
 
    The other volume took more work to find. It was tucked away in the library’s deepest aisle, right next to the archives. The book itself was Brigmund’s Enchantment Analysis, a massive tome that took a surprising amount of tugging to even pull from the shelf. It both looked and felt as though it hadn’t been opened in years, perhaps decades. 
 
    He found a table and began perusing his haul. As much as he wanted to immediately delve into channeling and how it might help him, both in exploring Kuh-Matton and developing a spell thesis, he felt an obligation to follow up on his sister’s concern. 
 
    Brigmund’s Enchantment Analysis had a lengthy section on sun-blessed enchantments. More than a hundred pages, as far as Lee could tell, of extremely dry, academic musings. Fortunately, it was all topical, much of it related to the nature of a sun blessing.  
 
    There were more than a dozen different theoretical treatments for the damage the enchantment could inflict. It was exactly what Zoe had been asking for. He pulled out his phone and sent her a quick text. 
 
      
 
    LEE: I found the book you need. Brigmund’s Enchantment Analysis.  
 
      
 
    He slid the volume aside and flipped open the one on channeling. He’d only started reading through the chapter list when Zoe texted him back. 
 
      
 
    ZOE: Can you summarize it for me? 
 
    LEE: Too long and complicated for that. 
 
    ZOE: I’ll come pick it up, then. 
 
      
 
    He stared at her message, feeling as though there must have been a typo. She couldn’t actually be referring to coming to Primhaven to pick it up, could she? A few minutes passed with no hasty correction or clarification. 
 
      
 
    LEE: You don’t actually mean you’ll come here to get it, right? 
 
      
 
    He waited for another minute before cursing under his breath. It was just the sort of thing Zoe loved to do. She’d developed a mysterious streak he really wasn’t a fan of in her time as a supernatural rebel. 
 
    Lee spent the next hour reading through The Art of Channeling with a level of enthusiasm he wasn’t sure he’d ever previously had for his education. It felt as though it had been written for him, or rather, someone with very similar constraints to his own had written it. 
 
    The process of channeling wasn’t complicated, and the hard part seemed to have far less to do with the actual spellcasting than it did with making summoned entities obedient and agreeable. He felt his impatience getting the better of him midway through the book and decided to move his research to the Spell Range where he could experiment with casting freely. 
 
    He stopped by his dorm to drop off the book on enchanting. The kitten was on the floor in his room, its rapturous attention focused on a small beetle crawling across the floor. Tess was sitting cross-legged behind it, watching it in much the same way it watched the beetle. 
 
    “I never knew you were such a cat person,” he said. 
 
    “I like animals in general, but kittens are just so cute.” She flashed a dimpled grin at him. “He’s fine on his own for now, though. Is something up?” 
 
    “Want to watch me play around with a new spell that might go horribly wrong?” 
 
    “I would love to!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee took his time rereading the relevant sections of The Art of Channeling before making his first attempt. He felt a certain amount of pressure as he stood in the casting lane, slowing his breathing and falling into the conjuration stance. 
 
    “I only have enough arcane essence for you to cast four spells,” said Tess. “You used one while you were on your adventure, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Correct,” said Lee. “Four spells. I’ll need to use at least one of them just to cast a summon for long enough to explain how this is going to work and hopefully get their cooperation. I’ll be lucky if I can manage to even get that far.” 
 
    He did have a general plan in mind. Thumper, the ice elemental snow bunny hybrid, would be the most useful in the near term, given how suited her abilities would be to Kuh-Matton. Lee focused his thoughts and will into the shape he needed for the channeling spell. 
 
    It was different from a true summoning, which was good. It was a simpler process, much smaller in scale, more like calling out to someone from across the street or giving a quick wave for help across a metaphysical gap. It was specific, limited, and perfectly suited to Lee’s casting restrictions. 
 
    He cast the spell, channeling Thumper. The indigo summoning portal opened in much the same fashion Lee remembered from using the scrolls. Thumper leaped through with an elegant bounce, landing in the casting lane in front of him with wide, eager eyes. 
 
    She had a strong body, feminine in form, with thick thighs, plump breasts, and pale white-blue fur. Her ears were long and pliable, hanging back across her head in very much the same fashion a normal woman’s hair might fall. She was attractive, in her own bizarre, inhuman way. She smiled and hopped toward Lee with excited movements as soon as she caught sight of him. 
 
    “Lee!” she said, in a voice pitched so high that it was almost a chirp. “Lee Amaranth! So warm!” 
 
    “Hold on!” he said, quickly. “Thumper, I need to—” 
 
    She tackled him, though her aggression was playful, intimate, even. She kissed him as they hit the ground and began grinding her body against his. It wasn’t unpleasant, but it also wasn’t something Lee had time for. A fact which was more than a little disappointing to a certain part of his body. 
 
    “Thumper!” He kept his voice stern as he managed to pull his lips back from her mouth and tongue. “I need you to listen, okay? You’re only going to be here for a few more seconds.” 
 
    “I warm up quick,” said Thumper. “This is waaaaarm.” 
 
    She took his hand and pulled it onto her breast. It was so unbelievably soft and plump. Lee cleared his throat and forced himself to push through the distraction. 
 
    “I want your help, Thumper,” said Lee. “This is called channeling.” 
 
    “Channeling,” she repeated. 
 
    “When I summon you next time, I want you to come through the portal quickly and use your power to attack. Your ice magic. Do you understand? Come through the portal and attack in the direction it’s facing. Super quick. You come through and—” 
 
    Her body flashed with purple conjuration energy, and she was gone as quickly as she’d arrived. Lee cursed under his breath. He heard Tess giggling behind him. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” he snapped. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry. It’s fun to watch you struggle, sometimes. Thumper is so cute, but so…” 
 
    “Simple-minded? Childish?” 
 
    “I was going to say instinctual,” said Tess. “You should be patient with her.” 
 
    “I don’t know I have time to be patient using this method of casting.” He sighed. “Maybe I’m asking for too much.” 
 
    “At least give it a try. Some of your explanation might have gotten through to her.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see.” 
 
    He rubbed his hands together and reassumed the conjuration casting stance. Facing the copper mannequin at the end of the casting lane, Lee focused his will on his channeling spell, calling out to Thumper by her true name as he cast it. 
 
    She tumbled through the portal with a flashy somersault, landing upright and sliding a few feet before coming to a stop. She was already using her ice magic even as she did. She thrust both arms forward, releasing a rolling blast of frost and cold that sent tufts of flash-frozen condensation hissing upward through the air. 
 
    It was like nothing Lee had seen before. The closest comparison he could make was his own force spell, except with all the kinetic energy replaced by a slightly slower-moving wave of frigid ice magic. The mannequin at the end of the casting lane frosted over and then broke into pieces as icicles formed at the joints and stabbed through wherever they could. 
 
    Thumper let out a small giggle and waved to him as her body flashed with purple energy and disappeared. Lee gaped at the casting lane, then at his hands, and then open air where the portal had briefly existed. 
 
    “Fascinating.” 
 
    It wasn’t Tess’s voice, but Harper’s. Lee spun around to find her watching him from the back of the casting lane with a proud smile on her face. He grinned and rolled one of his wrists out. 
 
    “It’s called channeling,” he said. “A way for me to take advantage of some of the friendships I’ve formed with supernatural entities.” 
 
    “It’s certainly a creative way for you to cast beyond your normal limits,” said Harper. “A spell like that might be enough to shatter the ice wall, preventing us from making our way deeper into Kuh-Matton.” 
 
    “I’m also exploring the idea of using it as a base for my spell thesis,” said Lee. “What would happen if I channeled multiple entities at once? Some of their powers might synergize together.” 
 
    “Very clever, Eldon. I suppose I should have expected nothing less from you. You are my apprentice, after all.” 
 
    She walked by him, folding her arms behind her back. She wore a striped long-sleeve shirt with a women’s brown leather jacket over it, along with tight jeans and her usual boots. 
 
    “Were you on your way somewhere?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m taking the rest of today off,” she said. “The next few days are going to be rather busy for me.” 
 
    Lee nodded. “Gen mentioned the exhibition duel she asked you to appear in.” 
 
    “Did she?” 
 
    “She wanted me to help you prepare for it.” 
 
    Harper chuckled. “Yes, I suppose she would ask that of you. Well, how about you meet me at the gate in ten minutes? I believe I do have some preparations you can help with. Bring your jacket.” 
 
    He wasn’t what he’d been expecting. Harper led him out of the college, into Gillum, straight to the Frostfire Tavern. Lee was frowning as they both took seats at the bar. It was late enough in the evening for the venue to be somewhat crowded, and he got the distinct sense she hadn’t brought him there to discuss dueling tactics. 
 
    “How much did Gen tell you about the exhibition duel?” she asked. 
 
    “Other than the fact she’d asked you to take part in it? Basically nothing.” 
 
    The bartender set two beers down. Harper slid one over to Lee and took a long sip of her own. 
 
    “My opponent was in contention to become Gen’s apprentice around the same time I was. He was a former rival of mine, you could say.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow as he started nursing the beer. “Is that it? Are you just worried he might bear a grudge against you, or do you think he actually poses a threat?” 
 
    “There’s more,” said Harper. “He was also Zoe’s former boyfriend. The guy she was dating when the two of us first discovered our… attraction to each other.” 
 
    “Ah.” Lee tapped his finger against the rim of his mug. “That certainly makes the situation a bit complicated.” 
 
    “A bit,” said Harper. She sighed and shook her head. “Gen enjoys this. It’s how she’s always operated, engineering tests, pushing me into situations that test my emotions.” 
 
    “Is she actually getting under your skin with this?” asked Lee. “It doesn’t seem like that big of a deal to me. Does this guy even still hold a grudge against you?” 
 
    Harper had finished her beer and waved the bartender over to refill it. One of the serving girls dropped a glass, and behind them, Lee could hear her frantically apologizing to the people at a nearby table. 
 
    “I doubt it.” She gave a small shrug. “Not over Zoe, at least. If you recall, the Order used dream weaving en masse on Primhaven after Zoe’s disappearance, so he doesn’t even remember her. But… it’s less about the events and more about the emotions.” 
 
    “Well, if you want to talk about it, I’m more than willing to…” Lee trailed off as he watched Harper finishing her second beer in under ten minutes. She waved the bartender over again, and soon enough, a round of shots was on the counter in front of them. 
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    “Harper… the room is spinning.” 
 
    Lee hadn’t been keeping track of how many rounds she’d bought them, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Harper had outpaced him, and it hadn’t been remotely close. She still maintained an air of authority about her, though her posture was slumped forward and far less deliberate than normal. 
 
    “One more round,” muttered Harper. 
 
    “I’m done.” 
 
    “One more round.” Harper started to gesture to the bartender and then hesitated. “Right after I use the restroom.” 
 
    She stood up from the bar counter and made her way toward the corner of the tavern with a remarkable amount of composure. It was late, and the only people left on the premises were in the process of pairing off into couples or paying their tabs. 
 
    A loud scream came from the hallway leading to the bathrooms, along with a burst of blindingly bright orange light. Lee stumbled to his feet and managed to collect enough of his balance to make his way toward the scene. 
 
    He found Harper standing over a cowering man with blond hair and a half-melted pair of sunglasses. Her arms were up in a casting stance and she had a furious, borderline-terrifying glare on her face. 
 
    “Please…” begged the man. “I was just being friendly.” 
 
    “Never, ever think to try that on a woman without her permission again,” said Harper. “Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    Lee grabbed Harper by the wrist and pulled her out of the tavern as quickly as he could. He could hear the confusion of the staff and patrons echoing in their wake. He scowled at Harper as they stepped out into the cold night.  
 
    “Did you really need to use your magic to handle that?” he asked. 
 
    “Need is… subjective.” 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” asked Lee. 
 
    She stepped toward him in the dark, grabbing him by the scruff of his jacket and pulling him in for a rough kiss. 
 
    “Come on,” she muttered. “You said you wanted to help me prepare for my duel. Let’s do some sparring.” 
 
    “Harper, you’re too drunk for that. I’m way too drunk for that.” 
 
    “Are you scared of me, Eldon?” 
 
    Her tone of voice had an edge of a taunt to it, and Lee felt his emotions flaring, fueled and lubricated by the half-dozen drinks she’d already plied him with. He followed her as they arrived back onto campus, but not into the dueling chambers as he’d first been expecting. 
 
    She led him into the steam baths. They went past the ones open for the students, toward the private section reserved for instructors only. 
 
    “I can’t go in there,” said Lee. 
 
    “It’s always empty.” Harper shrugged out of her coat. “It’ll only be us.” 
 
    “It’s not exactly an ideal space for us to… uh… spar.” 
 
    Harper was already stripping off the rest of her clothing as she entered the steamy bath chamber. Lee watched in a state of mildly aroused awe as she pulled off her bra and began wiggling out of her tight jeans.  
 
    The steam obscured some of the detail of the backside view he had of her nudity, but only some. He was taking his own clothes off, then, his drunkenness feeding into his growing lust as Harper lowered herself into the warm water of the steam bath. 
 
    “Well?” she called. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    He followed her, letting out an involuntary sigh as he sank in up to his waist. Harper turned to face him, pulling her arms up into the elemental stance, looking both serious and seriously drunk. 
 
    “I’ve never known you to be intimidated by an opponent before, Eldon,” she said. 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    Harper thrust a hand forward. Lee flinched on reflex, though she’d only slapped her arm down to splash him, rather than cast anything. She grinned and shook her head, her arms momentarily pulling wide enough open for him to have a clear view of her full breasts, each with a wide, pale nipple at its center. 
 
    “What are you, a ten-year-old?” he asked. 
 
    “There is a such thing as being too cautious.” Harper shrugged and furrowed her brow slightly, looking almost disappointed. 
 
    Lee wasn’t sure whether it was sexual frustration or just the normal kind that spurred him forward. The steam felt hot against his face, and hotter with each step. Harper fell back into her casting stance. He pulled his own arms up, though a spell duel wasn’t even close to what he now had on his mind. 
 
    Closing the distance to her, he lunged forward, wrapping her into a cross between a tackle and a hug. He heard Harper gasp and immediately begin vying for control. It was always about that with her. Control and dominance. Master and apprentice.  
 
    Lee could feel his erection pressing into her stomach. It almost hurt, given the angle they were at and the amount of muscle they were both putting into drunkenly wrestling against one another. He could think of a better place to put it. A few, in fact. 
 
    He gripped Harper by the thigh and buttock with either hand, lifting her up. Her naked cleavage slid upward across his face, wet from the water or her sweat or some combination of both. Lee found the angle and sank her down onto his cock. He felt a shudder run through her as he entered her and let out a tiny gasp. 
 
    She had a way of triggering his primal side, of turning sex into the rough, borderline-competitive act that it truly was under the surface. Either he was going to take her, or she was going to play with him. There was rarely anything in between when it came to Harper. 
 
    He felt her wrap her legs around his waist. She wasn’t a light woman, but Lee was strong and determined to keep her in his grasp. Harper had ideas of her own. She twisted, still keeping him inside her but leveraging Lee’s hold on her to spin him around. 
 
    He bumped against the edge of the tub and then fell backward completely, the edge biting painfully into his back. Harper slipped downward, her head briefly disappearing under the water. Lee felt something more than the warmth of the bath engulf his cock. He stared downward at a mass of billowing hair underwater, her braid having come loose at some point, and felt her soft tongue and lips putting in work. 
 
    Her breath ran out just as he reached the cusp of his pleasure. She looked like a different woman as she resurfaced, her blonde hair now loose and hanging in soaking wet locks about her shoulders. Her gaze was the same, full of intensity. Full of control. She gripped his tool in her hand, squeezing it almost painfully tight, and began leading him out of the bath. 
 
    He could have grabbed her and continued with their game, taking her from behind, or lifting her up again. A rather engorged part of him certainly wanted to. Instead, he followed along, water dripping off both their bodies, two sets of wet footprints leaving illicit evidence in their wake.  
 
    The storage room in the far corner of the chamber was full of clean towels. Harper knocked a row of them onto the ground and roughly pushed Lee down onto his back across them. She stretched out over him, kissing his lips, caressing his face, momentarily ignoring anything else. 
 
    He ran his hands across her buttocks, up her sides, over her breasts. He tried to shift her toward a more mutually pleasurable angle. Harper stilled him with another kiss, biting his lower lip slightly as it ended. She took hold of his tool and slowly slid it inside her. Slowly, deliberately, she began to ride. 
 
    He let her lead, at least at first. The same primal competitiveness flooded through him as he watched her fall into a faster rhythm. He twisted, pushing Harper down underneath him onto the pillows, and began thrusting into her, hard. He felt a surge of possessiveness. He was her apprentice, but here and now, she was his for the taking. 
 
    “That’s it,” she whispered. “Oh God, Eldon.” 
 
    He gave her a rough kiss and fucked her as hard as he could. Her blonde hair was fanned out underneath her, with a few unruly strands hanging across her face. She was biting her lip, each moan and breath a bit higher in pitch than the last until they caught in her throat completely. 
 
    She came just before he did, and it almost felt like a chain reaction. Like the sight of Harper, his master, writhing from the ecstasy he’d inflicted on her was just too arousing for her apprentice to take. He unloaded deep into her, heedless of the consequences. Harper stretched out across the once-clean towels, smiling and drunk on more than just alcohol. 
 
    The ridiculousness of the situation dawned on him as he brushed a formerly clean towel off his shoulder and stared up into the dim light of the storage closet. He leaned onto his side and looked at Harper with her messy hair and distant blue eyes. 
 
    “Gen really did manage to get under your skin with the way she set up this duel, didn’t she?” 
 
    Harper let out a long sigh. “I suppose she did.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen you react to a challenge by getting wasted before,” said Lee. “It’s… about Zoe, isn’t it? Fighting her former boyfriend must bring you back to when the two of you first—” 
 
    “Stop.” Harper sat up and pulled her knees to her chest. “Enough, Eldon.” 
 
    “You don’t have to close yourself off, Harper. I care about you. You know I do.” 
 
    “What I know…” she said, slowly. “…is that you’re still keeping secrets from me. You’ve never been totally honest with me, have you, Eldon?” 
 
    He gaped at her, breath catching in his throat. 
 
    “Maybe I’m keeping secrets, too,” she continued. “Maybe when it comes to Zoe, I still…” 
 
    Lee breathed out. “You still love her?” 
 
    Harper shrugged. “I don’t know. Love isn’t reasonable.” 
 
    “Truer words have never been spoken,” he said. “It’s okay to be honest with however you feel, Harper.” 
 
    “She’s… not the only one I might… love.” 
 
    “I know.” Lee smiled and caressed her cheek. “I understand how that can sometimes be the case, too.” 
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    Lee arrived back at his dorm room to find Toma in the middle of having his foot mauled by the kitten, though from the grin on his friend’s face, it apparently wasn’t an unpleasant experience. 
 
    “This is the definition of kawaii,” said Toma. “She is a complete maniac. What’s her name, and where did we get her?” 
 
    “His name is Harold, and I’m not really sure,” said Lee, shooting a glance at Tess, who was wringing her hands on his bed. “He just showed up out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Uh, you know it’s a girl though, right?” asked Toma. 
 
    “Harold is not a girl!” shouted Tess. “Lee, tell him Harold is not a girl.” 
 
    “The jury is still out on that particular issue,” Lee said. 
 
    “Er, you can just look at its bottom bits,” said Toma. “I don’t see how it’s really in dispute…” 
 
    Lee chose sleep over wading into the unexpectedly complicated issue of their new kitten’s sex. He pulled Tess into his mystic stream once she’d given Harold a goodnight kiss, and the two of them drifted off in each other’s arms. 
 
    A sharp knock woke him up early the next morning, which was no small tragedy, given his hangover. He opened the door expecting Harper or perhaps Eliza. Gen, dressed in a clean white robe, greeted him instead. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth,” she said. “I didn’t wake you, did I?” 
 
    “Lead Instructor,” Lee mumbled. “No, of course not. What can I do for you?” 
 
    “I’d like you to continue your exploration of Kuh-Matton. I believe the illusion class you’d usually have on this day of the week is still on hiatus, is it not?” 
 
    Lee nodded. Instructor Constantine had been shipped off to one of the Order of Chaldea’s maximum-security detention centers, and a replacement still hadn’t been found. 
 
    “Sure. I’ll check in with Harper, and we’ll—” 
 
    “Harper is going to be occupied today,” said Gen. “I’d like you to take the lead on this.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow. “I’m honored, but I’m not really sure what I did to earn this responsibility. I’m still just an initiate. It’s not as though there aren’t better-trained candidates you could send to handle this if Harper’s busy.” 
 
    “You’re Harper’s apprentice. Doubtless you’ll have a bright future within the Order based off that fact alone. Think of this as the first step on a much longer journey.” 
 
    She was staring at him, her green eyes boring into his with an intensity that betrayed her true intentions. 
 
    “This is a test,” said Lee. 
 
    “Everything in life is a test of some sort. With that said, based on Harper’s detailed report of what you’ve already explored of the burial tomb, I highly doubt you’ll run into anything you can’t handle. Feel free to take Initiate Willis and the new transfer student along with you, if you’d like.” 
 
    Gen waited until he’d nodded, and then left without another word. Tess had moved to stand behind Lee and pulled him into a reverse hug as he slowly shut the door. 
 
    “Want me to come with?” she whispered. 
 
    “If you want, but I think I can manage if you’d rather stay,” he said. “I know how much attention the little furball needs.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She gave him a squeeze and a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    As it turned out, Lee had an additional unexpected volunteer. He heard Toma stirring as he pulled on his winter gear. 
 
    “I’m coming, too,” muttered Toma. 
 
    Lee hesitated, unsure of how much of the conversation with Gen or even possibly Tess his friend might have overheard. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alright.” Lee shrugged. They would have an opening on one of the snowmobiles, and he rather liked the idea of spending some quality time with Toma, spelunking through an ice cave. 
 
    The two of them stopped at the female initiate’s dormitories, and Lee took on the risk of sneaking in to quietly knock on Eliza’s door. She was willing, albeit reluctant, to gather Willow into the fold for them, and twenty minutes later, the group assembled in front of the gate. 
 
    “Oh!” Toma gaped at Willow. “I, uh, don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of, you know…” 
 
    “Right.” Lee smiled and gestured between them. “Toma, this is Willow, Harper’s cousin, and the school’s new resident druid-in-training. Willow, this is my good friend Toma.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Toma.” Willow flashed a sweet smile and flicked a few blue-blonde bangs out of her face. 
 
    “Likewise!” said Toma. “I, ah, never realized Harper had a cousin. You certainly take after her in some pretty, um, defined ways.” 
 
    Willow folded her arms. “Yes. We both have boobs.” 
 
    Toma let out a nervous chuckle. Lee grinned. 
 
    “Thank you for saying what everyone was thinking, Willow,” he said. “Now, if we could refocus on the task at hand…” 
 
    They left the college and extricated the snowmobiles from the shed. Lee held the keys to both in his open palm as he took stock of the three other potential drivers. 
 
    “I’m not much for these sorts of things,” said Willow. “How about I just ride on the back of yours, Lee?” 
 
    “Hold on!” snapped Eliza. “We haven’t even reached that part of the discussion yet.” 
 
    The two women shot each other irritated glances that almost seemed to match. 
 
    “I’ll drive!” said Toma. “I bet I can get up to speed on how one of these babies works in no time.” 
 
    Eliza let out a resigned sigh. “Lee, give me the keys.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    Willow did end up on the back of his snowmobile in the end, with Toma on the back of Eliza’s. Surprisingly, there were few complaints. Lee could make a guess as to why as he watched Toma settle in behind Eliza on the seat, wrapping his arms just under her breasts, which still lent an obvious plumpness to her otherwise tight winter jacket. 
 
    It was the same situation, though reversed, with Willow. Lee caught a hint of her perfume, a sweet, heady scent, as she climbed on behind him. He could feel her body, two parts in particular, softly mushing against his back. 
 
    “Let me know if there’s anywhere in particular you want me to put my hands,” she whispered into his ear. 
 
    He felt her palms slide up and down over his jacket, subtly groping his abdominal and then pectoral muscles.  
 
    “Just make sure you keep a tight grip,” he said, glad she couldn’t currently see his face. 
 
    “Of course!” 
 
    They set off at a deliberately slow speed, to start. It was early morning, and the clouds formed a thick, obscuring layer across the sky, trapping the sun and its light in purgatory. 
 
    Not much snowfall had occurred since their last trip back from Kuh-Matton, and their return tracks were clearly visible and easily followed. Lee took the lead, glancing over his shoulder every few minutes to make sure Eliza and Toma were keeping up. 
 
    Two hours passed under the thrum of engines and the hiss of cold wind before Kuh-Matton finally came into view on the distant horizon. It seemed to rise from the snow as they approached until the hulking cliffside loomed over them, ominous in its own shadow. 
 
    “The frost trolls built this?” asked Toma, gesturing to the massive circular copper door. 
 
    “It was a long time ago,” said Lee. “I’m not entirely clear on the details, either.” 
 
    “We’ve already explored the first few chambers,” said Eliza. “As long as we can get by the frozen blockage that stopped us last time, we should be able to push even farther this time around.” 
 
    She seemed confident, which was good, given that Lee still had a few doubts about the viability of his own solution. Thumper’s ice magic was impressive, but there was no guarantee it would have the effect he was hoping it would. 
 
    They made quick progress retracing their steps. Toma was vocal in expressing his amazement as they passed into the sections made completely of ice, with faint white-blue illumination filtering in from the ambient daylight outside. 
 
    Each chamber seemed to be a little colder than the one before it, and Lee was on the verge of shivering outright when they reached the ice wall that had ended their previous expedition. Toma let out an appreciative whistle as he took it in. 
 
    “I’m surprised Harper didn’t just blast through with one of her fireballs,” he said. 
 
    “She tried.” Lee glanced over at Eliza and Willow. “So. Who has an idea about what else might work?” 
 
    “I couldn’t think of anything,” said Willow. 
 
    Eliza frowned at her. “Did you even try?” 
 
    “Of course I did!” Willow turned her palms up. “Look, I just transferred to Primhaven. It’s not as though I didn’t have a full plate over the past few days.” 
 
    She and Eliza scowled at each other. The local snow fox Willow had apparently tamed climbed up onto her shoulder, and she started scratching its head. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Lee. “Eliza? I’m assuming you have something.” 
 
    “I do.” She grinned at him and reached into her coat. “I borrowed a blasting rod from the enchanting lab. You guys might want to stand back.” 
 
    She took up a position at the top of the spiral staircase, and Lee and the others watched from below. The blasting rod looked like a simple piece of polished black wood, no more than a foot or so long, with no obvious indication of its function or the magic contained within. 
 
    Eliza thrust the rod’s tip forward, and a jet of intense orange-and-red energy burst outward. A flash of heat spread backward through the room, followed by the roar of explosive force as the flame jet struck the ice. She seemed to struggle to hold it steady in her hand, and after no more than a few seconds, she staggered backward and released the blast. 
 
    “Well,” said Lee. “That was impressive if nothing else.” 
 
    “It was a good attempt,” said Willow, with the slightest hint of smugness. 
 
    The blasting rod had done little more than etch a few scratches into the crystalline ice wall. Eliza muttered to herself as she ran her hands over them. 
 
    “I was positive it would work,” she said. “I really thought…” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Lee stepped forward, making his way up the stairs. “We still have at least one more idea to try before giving up.” 
 
    He set a hand on Eliza’s shoulder, reassuring her and gently guiding her out of the way. He couldn’t help but smile as he assumed his conjuration casting stance. There was something he rather liked about putting a new ability to the test so soon after first discovering it. 
 
    Focusing his will, Lee channeled Thumper by her true name. The conjuration portal flickered open. Nothing happened for three of the longest seconds of his life, and then the snow bunny poked her head out.  
 
    She giggled as she bounced out of the portal, her furry body jiggling in a couple of places that drew Lee’s attention. She did just as they’d practiced, throwing the full extent of her ice elemental hybrid abilities at the blockage. 
 
    Her frost spell resonated as it struck the frozen wall, having an effect akin to feeding oxygen into a flash fire. The crystalline ice shifted under the influence of the spell, bulging outward in some places while cracking in others. Its underlying structure was compromised, and a loud shattering sound echoed through the room as it finally crumbled, falling to pieces like a broken mirror. 
 
    And, much like a broken mirror, the scattered shards were sharp. Lee learned that first-hand from a few that were thrown outward like shrapnel, slicing tiny cuts into his cheek and neck. He wiped a few droplets of blood away and grinned as he stared into the newly revealed hallway, illuminated by beams of pale-blue light. 
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    They only managed to get a dozen feet along the continuing path before a new obstacle blocked their way. Lee stared at several massive slabs of collapsed ice that had all but sealed off the route forward. 
 
    “A cave-in,” he muttered. “You’d think a place like this would be beyond that type of thing, with all the magic.” 
 
    “Oh well,” said Toma. “I guess we can head back to Primhaven. We’re done, right?” 
 
    “We could try using the same tools that got us through the ice wall. I’m sure Thumper could pulverize this ice, too, not to mention the blasting rod.” 
 
    “No, look up.” Willow gestured with her finger. “Trying it could just trigger a worse cave-in. It might very well get us killed.” 
 
    “There’s still a way forward.” Eliza had moved to the right-side edge of the obstruction and was kneeling by a gap in the ice about half the height of a grown adult. “This looks like a tunnel. It seems like it widens after a few feet, too.” 
 
    All eyes turned toward Lee. Kuh-Matton had been fairly creepy in places up to that point, but the stab of claustrophobia he felt upon staring into the craggy crawl hole brought his sense of foreboding to a new level. 
 
    “Well, I suppose we don’t have much choice, do we?” 
 
    “Don’t we, though?” Toma held up a finger. “It’s not as though any of the trolls that gave you this mission would be able to get past this, either. What if you just told them you reached the end of the accessible parts of the tomb, and…” 
 
    “So your suggestion is to lie outright, then?” asked Willow. 
 
    Toma’s shoulders sank at her words, and he let his objection collapse along with the hallway. 
 
    “I’ll go first,” said Lee. “If my shoulders can make it through this tunnel, then you guys should be fine.” 
 
    He started off. As Eliza had pointed out, the tunnel widened after no more than twenty feet of crawling. It meandered, shifting to the left, whereupon Lee and the others were forced to climb onto a higher slab of ice and begin the crawl anew, this time through a gap that was narrow enough vertically to force him into wriggling along on his stomach. 
 
    The experience was terrifying and seemed to force the breath straight from his lungs. He realized, in a moment of panic, that it was actually the ice, and he’d pushed into a squeeze he might not be able to come back from. He kicked a leg and squished forward, breathing a sigh of relief as the tunnel widened again and exited into the hallway. 
 
    “Ah!” Willow’s sudden scream tore Lee’s attention back to his friends. 
 
    “What is it? Are you stuck?” 
 
    “No, Toma, just…” She muttered something sounding like a curse, or an insult. “He grabbed my butt. Hard.” 
 
    “I thought it was a chunk of ice,” said Toma. “My mistake. Way too soft. Waaaay too soft. And a lot less cold.” 
 
    “That’s not really what I meant when I told you that you could bring up the rear,” said Lee. 
 
    “Oh, you’re hilarious.” 
 
    Lee crouched by the exit to help each of his friends out. There was a troll-sized archway ahead of them, looming high enough overhead to make him feel like he was stepping into a giant’s parlor. 
 
    He came up short as he stepped through it and felt Eliza gasp as her body collided with his. The chamber was simple and unadorned, with a massive double door made from intricately carved metal on the far side. There was no furniture, no statues, no ancient tapestries hanging from the walls. 
 
    Instead, there were bones. Human bones, death on a scale that felt like a scene from a movie. Dozens of wretched skeletons still wearing the ragged, frost-burned clothing they’d died in, were assembled in all four corners of the space, stacked into piles as though intended to convey a message. 
 
    “Who would have thought there’d be bodies in a burial tomb?” quipped Toma. “What’s with you, Lee? This is nothing after some of the shit we’ve been through.” 
 
    The bones were nothing. The ghosts, possibly specters, which currently filled the chamber and blocked their way forward in similar numbers… were something. A big, volatile, dangerous, pain-in-the-ass army of something. 
 
    “Get back,” he said, quietly. “Wait in the other chamber while I…” 
 
    He fumbled for an excuse but it was already too late. A few of the ghosts had moved to either side of the doorway they’d entered through and were already surrounding them from behind. Lee watched in horror as one of the entities reached out and cupped Willow’s face. Her eyes rolled up into the back of the head and she swayed on her feet. 
 
    “Whoa!”  
 
    Toma moved to catch her but only served in that capacity for an instant before the ghost had drained a similar amount of vitality from him and rendered him equally unconscious. The two fell into a tangled heap across the cold stone floor. 
 
    “Lee!” screamed Eliza. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Another entity put her to sleep before Lee could get a single word out in reply. The only thing saving him from a similar fate was pure reflex, his hands drawing dagger and pistol and swirling about before he’d consciously decided to react to the threat. 
 
    The specter that had been reaching its long fingers toward his head took half a foot of silver to the chest, letting out a high-pitched death rattle as it dissolved into ambient essence. Lee moved in a circle around his fallen friends, forcing the ghosts back before they could do any more damage. 
 
    There was an empty interval where Lee watched his enemies and they watched him. There were close to thirty of them, equally split between men and women, though he could only guess from the hair. All of them had gaunt, sunken eyes and bony physiques, obvious even under the effect of the ethereal blue appearance. They wore long, ragged smocks, almost like hospital gowns, but Lee suspected most hospital patients didn’t end up as ritual sacrifices. 
 
    “We seeeerve the Unavowed Queen!” hissed one of the ghosts. “The Queen!” 
 
    The rest of them joined in, and the sound of it was like a horde of hissing, rustling cockroaches. Lee tapped his fingers along the hilt of his dagger and raised an eyebrow at them. 
 
    “Are you finished?” he asked. “If you’re done, we should really get started.” 
 
    The specters stared at him, almost in disbelief. They weren’t mindless, he could tell that much from their expressions and eyes. It made the situation easier in some ways, and harder in others. 
 
    “There’s really a lot to be said for picking the right man for a job. I guess in this instance, it happened accidentally. I want all of you to understand, in these last few moments, that what’s about to happen has nothing to do with your numbers, or your individual strength, or even your loyalty to the Queen, or whatever.” 
 
    He grinned at them. 
 
    “I used to do this for a living, and I was damn good at it.” 
 
    He brought his pistol up and fired off a silver round into the center clump of ghosts. It brought down three of them in an instant, ethereal bodies dissolving into essence like popped balloons. The sound of the shot was dampened by the acoustics of the ice, but it was still enough to trigger the rest of the specters into attacking. 
 
    They came at him in desperate waves, heedless of the danger Lee’s silver weapons presented. Despite his confidence, there was only so much he could do against the sudden flood of supernatural entities. 
 
    He swung his dagger in sweeping arcs, knowing he couldn’t just banish them one by one and stand any chance at holding them back. One of the specters sank ethereal fingers into his left shoulder. Pain stabbed through the joints of his arm, which then went completely numb. He couldn’t tell if he was still holding his pistol or not, let alone make a valid attempt at aiming it. 
 
    He roared and brought his dagger back and forth, scything through the ghosts like a farmer reaping a crop by hand. He wasn’t the only one screaming. The ghosts rattled on about their queen, only stopping to let out hissing shrieks as they met the edge of Lee’s silver. 
 
    Another grasping hand got by his defense, this time briefly slapping across the side of his face. The pain pulsing through him was enough to make him forget everything else, squeezing his temples and skull, stabbing into his teeth. He growled and spun and slashed and flailed. Specters screamed and died their true deaths. 
 
    He was sweaty as the battle drew to its end, which was dangerous in its own right, given how cold it was. The last two ghosts made him chase them through the chamber. He almost tripped over one of the skeletons as he stabbed it down.  
 
    He panted and collapsed next to his fallen friends. After putting his weapons away, Lee moved from Willow, to Toma, to Eliza, confirming they were all breathing and giving himself no small amount of relief. He stretched out next to them, half-tempted to close his own eyes. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    One by one, Lee’s friends woke up, and one by one, he explained what had happened without really explaining anything. 
 
    “Fumes, maybe?” he suggested. “The tunnel might have kept them from spreading to the rest of the burial tomb.” 
 
    “Fuck,” muttered Toma. “Should we breathe through cloth or something?” 
 
    “Nah, I think we’re fine now.” 
 
    Willow looked suspicious, while Eliza had a thoughtful, knowing smirk. They spent a few minutes recovering their bearings before pushing forward through the chamber, coming to a stop in front of the massive set of metal doors blocking their way. 
 
    “Do you boys think you can pull these open?” asked Willow. 
 
    Toma grinned and flexed his bicep. “Allow me.” 
 
    “As much fun as it would be to watch you struggle with this, Toma,” Lee began, “I think—” 
 
    “You forget what spells I’ve been playing around with lately,” he countered. “Alteration buffs. Not just for defense, but strength, too.” 
 
    He took hold of the troll-sized door rings and gave them a test pull. They didn’t budge, didn’t even groan in their frame.  He rubbed his hands together and fell into the alteration-casting stance. Green light briefly flashed brightly over Toma’s body before dimming to a more subtle glow. 
 
    He took a slow breath, gripped the rings again, and grunted with exertion as he tried again. It reminded Lee of one of the ridiculous challenges often attempted by champion weightlifters. The massive doors screeched across the floor as they ever so slowly opened, inch by inch. 
 
    “There!” Toma stopped as soon as he’d gotten them far enough apart for a person to squeeze through. He fell to his knees and flexed his fingers, grimacing and in apparent pain. 
 
    “You okay?” asked Lee. 
 
    “The handles are fucking cold. I think I have blisters from the frost.” 
 
    “That was pretty impressive,” said Willow. “I didn’t realize you had that up your sleeve.” 
 
    Her praise seemed like salve enough for Toma’s suffering. He grinned and ran a hand through his hair. 
 
    “Oh, you know, I have lots of things up my sleeves,” he said. “Widest sleeves in all the land. I got so much stuff up them that, uh—” 
 
    “Cool your jets, Toma,” said Lee. “We aren’t done here yet.” 
 
    It was true, but as Lee entered the next room, he got the sense they were close. He sucked in a quick breath as the cold sapped at his body heat. The entire burial tomb had been cold, but it felt as though the ambient temperature had dropped by ten degrees as he stepped forward into the new space. 
 
    The chamber was circular, a stone pillar rising from a dais in the center. Shallow alcoves were set along the curving wall, each with a statue of a hulking troll standing within. A few ancient wooden chests sat in between the feet of the troll statues in the very back of the room. There was no other doorway beyond the one they’d entered through, which was somewhat of a relief. 
 
    “Is this it?” asked Willow through chattering teeth. “Did we reach the end?” 
 
    “God, I hope so,” muttered Toma. “Let’s check out those chests in the back. Maybe they’re filled with gold coins.” 
 
    “As much as I think the effort we’ve put in deserves a reward, I somehow doubt it,” muttered Lee. 
 
    Willow and Toma had ignored him and were already hurrying around the edge of the room. Lee stared into the face of one of the statues to the left. There was a surprising amount of detail set into the troll’s expression. The wrinkles and lines of its face had been carefully recreated, and he couldn’t help but wonder what the society of the trolls had looked like at the time of its creation. 
 
    “It’s warmer over here,” said Eliza. “Weird…” 
 
    She’d climbed up on the dais and was frowning at the pillar. Lee slowly started making his way over and felt the warmth she was referring to seep in through the seams of his jacket. 
 
    “Is there writing on the front of it?” 
 
    “Yeah. It’s carved in and covered with dust. I don’t recognize the language, though. It’s not even close to anything modern.” 
 
    Eliza reached a hand forward. Lee felt a sudden stab of premonition. He tried to shout, tried to warn her, but her finger brushed one of the symbols before he could utter a syllable. 
 
    Red light pulsed from the pillar, blindingly bright and imbued with that same strange, impossible heat. He heard Eliza gasp, and Willow and Toma issue shouts of surprise. He blinked, his vision refocusing through a few lingering splotches across his field of view. 
 
    The entire dais was wrapped in a barrier of crimson energy. Eliza was frozen in place, her hand stuck to the pillar as though affixed by glue. There was someone with her, wrapping her into an embrace from behind. 
 
    It was a woman, or at least an entity with the vague shape of one. She was naked, with long white hair and pale skin. Red lines ran through her body, almost like visible veins or cracking flesh, ruining what would have otherwise been an attractive, voluptuous figure. 
 
    More important was the fact the woman was still hugging Eliza, her lips moving as she whispered silent words into her ear. Lee wasn’t interested in waiting to see what happened next. He hurled himself forward, wincing as he drew close to the barrier of crimson energy and felt the intense heat emanating from it. 
 
    He used his dispel ability on reflex, stilling his mind and wrapping both of his hands in a countering veil of anti-magic. The barrier seemed to fight against him for a few seconds before wavering against his assault. Lee pushed a gap through it, holding it open for long enough to wriggle himself through. 
 
    “Eliza!”  
 
    She didn’t turn when he called to her, didn’t so much as react, but the woman behind her swiveled her head around. Her eyes were crimson red, ominous in their own right, borderline terrifying when combined with the furious, hungry expression on her face. 
 
    Lee’s hand went first for his dagger before hesitating. It was too dangerous, given how close Eliza and the demoness currently were. He grabbed his wrist instead, throwing his palm forward and casting his force spell. 
 
    The woman vanished as the wall of kinetic energy made contact with her, which unfortunately left Eliza to bear the brunt of the spell. She flew forward, cracking painfully against the pillar before falling backward onto her butt. Lee swore under his breath. The barrier had dissipated, so he accepted the tradeoff of friendly fire and hurried over to help his friend. 
 
    “Hey,” he said, pulling her into his lap. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Her lip was bloody, and she was unconscious but still breathing. Lee gently brushed her hair back and checked for any visible head wounds, finding nothing. He cursed his own stupidity under his breath, even though he wasn’t sure he’d done anything wrong. It was impossible to know what might have happened if he’d waited even an instant longer before intervening. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” muttered Toma. “What just happened?” 
 
    “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Is she…” Willow wrung her hands together, fingers fidgeting. 
 
    “She’s alive,” said Lee. “I think she’ll be okay.” 
 
    She had to be okay. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to live with himself if she wasn’t. 
 
    “We should head back,” said Toma. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Lee wanted to say they never should have come in the first place, but it felt petulant and childish as a thought, let alone to put into words. He gently scooped Eliza up in his arms and followed his friends out of the chamber.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next few hours were some of the longest of Lee’s entire life. Eliza didn’t wake up. They managed to slip her through the collapsed hallway section with no small amount of effort, and Lee rode his snowmobile slowly with her unconscious form seated in front of him all the way back to Primhaven. 
 
    Nurse Susie’s reaction to him carrying Eliza into the infirmary was familiar and reassuring. She had Lee set her down on one of the beds and proceeded to take her clothing off, asking him questions through the closed privacy curtain as she did her initial assessment. 
 
    “You say you saw some type of demoness behind her,” said Nurse Susie. “Can you be… a bit more specific?” 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” said Toma. 
 
    “Neither did I,” said Willow. “The barrier was there, but there wasn’t anyone behind Eliza, from my angle, at least. I still think you did the right thing with your spell though, Lee.” 
 
    She gave him a sad smile and reached over to squeeze his hand. 
 
    “The barrier might have just obscured your view,” said Lee with a shrug. He knew it was more likely his mystic sight was what had let him see what he’d seen. Nurse Susie was also aware of his true nature, and she nodded sagely. 
 
    “Regardless, I’m sure we’ll get to the bottom of the mystery eventually,” she said. “For now, Eliza simply needs her rest. She doesn’t have any life-threatening injuries, and aside from the fact she hasn’t woken up yet, she appears to be doing alright.” 
 
    Susie pulled the curtain open. Eliza was in a loose hospital gown and covered up to the shoulders by the clean white sheets. Lee pulled his chair in closer to her, frowning as he took in the paleness of her face. 
 
    The sound of an approaching argument heralded the arrival of new visitors. Lee guessed who they were even before he could make out their voices clearly. 
 
    “Rather unfortunate,” said Gen. “Though it sounds as though they accomplished their objective.” 
 
    “That’s it?” snapped Harper. “That’s all you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    The two instructors entered the infirmary. Harper immediately crossed the room to stand next to Eliza’s bed. Her blue eyes met Lee’s, and for a moment, it almost seemed like she was going to pull him into a hug. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Eliza… isn’t.” 
 
    “There’s no need for that kind of pessimism,” said Nurse Susie. “She’ll wake up. Just give her some time.” 
 
    Harper set her hand on Lee’s shoulder. Gen slowly made her way deeper into the room, letting one hand rest on the hilt of Savoire Solaire which she wore on her waist. 
 
    “With Kuh-Matton cleared, we’ll be able to bring confirmation to Kukachuk and his tribe to secure the arrangement we worked out. If anything, this is a cause for celebration.” 
 
    The room didn’t feel particularly celebratory to Lee. Harper approached Gen, drawing within a few inches of the other woman. 
 
    “Don’t you ever presume to give my apprentice orders behind my back again,” she said, slowly. 
 
    They stared each other down for several seconds, the stress and tension quickly building to nigh unbearable levels. Nurse Susie deflated the moment with a small cough. 
 
    “I feel as though it would be in Eliza’s best interest if there were fewer people within the infirmary. She needs space to rest and breathe.” 
 
    Gen smiled and slowly walked by Harper as though unfazed by the situation. Harper exhaled and gave Lee’s hand a small squeeze.  
 
    “I should go, as well,” she said. “Come see me tomorrow after your class, Eldon.” 
 
    “Of course.” He put his hand on top of hers, hoping the others weren’t as aware of the tenderness in her expression as he was. Harper pulled back and left the infirmary, followed shortly after by Toma and Willow. 
 
    “I would normally kick everyone out, but I’m aware of how close you and Ms. Willis have grown to each other,” said Susie. “Why don’t you watch over her for now? I need to step out to run some errands.” 
 
    “Yeah. Of course.” 
 
    Susie departed, then it was just Lee and Eliza. He ran through the scene in his head from the beginning… Eliza reaching for the pillar, fingers outstretched. Then the red energy, the pale woman, and his own desperate attempt to separate them with a spell. 
 
    He jerked his head up. Eliza’s eyes were open, though only as tired slits. She smiled as she noticed him noticing her and let out a small sigh. 
 
    “Did I miss much?” 
 
    Lee breathed out his own relief. “Nothing but a bunch of people worrying about you, myself included. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like somebody smashed my head into a stone pillar.” 
 
    He winced. “Uh, that may possibly have been me. What do you remember about what happened?” 
 
    Her bottom lip was still cracked, and she gently probed it with her tongue as she seemed to think about his question. She opened her mouth to answer and then hesitated. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said. 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “I remember looking at the pillar and being surprised about how warm it was. I remember reaching my hand out, and… that’s it. Then I woke up here.”  
 
    “That’s more or less what happened,” he said. “When you touched the pillar, a field of crimson energy surrounded the pillar. I had to push through it, and then… Well, Eliza… I saw some kind of entity or demon that looked like it was trying take hold of you.” 
 
    He waited for her to react but her eyes remained indifferent and tired. 
 
    “I didn’t know what to do,” he continued. “All I could think of was to cast my force spell in an attempt to save the day.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks, I think?” 
 
    Lee slid his chair in closer to the bed, pushing a few strands of Eliza’s auburn hair out of her face. Toma and Willow hadn’t seen the demoness either. It was completely possible it had just been an apparition like the ghosts, unable to manifest within or affect the physical world directly. 
 
    A sinking feeling took hold in his stomach as the edge of an idea entered his awareness. He looked at Eliza with his eyes, but also with his mystic sight. If he’d done the same to Nurse Susie, her white robes and cotton-candy-pink hair would have dissolved into the red skin and black wings of a succubus.  
 
    He wasn’t sure what he was expecting to see with Eliza, but there was nothing. Aside from a busted lip and a likely concussion, she was unharmed both physically and supernaturally. Lee’s relief was no small thing. 
 
    “I think I’d rather sleep in my own bed tonight,” she said. “Could you help me up?” 
 
    “I could.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Will you help me up?” 
 
    “I think you should stay here for now, just to be safe. I’ll stay, too. There’s one upside of you being in the infirmary, at least. No gender-based curfew restrictions.” 
 
    “Fine.” She smiled despite the tone of her voice. “Be that way, if you must.” 
 
    “Do you need anything?” 
 
    Her face reddened a touch, and Lee became insanely curious about what she might ask for. 
 
    “A kiss, to start.” 
 
    “I’d be more than happy to.” 
 
    He leaned over the bed and gently pressed his lips to hers. He tasted a bit of saltiness from the aftermath of her bloody lip, but it didn’t bother him. 
 
    “One more thing,” she whispered. 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    “My family is coming for Primhaven’s open house the day after tomorrow. It might upset them to hear about this.” 
 
    “You’ve kept my secrets well enough. I think I can manage one of yours.” 
 
    Eliza smiled, but she was still blushing. She put her index fingers out, touching them point to point with thoughtful, hesitant precision. 
 
    “Also. Could you… be my boyfriend for the day they’re here?” 
 
    “Uh… sure? I mean, I wouldn’t mind. That actually sounds like fun. But… why?” 
 
    “It’s complicated.” She shrugged and shook her head. “I have just told them so much about you already that my mother and sisters have it in their heads the two of us are, well… an item. An exclusive item.” 
 
    “Ah. I hear you. Is your dad also going to be there?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “Doesn’t your dad sort of dislike me, a bit?” 
 
    “Yup.” Eliza leaned her head in a bit closer to hers, a slight pout entering her expression. 
 
    “So how would he react to this particular bit of deception?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Nothing makes him happy, really. It’s the women in my family I’m concerned about. They’re, well… you’ll see.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” Lee grinned, feeling a bit excited, though he wasn’t sure why. “Consider me your boyfriend.” 
 
    “You don’t have to start right now.” 
 
    “Don’t I? We should get some practice in while we have the chance.” 
 
    The infirmary bed wasn’t huge, but he managed to shift halfway onto it. They kissed again. Lee slid his hand under the thin sheet, groping one of her breasts through the even thinner gown she had on. No bra, either, which made the experience a hell of a lot more compelling. 
 
    The sound of Nurse Susie clearing her throat cut their excitement off at the knees. 
 
    “Lee, I’m afraid I have to send you back to your room,” she said with a sigh. “Nobody appreciates young love more than I do, but it’s a matter of being the responsible adult.” 
 
    She didn’t sound like she truly believed what she was saying, which made sense. Lee was hard-pressed to say how many times he and Susie had engaged in similar shenanigans within the infirmary. He didn’t bother adjusting his hard-on as he stood up, grinning at the way the succubus’s eyes locked onto it with laser focus. 
 
    “Well, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” he said. 
 
    Both Eliza and Susie nodded and then responded, or at least began to. Susie clamped a hand over her mouth, looking abashed for once. 
 
    “I’ll be in class, I promise,” said Eliza. “I really am feeling better. Especially now.” 
 
    She batted her eyelashes at him, and like the good fake boyfriend he was, he leaned over her and planted a kiss on her forehead. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Lee,” whispered Tess. “I know you’re awake, Lee.” 
 
    He was, but he was also sleepy. He mumbled something that even he couldn’t make out. 
 
    “I miss you,” she said. “We’ve both been so busy lately. You with your arctic adventures and me with mothering my sweet kitten.” 
 
    Lee grunted his agreement. 
 
    “I want to make sure you know that you’re still on my mind. So, if you would please pull me into your mystic stream.” 
 
    He managed it after a few tired seconds. He felt Tess’s hand slide across his bare stomach, fingers toying with the edge of his boxers’ waistband. 
 
    “You might have to take a shower after this,” she whispered. 
 
    She pulled his underwear down, and he sensed her shifting underneath the sheets, followed shortly after by complete, utter bliss as her lips and tongue enveloped his erection. 
 
    He was still half asleep, only making the sensation that much easier to sink completely into. It was unreal just how hot and soft and utterly perfect her mouth was. He didn’t deserve Tess. She was the sweetest, cutest, most thoughtful ghost to ever awaken him at sunrise with sensual naughtiness. The only one, too, but that was beside the point. 
 
    “Oh…” he muttered. Tess let out a small, pleased hum that resonated through the nerves of his cock like a strummed chord.  
 
    She kept at it, sucking him off with slow, dutiful movements. She asked for nothing in return, and still half asleep, he had no energy to do more than groan and ride the tide of the pleasure she inflicted. 
 
    She was right, he realized, a second too late. He would have to take a shower. And get a change of sheets. 
 
    Totally worth it. 
 
    Tess snuggled up next to him as he basked in the remnants of his post-orgasmic pleasure. He hugged her head against his chest and ran his fingers through her hair. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said in a singsong voice. 
 
    “Great morning. You’re right. I’ve missed you these past few days.” 
 
    “It is what it is. It’s like I said, we’ve both been busy.” 
 
    She pulled back, caressing his cheek and staring into his eyes.  
 
    “I never got a chance to tell you about everything that happened yesterday and last night,” he said. 
 
    He quickly related the events to her, including Eliza’s request about being her boyfriend for a day. 
 
    “That’s so sweet of you,” she said. “Don’t worry, I’m fine with it. I’ll go see Eliza and let her know as much too when I get a chance.” 
 
    “How will Harold ever manage without you?” he asked. 
 
    Tess scowled at him. “You joke, but he really hasn’t been feeling well. He’s been sleeping a lot, too much even for a cat.” 
 
    “He’s probably fine.” 
 
    Tess looked less than reassured. Lee shrugged. 
 
    “I could grab some soft food for him from the dining hall,” he suggested. “Maybe he has indigestion?” 
 
    “If you don’t mind, that would be wonderful.” 
 
    “I would do just about anything for a chance of having you wake me up like that again.” 
 
    Tess grinned. “Maybe I’ll have to start doing it more often. Only when you’re nice to me, though.” 
 
    “I’m always nice to you.” 
 
    “Lee Amaranth, that’s not even close to true.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alteration class that morning was focused on one of the discipline’s few offensive spells, the magic missile. Despite having a name that sounded like it was ripped straight from a tabletop role-playing game, it was a remarkably effective weapon in the right hands. 
 
    Lee’s hands were apparently the wrong ones. He stood next to Tess at the head of a casting lane in the Spell Range, watching the pink magic missile sphere he’d just created strike one of the dummy targets with about as much force as a plastic whiffle ball. 
 
    “I’ve told you in the past that alteration magic was never my specialty,” said Tess. “This isn’t exactly an unexpected outcome.” 
 
    “I have to wonder if you even have a specialty.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Lee sighed. “Sorry, I just feel like I’m a bit lacking in magical versatility.” 
 
    “That’s never bothered you before.” 
 
    “No, but it was never so obvious before.” He folded his arms. “Even Toma has started experimenting with new, interesting spells. Feels a bit like I’m lagging behind.” 
 
    His thoughts turned to channeling instead. He’d managed to get a significant value out of it with Thumper and comparing his pathetic magic missile to her uninhibited ice magic made him wonder if perhaps he needed to play to his strengths. 
 
    What sort of damage would Naka do to one of the dummy targets if he sent her charging horns first out of a conjuration portal? What about Brie, the slime girl, if he channeled her to engulf an opponent’s face? Then there was Widow, who on top of being creepy as all hell, could use her webbing both for entrapment and mobility. 
 
    He did have options, however weird they might be. 
 
    “My turn.”  
 
    Instructor Daniels had paired them off at the start of the exercise, and Eliza, recovered from her stay in the infirmary, had been sharing his casting lane. Lee stepped aside as she moved to the edge of the line and fell into the alteration stance. 
 
    She didn’t take as long as he had, flinging her first magic missile forward with casual ease. Whereas Lee’s spell had barely affected the training dummy, hers hit with the force of a cannonball, knocking the metallic head off with a resonant crash. The hex magic on the dummy pulled it back together after a few seconds as though someone had begun rewinding reality. 
 
    “I think you win this round,” said Lee. 
 
    “It’s not a competition, but thanks.” She flashed a proud grin at him. “Here. Let me show you what it looks like when I cast one at full strength.” 
 
    He watched as she took a slow breath and focused her will. An odd flutter of distortion briefly surrounded her, like the way the air might waver under the effect of extreme heat. Eliza unleashed her spell, and for a split second, her aura turned the same bright crimson Lee remembered from the pillar in Kuh-Matton. 
 
    The effect of her magic missile was nothing short of complete destruction. It hit the training dummy with so much force, the segmented pieces broke into smaller ones. Lee watched the hex magic feebly trying to undo the damage, sections of metal piling up and falling apart like a dry sandcastle refusing to stick together. 
 
    “Um…” Eliza took a step back. “Whoops.” 
 
    “Jesus. That was impressive, to put it mildly. Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “Mostly. I felt this weird flush of heat when I cast the spell. I’m not sure what just happened.” 
 
    She stared at the wreckage of the training dummy in total bewilderment. Lee set a hand on her shoulder.  
 
    “Maybe you should rest for today?” he suggested. 
 
    “I’m fine. Really. Class is about to end, anyway.” 
 
    He wasn’t sure he believed her, but he was even less sure of what he could do about it. If the pillar had affected her somehow, imbued her with some unbound force, the situation was beyond his skills as a mystic to diagnose and treat.  
 
    She looked alright. Better than alright. He grinned as her pretty green eyes met his and fell into boyfriend mode, stealing a quick kiss. 
 
    “I think I might go lie down for a bit, I guess.” She shrugged. “Come see me after?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Instructor Daniels dismissed the class, and most of the students departed. Lee slowly walked across campus alongside Tess, thinking and trying to digest the situation. 
 
    “You should keep a close eye on her,” she said. “Talk to Harper, too. She might have some insight.” 
 
    “Maybe. She’s going to be busy with the exhibition Gen has opted her into. She did want me to come see her after class, though.” 
 
    He started toward her quarters in the Elemental Tower. Head Wizard Odarin intercepted him before he’d made it more than a few steps. Willow was with him, and he gestured for Lee to follow. 
 
    “Ah, Initiate Amaranth. I need your help with something.” 
 
    “I was actually on my way to—” 
 
    “Lead Instructor Laughton asked me to find some students to fold the informational pamphlets we’ll be giving out to the families attending the open house tomorrow.” 
 
    “You want me to help fold pamphlets?”  
 
    Lee liked Odarin, and he didn’t want to say outright that the task was beneath him. It was though. It really was. 
 
    Odarin pushed a stack of unfolded fliers into his hand and saluted him before he could mount his evasive maneuvers. 
 
    “How did he rope you into this?” he asked Willow. 
 
    “Damned if I know. I figured I’d try to use a spell to fold them all at once or something.” 
 
    “Would that actually work?” 
 
    “No, but it beats dumping them in the trash.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
      
 
    They found an empty lecture hall and sank side-by-side into a pair of desks. Willow made a feeble attempt at using her wind magic to do the folding, but it only made a mess. Lee tried to assuage the boredom of the task by taking a closer look at the actual content of the pamphlet. 
 
    The front was an artist’s depiction of Primhaven, which had the effect of making the college look sanitized and somehow less impressive than the real thing. Bullet points below listed out the college’s extensive class criteria, famous founder, and centuries of providing “arcane educational excellence.” 
 
    The interior was far more interesting. Photos of Harper and her dueling opponent faced off one another, names emblazoned in fonts he could only assume had been borrowed from some professional wrestling organization.  
 
    Lee gaped at the outfit she was wearing. A black dress, low-cut enough to seem as though it had been specifically tailored to show off Harper’s wonderful cleavage, with a slit running down one leg. The trim was red and a hood hung loose from the shoulders. 
 
    Her opponent was a fairly average-looking blond fellow wearing the outfit of a stage magician. Lee glanced him over briefly before whistling as his eyes were drawn back to the most important aspect of the pamphlet. Harper’s breasts. 
 
    “Do you need a minute to take care of your manly tension, or can you get to folding?” asked Willow. 
 
    “I never took you to be Ms. Serious when it came to following the orders of the Primhaven faculty.” 
 
    “You’ve known me for all of three days.” Willow pulled out her flask and took a sip of it. She offered it to Lee and he accepted, figuring it would make the task that much less boring. 
 
    “This whole event just feels weird,” muttered Lee. “Over the top. More so than usual for Primhaven.” 
 
    He looked at the pamphlet again and caught Willow watching him. “They clearly missed an opportunity to include her bra size in the bullet points.” 
 
    She used her palms to cup her own assets through her robes, and again, Lee felt his eyes being drawn away from the work and toward a body. Willow smirked, noticing him as he sneaked a peek. 
 
    “I get the sense I could fill out the dress she’s wearing, given the chance. Funny how much of a theme that’s been in the past few years of my life.” 
 
    She folded a pamphlet and set it onto the slow-growing stack. 
 
    “I think if you rate your worth on comparisons between yourself and Harper, you’re setting yourself up for disappointment,” said Lee. 
 
    “That’s kind of blunt. You’re not wrong, but phrasing it like that makes it seem like…” She shrugged instead of finishing her point. 
 
    “I just mean she’s a bit of a freak in a lot of ways.” 
 
    Willow raised an eyebrow. “Is she, now? Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    “An outlier, I mean,” he quickly added. “It’s not fair to compare yourself to someone like that.” 
 
    “She’s my cousin. If I don’t make the comparison, someone else will do it for me.” 
 
    The conversation hung on that point for a few seconds. The sound of creasing paper wasn’t all that pleasant on Lee’s ears. 
 
    “You’re a druid. You have your own thing going on. Nature magic, and stuff.” 
 
    Willow snorted. “Oh, and stuff. Lucky me! Come on, it’s not as though anyone takes nature magic seriously.” 
 
    “So, you’re stuck in Harper’s shadow. It’s not the end of the world.” 
 
    “Oh, I think you misunderstand. I’m not complaining. Bitching a bit, maybe, but the pros of having an exceptional family member outweigh the cons. I plan on coasting in her slipstream as far as it will take me.” 
 
    “I can’t tell if you’re being serious or not.” 
 
    “I’m not just being serious, I’m being honest.” Willow slid her finger along the fold of a freshly-creased pamphlet. “Do you think someone like me would normally have ended up being chosen to be the resident druid of a college—at my age, drinking as much as I do, and as flirtatious and promiscuous as I am?” 
 
    “You’re looking at it wrong.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “You have a rare talent. It’s not fair to yourself or to Harper to expect her reputation to be what helps pull you up in life.” 
 
    Willow had her flask out again and she took a slow, thoughtful sip. “I would have thought you of all people, Lee Amaranth, would understand the feeling of being pulled up by someone else.” 
 
    There was an edge to her voice, the slightest undercurrent of knowing. Lee thought of all the times Harper and Tess had saved his mostly magic-less skin from the precipice of death and disaster. Was it all that much different? 
 
    He let the question simmer as he continued the mind-numbing, finger-cramping busywork of repeatedly folding identical pamphlets. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Elemental Tower’s interior was far emptier than Lee was normally used to. He could only assume that most of the graduate mages had also been drafted into preparations for the open house. 
 
    It was convenient as it meant he didn’t have to wait for the arcane lift and was able to immediately make his way up to the level Harper’s room was on. He knocked and heard her invite him inside. 
 
    She was standing next to her bed, directly in front of a full-length mirror, dressed in the exact same dress he’d seen her wearing in the pamphlet. A hint of a frown tugged at the corner of her mouth as she turned around. 
 
    Lee gaped at her like a tongue-tied idiot. The outfit was far more flattering of her features, especially her cleavage, than any still photo could have done justice to. She took a step toward him, and he watched the slightest jiggling ripple across her upper chest. 
 
    She’d added a pair of skin-tight boy shorts under the skirt, but it took him a minute to notice that. Or to notice the fact that Harper was now glaring at him, hands set on her hips, mouth a stern line. 
 
    “Eldon. Are you finished ogling, or would you like me to strike a pose?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I could handle it if you did,” he muttered. “Wow. Do you… get to keep this outfit after the exhibition?” 
 
    “As usual, your hormones keep me from ever forgetting just how young you really are. I’m not wearing this for the benefit of your leering eyes. I’m stuck here at Primhaven while the open house preparations are underway, so I need you to act in my stead.” 
 
    “Right. I can do that.” 
 
    Harper slowly walked toward him. Each step she took forward made the body-hugging dress move in incredible ways, stretching as though it was glued on in places and letting her curves flex and sway in others. He wanted to grab her and throw her down on the bed, but the look in her eyes told him it would mean his death. 
 
    “Kukachuk needs to have a full description of what happened within Kuh-Matton,” said Harper. “Can I trust you to ride out to the frost troll encampment and meet with him?” 
 
    She spoke slowly as if he was a child needing each syllable to be emphasized. Which was probably valid. 
 
    “Yeah, of course. It shouldn’t be a problem.” 
 
    “I’d like for you to leave your friends behind this time. I’m not expecting danger, but more people will simply mean more liabilities. I want you to handle this on your own.” 
 
    “Consider it handled.” Lee felt his legs moving, stepping closer to Harper of their own volition. She raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “It’s already early afternoon, Eldon. You don’t have time to waste.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be wasted.” He set a hand on her hip and drew her in. 
 
    “You certainly don’t have time for the level of mischief I detect in your eyes.” 
 
    “Mischief is letting you strut around in front of an audience in this get-up.” 
 
    The edge of Harper’s mouth quirked upward. “I do, in fact, get to keep it once the duel is finished.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “If you want me to wear it in a particular context,” she whispered, “then you need to behave and follow your master’s orders.” 
 
    He tried to kiss her. She pulled back, patting his crotch which was bulging outward sharply enough to poke an eye out. 
 
    “Get moving.” 
 
    “You are the meanest person I know.” 
 
    Harper grinned. “If I wanted to be mean, I’d show you how much wiggling it takes to get out of this damn thing.” 
 
    Lee groaned and covered his over-stimulated eyes. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snow was falling in a thick curtain of flakes as Lee departed. He’d taken care of a few things before leaving the college, including dropping in to check on Tess and her kitten. Harold was still unwell, but Tess slipped out and joined him on the back of the snowmobile, seizing the opportunity for the two of them to share some alone time outside the college. 
 
    He didn’t rush, steering the snowmobile’s skis along an easy path and enjoying the feeling of Tess’s body in his mystic stream on the seat behind him. It took him more than an hour to reach the frost troll encampment, and when he first saw it in the distance, he questioned whether he’d followed the directions properly. 
 
    The central fire which had made the camp easy to spot on his previous visit had been extinguished, most of the tents now lying collapsed and shredded. Lee’s jaw tensed as he drew closer and noticed the other important details. 
 
    There were bodies, and there was blood. Not enough snow had fallen to cover up the evidence of what must have been a fairly one-sided battle. The air smelled of burned leather and sulfur, and Lee couldn’t see a single survivor amidst the destruction. 
 
    “Oh my,” whispered Tess. “Oh no…” 
 
    “I have to get a closer look. You can stay with the snowmobile if you want.” 
 
    She clung to his arm in answer. Tess had fought alongside him before and seen her fair share of bloodshed, but never anything like this. For that matter, neither had he. 
 
    Blood stained the snow. It hadn’t pooled as it would have on concrete or tile, but it had seeped into the ground and frozen into a rough crust. The frost trolls looked wrong, too large for him to picture how they could have died even when their injuries were grievous enough to tell their own stories. 
 
    He pulled Tess closer, subtly angling her away from a troll that had somehow been bisected at the waist. He wanted nothing more to do with the scene of slaughter but needed to confirm whether Kukachuk had been one of the victims. 
 
    He found the frost troll chieftain underneath the fallen canopy of his own tent, fur badly burned across the lower two-thirds of his body. In a bizarre twist, the skin and flesh had been torn from his skull, as though scavengers had somehow managed to strip it clean and turned their noses or beaks up at the rest of the flesh. 
 
    “This is awful.” Tess was crying, and Lee felt like it was the right reaction. 
 
    “It had to have been her. The Unavowed Queen.” 
 
    He understood why the trolls had been so desperate for help with Kuh-Matton. He couldn’t help but wonder if the outcome had been instigated by his own actions. Had touching the pillar released the Unavowed Queen? Would she have eventually escaped, regardless? Maybe she’d already regained her power and only chosen to attack because of their intrusion? 
 
    “We have to get back,” he muttered. “Harper and Gen need to hear about this as soon as possible.” 
 
    He was half expecting to be attacked there and then as he hurried toward the snowmobile with Tess at his side, but the perpetrator was nowhere in sight. He sped away from the death and destruction with far more urgency than he’d had on his trip out. 
 
    He had to get back to Primhaven. At the same time, he was terrified of what he’d find when he did. An enemy who could so effortlessly massacre a tribe of frost trolls would pose just as much of a threat to the college. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Slow down, Eldon. Start over from the beginning.” 
 
    Harper had changed out of her alluring black dueling dress and into sweatpants and a t-shirt. It made little difference to Lee now with his mood totally upended. 
 
    She stood in the lobby of the First Tower alongside Gen and Odarin, all of them frowning. Lee took a slow breath and began describing the scene a second time, though his words came out much the same. 
 
    “They’re dead. The entire camp. The tents were destroyed. The trolls look as though they went up against something insanely powerful. There was blood everywhere. The bodies were in pieces—or melted by fire.” 
 
    “How many bodies?” asked Harper. 
 
    “What? I… didn’t exactly take count.” 
 
    “Was there a difference between how many trolls you saw dead and how many you saw alive when we visited the camp?” 
 
    Lee frowned, considering the question. “Less, I think. Maybe some of them were buried in the snow?” 
 
    He found himself doubting it even as he made the guess. 
 
    “The Unavowed Queen once enslaved the entirety of the northern frost trolls,” said Harper. “Assuming she’s returned, and assuming she is responsible, I wouldn’t be surprised if her goal was to kill some and subjugate the rest.” 
 
    “Is this because of us? Because of whatever it was we did when we were inside Kuh-Matton?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t assume too much,” said Gen. “Kukachuk feared this would happen. It’s why he reached out to us for our help to begin with. It’s very possible no action taken on your part could have prevented it.” 
 
    He’d already repeated the scene in his head a dozen times over. Eliza, reaching out for the pillar. The demoness, perhaps the Unavowed Queen herself, appearing behind her. He felt a sudden sinking feeling as he began to wonder where Eliza was at that particular moment. 
 
    “We need to take this as seriously as we would a direct attack,” said Odarin. “Primhaven has been through enough this year already.” 
 
    “The open house should proceed as planned,” said Gen. “As unfortunate as this mess is, we can’t allow it to disrupt our normal agenda. Especially given how much tension recent events have placed on the Order of Chaldea.” 
 
    Harper and Odarin both spoke at once. Gen held up a hand, but the argument intensified as she tried to explain her reasoning over their objections. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper. “Leave us to discuss this in private for the time being. I’ll stop by your dorm later tonight to follow up.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    He left the First Tower alongside Tess, trying to keep the despair at bay as he headed across campus. Night had fallen, and the harvest moon was out overhead, the hue of orange lending the night an ominous edge. 
 
    He headed straight for Eliza’s dorm, even though he was terrified of what, or who, he was going to find within. 
 
    “It might not be what you’re thinking,” whispered Tess. 
 
    “What am I thinking?” 
 
    “That she’s somehow been possessed.” 
 
    Lee scowled at the stone path, annoyed at nothing and everything. 
 
    “You’re a mystic,” added Tess. “Of course, that would be your first assumption.” 
 
    “Just because it’s an assumption doesn’t make it wrong.” 
 
    “No, but it also doesn’t mean you have all the facts. There’s no need to use your imagination to torture yourself yet.” 
 
    “No.” He sighed. “Not yet.” 
 
    He didn’t knock when he reached Eliza’s door. It wasn’t locked, and he slipped in as silently as he could. She was in bed, asleep as far as he could tell, but that wasn’t enough on its own to put him at ease. He crouched down next to her winter boots. 
 
    They were dry, lacking the traces of melted snow, dirt, and possibly blood that he’d half-expected to find. He finally exhaled, unable or at least unwilling to keep his suspicion primed in the face of the lacking evidence. He took a seat next to her bed and set a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes flickered open. “Mmm. Leave it to my boyfriend to look so worried while checking up on me.” 
 
    “I look worried?” 
 
    “You do. Did something happen?” 
 
    He hesitated, not wanting to tell her and not sure why. “No. It’s nothing. You should get some sleep.” 
 
    “I really should. My family stresses me out sometimes. They’ll be here early tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll come find you when I wake up, then.” 
 
    She smiled at him and slowly closed her eyes. Lee waited until her breathing grew rhythmic before slipping out and heading back to his own dorm. 
 
    Harper was waiting for him outside. She led him into one of Primhaven’s orchards, finding a spot where an old log had been fashioned into a bench and gesturing for him to sit. 
 
      “How is Eliza doing?” she asked. 
 
    “Fine. Tired, but that’s no surprise given what she’s been through.” 
 
    Harper turned her head to the side to look at him halfway. “You were in class with her this morning, were you not?” 
 
    He nodded slowly, already sensing where her line of thinking was leading her. The same place his had already reached. “I was. She took a nap afterward.” 
 
    “Did you see her fall asleep?” 
 
    “No, but she was in her bed when I visited her just now, and it really didn’t seem as though she’d gone anywhere.” 
 
    “I know it sounds as though I’m suspicious, but it’s more concern at this point. Can you keep an eye on her tomorrow?” 
 
    “I was already planning on it.” Lee smiled and flexed his eyebrows up. “She’s asked me to be her boyfriend for a day to impress her family.” 
 
    There was a slight pause before Harper’s response. “She did? Well, I suppose that’s a convenient excuse to stay near her. Treat her nicely.” 
 
    Harper stood up and took a step away from the bench. Lee grabbed her hand and pulled her back. He was still sitting and he wrapped his arms around her lower half, his face nuzzling against the side of her hip. 
 
    “I’ll still be watching your duel,” he said. 
 
    “My exhibition. It will be ninety percent theatrics and ten percent actual fighting.” 
 
    “I’d pretend to be your boyfriend too if you ever asked me to.” 
 
    Harper turned around to face him and pressed a firm hand on his chest, pushing him flat across the bench. She straddled him and leaned forward, her braid tickling Lee’s neck as it fell loose. 
 
    “You assume I’d want a horny nineteen-year-old for a boyfriend.” 
 
    He leaned upward, letting his lips find hers in the shadows of the orchard’s trees. 
 
    “I don’t just assume,” he whispered. “I know.” 
 
    “Horny and cocky.” 
 
    “I take that as a compliment.” He let his hand settle on her cheek. “Seriously, though. I’m looking forward to watching you tomorrow. I’ll be cheering you on.” 
 
    “…Thanks.” 
 
    She kissed him, and the moment stretched out to the very brink before she pulled herself back and disappeared into the trees. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee checked his phone when he woke up, only to find he’d missed a text. It was short, a singular, cryptic word that contained enough horrible implication to ruin his entire day. 
 
      
 
    ZOE: TOMORROW 
 
      
 
    She’d sent it shortly before midnight, so her ‘tomorrow’ was now his today.  
 
    He swore under his breath and briefly debated tapping out an equally cryptic no or maybe hell no in reply before resigning himself to the fact it would change nothing. 
 
    Harold’s soft mewling pulled his attention away from his sister just long enough for him to notice the sickly kitten and Tess’s worried form crouched over him. Her hair was messy, and her face was tired, though Lee had always found it strange how she still suffered from the same symptoms of skipping sleep as a ghost in full control of her appearance. 
 
    “Lee,” she whispered. “I’m really worried about him. He’s only gotten worse since yesterday.” 
 
    He crouched down near the kitten, feeling a bit callous as he tried to view it as more than just another problem on his plate. 
 
    “I doubt there’s a vet within a hundred miles of Primhaven,” he muttered. “But… there is a druid, isn’t there? How about I ask Willow to take a look at him?” 
 
    Tess nodded enthusiastically. Lee pulled her into his mystic stream and brushed a few stray strands of hair back from her cheek. 
 
    “I’m going to watch over him today,” she said. “You’re okay with that?” 
 
    “You have the biggest heart of anyone I know, Tess. Of course, I’m okay with it.” 
 
    She flashed a dimpled grin. “You sweet-talker. Make sure you keep it up for Eliza. And be mindful of your interactions with other women while you’re supposed to be her boyfriend!” 
 
    “Save your motherly doting for the kitten.” 
 
    The college was abuzz with activity. Students ran around in groups of all sizes, happy to be skipping out on their regularly scheduled classes. Head Wizard Odarin was recruiting volunteers to pass out pamphlets, the very same ones Lee and Willow had been drafted into folding the previous day. 
 
    The bottom dueling chamber had been converted into a dueling arena for the exhibition. Every other panel in the outer wall had been removed, and raised rows of seating had been set up, opening the space to the outside air in the fashion of an amphitheater. 
 
    Lee wondered if Harper was already in the process of preparing for her opponent. The exhibition wasn’t until noon, giving him some time to address the other responsibilities he’d taken on. He scanned over the surging crowd, searching for familiar faces. 
 
    The parents and family members of current students had come to the college through the Arcane Way for the occasion, along with potential future enrollees. It was a normal enough scene, but somehow strange to him.  
 
    He’d only ever had his sister, and there’d been significant gaps in their relationship over the years. Seeing the families of his fellow classmates in every direction made him realize just how much he was missing out on. It was hard to ignore for once. 
 
    He was in the process of heading toward Eliza’s dorm when he realized someone was following him. He slowed his footsteps, trying to sneak a peek over his shoulder. His pursuer closed the distance before he could. 
 
    “Pssst,” came a familiar, feminine voice. “Eldon.” 
 
    “No fucking way.” 
 
    He’d resigned himself to the fact that Zoe wouldn’t be stopped from showing up at Primhaven, stubborn as she was. Seeing her arrive in a disguise no more than a baseball cap and a cheap pair of aviators almost made him want to stomp his foot and make a scene. The concerned brother infuriated by his sister’s choice of outfit. Maybe he wasn’t missing out on all that much. 
 
    “I told you I’d come pick the book up myself,” she said with a smile. 
 
    “This is insane.” He massaged his temples, trying to get ahead of his headache. “There are so many ways you could have gone about this that would have been more convenient and less dangerous. Zoe… you’re basically a wanted woman.” 
 
    “Hence the disguise.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just find another copy? You had the book’s title. Libraries exist elsewhere in the world.” 
 
    “I tried. Brigmund’s Enchantment Analysis is apparently one of the rarest books in existence.” 
 
    “I could have mailed it to you.” 
 
    “Think about what the postage would have been like from here to Lestaron Island.” 
 
    “Postage? Zoe, are you trying to fucking—” 
 
    “Look, I’m here.” She stepped forward and set a hand on his shoulder. “What’s done is done. It might just happen to be the case that this isn’t just about the book. Maybe I know what it feels like to be at Primhaven for the open house without any family. Maybe I didn’t want you to have to experience that.” 
 
    “Maybe I would have managed fine, anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe not. Look around, Eldon. With all this chaos, there’s almost no chance I’ll be spotted. Setting aside Harper, nobody would even be able to place my face.” 
 
    “Why are we setting aside Harper?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure she’ll have other business to attend to.” 
 
    Lee sighed. He flicked his finger against the side of her sunglasses. “Couldn’t you have at least splurged on some Ray-Bans?” 
 
    “I think these go with my cheekbones better.” 
 
    He started walking with her back toward his dorm, hoping if he gave her the book quickly, he would have one less ball to juggle for the day. 
 
    “How did you get here, anyway?” he asked. “I somehow doubt it was through the Arcane Way, and Primhaven’s front gate has been watched a lot more closely since the tension with the Independent Coalition picked up.” 
 
    “Ryoko set up an anchor point through the college’s steam baths.” 
 
    Lee furrowed his brow at that. “You could have mentioned that back when Harper and I were attempting to return to the school during the incident with the Melting Pack.” 
 
    “We aren’t exactly interested in advertising the fact. She would have done something to lock it down if she’d… Oh, I think you have someone waiting for you!” 
 
    Zoe grinned and rubbed Lee’s shoulder affectionately. Eliza was waiting outside his dorm, family in tow. Lee was a bit taken aback by how anxious he suddenly felt as he watched the eyes of Eliza’s mother, father, and two sisters settle on him. Especially her father, a man he’d had the displeasure of meeting once before. 
 
    Eliza was dressed in a floral-printed sundress, with amber earrings and a pendant that nestled just above the alluring crease of her cleavage. She’d done her makeup and straightened her hair, making it clear to him that the casual nature of the open house didn’t extend to her expectations for the day. 
 
    “Lee!” Her smile was a touch nervous as she approached him. “I was looking for you.” 
 
    He took her hands into his and kissed her. Zoe let out an exaggerated gasp, which only served to make him that much more aware and thrown off balance by her presence. 
 
    “Eliza, hey,” he said. “This is my sister, Zoe.” 
 
    “You finally got yourself a living, breathing girlfriend!” Zoe grinned and hurried to pull Eliza into a hug. “Eldon, I am beyond proud of you.” 
 
    “Um…” Eliza looked confused. “Your sister’s here?” 
 
    “Complicated,” he whispered. 
 
    “Well, uh, this is my family,” she said, clearing her throat. “You’ve met my dad, Martin, before.” 
 
    “Lee.” Eliza’s dad glowered at him openly. “I see you and my daughter have become serious with one another.” 
 
    “We have,” lied Lee. 
 
    “This is my mom, Allison,” said Eliza. “And my older sisters, Sam and Molly.” 
 
    “It’s so nice to meet you, Lee,” said Allison. 
 
    “Likewise,” he said. 
 
    The two sisters grinned at each other, and then at Eliza. All three women looked remarkably similar, with varying shades of red hair, various levels of freckles, and green eyes that seemed to be actively sizing Lee up. 
 
    “So, you’re an initiate, like Eliza?” asked Molly. 
 
    “Yeah, still a first year,” he said. 
 
    “Where did you live before you came to Primhaven?” asked Sam. 
 
    “Montana. It was nice there. I miss it sometimes.” 
 
    “So, Lee,” said Molly in a casual tone. “Did you take Eliza’s virginity?” 
 
    He was glad he hadn’t been drinking something because he would have sprayed it out. 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    “Molly, that’s a rather forward question,” said Allison. “But you can answer it if you want, Lee, since she did ask. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t curious, too. Eliza used to be so shy when it came to talking to boys.” 
 
    “Mother!” hissed Eliza. 
 
    “It’s true!” Allison let out a good-natured chuckle. “She used to do this mumbling thing where she’d stutter and repeat herself. But now she’s finally bloomed!” 
 
    Eliza let out an annoyed groan and covered her face. Lee set his hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “If you can believe it, Eldon’s story is almost the very same,” said Zoe, grinning. “Eliza is his first real, live girlfriend. I’m so happy he’s in a relationship rather than perpetuating his old, unhealthy outlets for his needs.” 
 
    Lee felt his face heat up as Allison and her daughters nodded sagely in agreement. 
 
    “Your real name is Eldon, then?” asked Allison. 
 
    “It is,” Zoe answered for him. “He insists on Lee. A hangover from his rebellious phase. I continue to pine for the day he grows out of it.” 
 
    “I love your glasses, by the way,” said Molly. 
 
    “I love your shoes!” said Zoe. 
 
    “Can we talk about Eliza’s dress?” said Sam. 
 
    Lee felt himself tuning the conversation out as Eliza, her mother, and the various sisters all began the girl talk in earnest. Martin scowled at him, making his disinterest in any sort of exchange plain to see. 
 
    He stood there, out of place and out of depth, and waited. And waited. 
 
    Eventually, Allison said something about bringing Molly and Sam to visit Instructor Escher who’d been their favorite teacher, and he came back to reality. 
 
    “I’m going to go with them,” said Zoe. She grinned, making it clear she wasn’t asking for permission, almost daring him to make a scene. Eliza’s family departed with Lee’s sister clumped onto their group, and he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Sorry,” said Eliza. “I should have prepared you for that. My family is so dysfunctional.” 
 
    “At least it’s spread out among multiple family members. My sister and I alternate between loving each other and trying to murder each other.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she came here, given what you’ve told me about her. I like her, though. She’s really confident.” 
 
    “She likes you too, which is kind of a big deal. She despises Tess.” 
 
    The awkwardness birthed from his offhand comment made him wonder why he’d said it in the first place. They stood there not looking at each other for a few seconds of silent torture before Lee found a convenient diversion. 
 
    “Look! There’s Toma.” 
 
    He pointed across the green toward the Seruna Center, where Toma was standing with a gray-haired man in a business suit who could have only been his father. Lee and Eliza were out of earshot, but it was clear from the posture of the two men—along with Toma’s frustrated hand movements—that they were in the middle of a heated argument. 
 
    “Oh no,” whispered Eliza. 
 
    “Yeah. Toma told me his dad wants him to leave Primhaven, regardless of what he wants.” 
 
    Eliza’s face twisted with concern. Toma shouted the final word at his father and stomped off into the orchard. 
 
    “You should go talk to him,” said Eliza. 
 
    “You don’t want to come along?” 
 
    “I think it’s better if you go alone. I’ll go find my family and your sister.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll catch up with you later.” 
 
    Eliza nodded. Lee was about to split off from her when he remembered that, at least for the day, she was still his girlfriend. He stepped in close, smiling a sheepish smile as he gave her a long kiss. 
 
    “I can’t believe your sister asked if I took your virginity,” he muttered. 
 
    Eliza blushed. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “It’s kind of hilarious, actually. You can tell her that yes, I did.” 
 
    “You sound proud.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    Eliza rolled her eyes. “You’re such a boy.” 
 
    “I’m just saying… I’m glad I got to be your first. It’s the meaning that matters to me, not the conquest.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, it sounds kind of sweet,” she said. “But I’m still not telling them.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee split off from Eliza and hurried after where he’d seen Toma disappear into the trees. It wasn’t hard for him to find his friend, as he’d settled into one of their usual spots. Toma held a lit joint in one hand, cannabis smoke snaking up in a twisting line from the burning tip. 
 
    “Want some?” asked Toma, holding it out. 
 
    “Maybe another time. I saw you arguing with your dad.” 
 
    “Yup.” Toma took a long hit, coughed, and shook his head. “Family sucks sometimes. I just don’t want to deal with my life today, so I figured… drugs.” 
 
    “Seems a logical and healthy progression.” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    Lee took a seat across from him, leaning back against the trunk of a tree. “What’s the verdict? Is your father calling you home?” 
 
    “Yup.” 
 
    “You don’t sound like you’re in much of a mood to talk about it.” 
 
    Toma sighed. “I’m just in a mood to feel sorry for myself, I guess.” 
 
    “You’re allowed to, sometimes.” 
 
    Toma nursed the joint for a minute before saying anything else. “I don’t want to leave. I really don’t. Primhaven feels like my home now, you know?” 
 
    “I do. I really do.” 
 
    “I thought when I first came to Primhaven that it was my first step toward being an independent adult. The beginning of my ‘real life,’ you could say. Now, I feel more like a child than ever. Arguing with my father in public. I’m fucking cracked.” 
 
    He took a long hit and blew the smoke upward and into the sunbeams sneaking through the gaps in the shadows of the trees. 
 
    “When are you leaving?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Today. After the open house.” 
 
    “Seriously? Your dad isn’t even letting you finish the semester?” 
 
    “Nope. He’s not happy with the way Odarin handled the situation with Kei, and the homicidal drama with Mattis and Gen. I suppose it makes sense from his perspective.” 
 
    Lee didn’t say anything. He gestured to the joint, and Toma passed it to him. 
 
    “Guess there might not be another time,” he said. 
 
    “There had better be,” said Toma. “I’ll send you my address. I’m expecting you to come visit.” 
 
    “Of course.” Lee took what he thought was a small hit, coughing as he exhaled. “You might not be at Primhaven, but you’ll still be my friend.” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    A squirrel climbed up the tree next to Lee. He stared at it, watching it lick its hands or fingers. Paws? Claws? 
 
    “Are they fingers or paws, you think?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The squirrel.” 
 
    Toma snorted. “You are baked, Lee. I should have warned you about how strong that weed was. I hope you don’t have anything else to take care of today.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lee was painfully aware of how dazed he must have looked as he made his way to where the viewing stands had been set up around the open dueling chamber. The sun was out, and it felt bright and harsh against his suddenly much more sensitive eyes. 
 
    Zoe was waiting for him at the bottom of the stair aisle that led to the upper seating areas. He’d spent more time talking with Toma than he’d realized, and the duel was no more than a few minutes away from beginning. Much of the crowd had already filed in, and a measure of expectant tension bubbled through the conversation of the people in the stands. 
 
    Zoe waved him over, her smile turning to a deep frown as he drew within smelling distance. “Seriously, little brother? You smell like you took a tour through a grow-op.” 
 
    “I promise I didn’t inhale,” he said in a mocking tone. “Come on, I’ll take you to get the book now, so you can get out of here.” 
 
    He grabbed his sister’s hand and started pulling, but she stayed where she was. 
 
    “I’m already here. I might as well enjoy the show. I saved us both seats up by Eliza and her family.” 
 
    “Zoe, you can only push your luck so far. Harper might look for me in the stands, and if she sees you sitting next to me…” 
 
    “She won’t. My disguise is foolproof.” 
 
    She adjusted her aviators as though to punctuate her point and started walking. Lee’s reaction time wasn’t at its best, and in the end, he could do little more than follow after her. 
 
    The seats she’d secured them were just across the aisle from Eliza’s family, which was no small blessing. The last thing he needed was another intensive probing about his and Eliza’s sex life in his current head state. She smiled and waved to him when she saw him arriving with his sister and he blew her back a kiss. 
 
    Zoe had one of the open house informational pamphlets in her hand and seemed to be giving its inner contents a serious reading. A realization clicked into place in Lee’s head as he considered what Harper had told him about her upcoming opponent. 
 
    “You’re invested in this, aren’t you?” he asked. “This is a duel between Harper, who you once loved, and the boy you were dating when the two of you first developed feelings for each other.” 
 
    “Judging from this photo, he’s now a man. Quite the man, in fact. Carter Depree. One of the Order of Chaldea’s other rising stars.” 
 
    Zoe let her finger caress the face of the blond-haired man’s image within the pamphlet. She looked pensive rather than heartbroken or jilted, and she’d certainly had the time to do plenty of thinking already over the years. 
 
    “Does it bother you?” asked Lee. “Two people you once cared about, facing off in a duel?” 
 
    “An exhibition. This is basically professional wrestling with arcane talent and an improvised script. Nobody is actually going to get hurt.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Should it? That’s not a rhetorical question. In a sense, this emotional drama has already played out in my heart once before.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    A hint of a smile played across Zoe’s lips. “You’re a good listener when you’re stoned.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now tell me a story.” 
 
    “…When Harper and I first discovered we had feelings for each other—romantic feelings—we were both already in relationships. I was dating Carter, while Harper was dating his brother Elias.” 
 
    “She mentioned that to me once. I suppose you can’t always help who you fall in love with.” 
 
    “Very true, though there’s always still the question of how honest you are with your feelings and how willing you are to commit to them.”  
 
    Zoe’s smile paled and wilted at the edge. “It was hard for us. For Harper and me. We thought we were just teasing each other, playing stupid games, even when the touching and kissing progressed to… staying up all night in the sheets.” 
 
    A mental image—one he wasn’t really comfortable with—flashed through Lee’s head. He coughed awkwardly and waited for Zoe to continue. 
 
    “Even worse was the fact we didn’t break up with our boyfriends immediately. Elias was oblivious, but Carter knew that something was going on. He became jealous and competitive, though, given the situation, it wasn’t his fault.  
 
    “He took Harper seriously as a rival for my love. When I finally told him that it was over, he yelled and screamed, he pleaded, he even did his fair share of crying.  
 
    “I remember at the time wishing I could just undo my relationship with him. It felt like it had all been such a massive mistake to let it progress to that point, to lead him on when my feelings for him were so much less than what I shared with Harper.” 
 
    Lee set his hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry. That must have been tough.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Ironic, isn’t it? In the end, what Carter and I shared was undone. He doesn’t remember me after the dream-weaving the Order performed on Primhaven in the wake of Head Wizard Antioch’s death.  
 
    “I’ve thought a lot about that, about Harper and Carter. About which ending is preferable. Harper remembers what we shared and despises me. Carter wouldn’t even recognize me in public. Hatred versus complete apathy.” 
 
    “Are you sure you really want to watch this duel?” 
 
    She nodded vigorously. “I need to watch it.” 
 
    Head Wizard Odarin made his way out into the center of the dueling chamber, dressed in his official black robes. He grinned as he held his hand up, gestured the crowd to silence, and then tapped on a small clip-on mic stuck to his chest. 
 
    “Is this thing on?” 
 
    A sharp screech of feedback gave him his answer while triggering a wave of winces from the crowd. 
 
    “Ah, there we go.” Odarin cleared his throat. “Welcome, current and prospective Primhaven students, family, and faculty members! I hope you’re all enjoying your visit to our campus. We have a special treat in store for you today. An exhibition duel between two former Primhaven alumni who have risen to…” 
 
    He squinted, staring up into the crowd. Lee followed his gaze and realized, somewhat unsurprisingly, that an initiate was holding up prompt cards for Odarin in the third row. One of the cards had either been lost or illegible to begin with, and the initiate was trying desperately to pantomime whatever it was Odarin was supposed to be saying next. 
 
    “They’ve, uh, risen toward the sky! Yes, that’s how it goes. Risen skyward with a stratospheric trajectory. Rockets of the magical world! And we’re very proud of them, and, er, without further ado, let’s bring out our combatants! Harper Black and Carter Depree!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
      
 
    The crowd’s applause was thunderous as Harper and Carter made their way out into the center of the dueling chamber. They were both in costume, Harper’s being the same sultry black sorceress-themed dress he’d seen her in the day before, and Carter’s a fanciful and far more modest entertainer’s suit. 
 
    Lee felt an odd twisting feeling in his chest as he watched her standing there, confident and poised, the center of attention for a crowd of thousands of people. Not a hair was out of place in her golden braid. Her makeup was perfect. The dress fluttered in the light wind where it wasn’t skin-tight against her perfect curves. 
 
    A few of the men in the audience were clearly ogling her, but the general mood was more one of respect, almost awe. Odarin said a few words off-mic to both Harper and Carter. They fell into their casting stances, staring each other down. Odarin held his hands up, and the crowd went silent under the tension of imminent, violence-based entertainment. 
 
    “Begin!” bellowed Odarin as he stepped back. 
 
    Lee felt his sister’s hand grip his knee, so clammy it left an imprint of sweat on his jeans. He had his own share of tension to shoulder as he watched Harper and Carter slowly begin to circle one another. What if she got hurt? What if she accidentally killed her opponent? What if she lost? 
 
    Harper Black. One of the very first memories Lee had of her, long before she’d ever taken him as an apprentice, was watching her take on two mages at once in the dueling chamber. She’d made it look easy, flinging around arcane power as though it was second nature. 
 
    There was a subtle back and forth to the early engagement that he’d never noticed before in the duels he’d watched or partaken in. Harper and Carter kept shifting their arms, moving from casting stance to casting stance. Elemental, alteration, conjuration—it was like a dance, a pregame of positioning that would determine the fight’s initial direction. 
 
    Carter struck first, flinging a lance of purple conjuration energy forward with blurring speed. Harper reacted at the last instant, crossing her arms into the alteration stance and dismissing the attack with a spell shield. She immediately countered, flinging a barrage of magic missiles that Carter dodged rather than blocked. 
 
    Lee felt Zoe’s fingers digging into his knee, then suddenly relax. She let out a relieved sigh and snorted. 
 
    “She’s going easy on him.” 
 
    Lee raised an eyebrow. “What? Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sure of it. It’s just like her. She was the same back then, too.” 
 
    The two combatants exchanged more spells and Lee could see what his sister was talking about. He knew Harper’s fighting style well enough. Normally, she was all about overwhelming, immediate force. Here, in this duel, there was more variety in her spell choice. Flexibility in the place of fireballs. It made for an undeniably more entertaining match, but also worried him. 
 
    “She’s taking too many chances,” he muttered. “I don’t like seeing her leave herself so open.” 
 
    As though to emphasize his point, Harper tried to dodge out of the way of a sudden burst of conjured arrows with a wind-infused jump but launched off balance. She landed with too much momentum and her legs at the wrong angle, taking an immediate spill across the dueling chamber’s hard stone floor. 
 
    Carter wasn’t holding back. He immediately followed up with a massive ice sphere aimed at Harper’s center of mass. She was still pulling herself to her feet as the attack crossed the distance, a jagged crystal of blurred white-blue. 
 
    Flames danced around her body in a sudden outward burst, a circular blast of fire with herself as the center-point. The air hissed as the ice spell dissipated into a plume of superheated steam, and the nearest row of onlookers let out surprised shouts as the flames came within a few feet of roasting them. 
 
    The back and forth continued, neither caster getting the upper hand. It became clear to Lee at a certain point, that Harper was doing her best to look like she wasn’t toying with Carter. She was, but the same physical and arcane talents that served her so well in real fights also made her a natural performer when it came to the realm of stage combat. 
 
    He amused himself for a while by counting each spell she fired off and comparing it to his own meager casting limit. He stopped when he reached four dozen, finding it too deflating to continue. His finger traced the shape of his spellchain, nearly half his casting potential, underneath his shirt, a gift from Harper that he almost never took off. 
 
    She ended the duel with a fantastic combination of a force spell to knock Carter off his feet and conjuration bindings to secure him to the ground. The crowd roared their approval. Harper gave them a hard smile as she lifted her arms into the air, scanning over the faces of the audience. 
 
    Her eyes caught Lee’s for an instant, her smile widening. It fled almost as quickly as she panned to the person sitting next to him. 
 
    “Time to go!” he snapped, standing up and seizing Zoe by the hand.  
 
    “I suppose it is,” muttered Zoe. 
 
    Eliza stood up from her seat, frowning as she saw Lee and his sister making their way toward the exit. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Zoe isn’t feeling well and needs to head home.” 
 
    “Really? My dad said his stomach was hurting, too. I think my family is also going to head out early.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s too bad,” Lee said, with no real conviction. “Let’s catch up after, okay?” 
 
    He all but dragged Zoe out of the stands and jogged with her across campus, to his dorm. The rest of the initiates were all still partaking in the open house, so the common area was empty. Tess was in Lee’s room, sitting on the bed and watching over Harold with a worried expression. 
 
    “He still isn’t feeling well, Lee,” she said. “Did you see if Willow could... oh. Hello, Zoe.” 
 
    Lee felt himself tense up as he watched Tess and Zoe look at each other. They’d never been friends or anything close to it. He hurried to grab the book on enchanting and pressed it into his sister’s hands. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Zoe. “You have a sick kitten in your dorm?” 
 
    “It’s Tess’s and mine,” he said. “We’ve been taking care of it together, and it’s none of your—” 
 
    “You can’t just leave an animal to suffer! Especially one so young.” 
 
    Zoe took a seat next to Tess and, to Lee’s slack-jawed surprise, pulled Tess into her mystic stream. It was bizarre watching someone else do it. It also stirred up a few odd, possessive feelings that he wasn’t sure he liked or needed.  
 
    “Has he been eating much?” asked Zoe. 
 
    “Just drinking water,” said Tess. “I gave him some wet food yesterday, but he didn’t seem to like it after the first few bites.” 
 
    “Poor guy,” said Zoe. “He’s rare, you know. A male calico. The odds are small, only one out of thousands because of the genetics at play.” 
 
    “In the interest of getting the kitten some help, and in getting you out of Primhaven, I think we should get moving,” said Lee. “Tess, I’ll grab Willow on the way back and have her play doctor for Harold, okay?” 
 
    Tess nodded. “It was nice seeing you, Zoe.” 
 
    “You too, Tess.” 
 
    He ushered his sister out of the dormitories and to the edge of the Ewix Center, where the steam baths would let Ryoko teleport her from Primhaven by way of her water nymph abilities.  
 
    “Thanks again, Eldon. This may seem a small favor to you, but…” 
 
    “It didn’t seem like a small favor. It seemed like a stupid one. Zoe…” He set his hands on her shoulders and looked at her seriously. “You need to stop letting whatever feelings you still have for Harper cloud your judgment. I could have sent you this book in a dozen different ways. You didn’t come here for it; you came here for you.” 
 
    “I’m in no mood for a lecture, little brother.” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean you don’t need one. Seriously, I care about you. Don’t get yourself killed. You’re not invincible, and certainly not invisible. You can’t just stroll into Primhaven and expect to—” 
 
    “Lee!” 
 
    The voice came from behind and caught him so off-balance that he almost reached for his dagger. Most of the students and family members who’d watched the exhibition were flowing across campus toward the dining hall, which meant the area he and Zoe were in was relatively bare of people. 
 
    He turned, expecting the worst, only to find Willow watching him with a furrowed brow. Lee gave Zoe a small push toward her escape as she frowned and took in the sight of Harper’s cousin. 
 
    “Goodbye, Zoe,” he whispered. “Take care.” 
 
    “You too, Eldon.” 
 
    She hurried off and Lee did his best to act nonchalant as he made his way over to Willow. 
 
    “Who was that?” she asked. 
 
    “An old friend of mine,” he said. “She used to be a student here.” 
 
    “Oh? Did you and she ever—” 
 
    “I’m going to have to ask you to stop right there.” 
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    It took a bit of begging, but Willow went along with him to take a look at Harold. Lee wasn’t a huge fan of the secretive smile she kept flashing, as though the kitten was just a pretense and he had an entirely different reason for bringing her back to his dorm. He wasn’t interested in introducing any more complications into his life, especially mildly alcoholic ones related to people he was already involved with. 
 
    “Here he is,” said Lee. “He’s been acting like this for a day or two now. Lethargic, sensitive to being touched, no appetite.” 
 
    Tess watched from the side of his dorm, her back pressed against the wall to give them space. Willow brushed her blonde-and-blue hair out of her face as she took a seat on the bed next to the sickly animal. 
 
    “Hmmm…” She ran a hand across its back. “You should have come to get me earlier.” 
 
    Tess nodded her agreement. Lee shrugged. 
 
    “It’s been a busy few days.” 
 
    “He doesn’t have any visible injuries,” said Willow. “His eyes look fine. Breathing is okay. I’m going to use one of my nature spells to get a better sense of what his current experience is. This won’t hurt him, I promise.” 
 
    Willow held her arms out to either side and adjusted her breathing. Nature magic was a rarity at Primhaven, so Lee watched in fascination as soft yellow light flashed between Willow’s hands, extending outward like a third arm to gently touch the kitten. 
 
    The visible part of the spell only lasted an instant, but the connection between her and Harold seemed to linger, from the way she and the kitten looked at each other. Tess was wringing her hands together from where she stood, and Lee shot her a reassuring smile. 
 
    “Interesting,” said Willow. “This could get challenging.” 
 
    “What?” said Tess. “What is it? Lee, ask her what’s wrong!” 
 
    “Is he going to be okay?” he asked. 
 
    Willow stood up with a deep frown on her face. “I’m going to have to perform surgery on him.” 
 
    Tess’s gasp was a fair reflection of Lee’s own feelings. He swore under his breath and shook his head. 
 
    “He’s just a kitten. Is your nature magic going to make this easier on his body or something?” 
 
    “If it works, it will bring him back to full health.” Willow reached over to Lee’s bed stand and pulled a tissue out of the tissue box. “Can you hold him flat for a moment?” 
 
    “What’s the problem, anyway?” 
 
    “Your kitten,” said Willow as Lee set his hands on Harold, “has eaten dental floss.” 
 
    His next question died on his lips as he watched Willow flash a teasing grin, pull the cat’s tail up, and reveal a nub of white string protruding from his posterior. She gripped it with the tissue she held in hand and slowly but surely began to pull. 
 
    Harold let out a low, growling moan and tried to squirm away. Lee held him where he was, tuning out Tess’s worried gasps, watching as Willow performed the dirty work. 
 
    When it was done, the kitten immediately curled up and began licking his affected region. Willow made a face and held the floss out to the side. 
 
    “Can you show me to the bathroom so I can properly dispose of this?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course.” Lee let out a chuckle. “I can’t believe it was just something he’d eaten.” 
 
    “The fact they add flavor to dental floss doesn’t help. It can be serious, though, if it doesn’t pass through their digestive system on its own.” 
 
    Lee glanced over his shoulder at Tess, savoring the relief on her face as she sat next to her beloved kitten. He was smiling as he brought Willow into the shared dormitory bathroom, still empty with all his fellow initiates engaged in open house activities. 
 
    “It’s interesting experiencing the world from a kitten’s point of view.” Willow dropped the floss into the toilet bowl and flushed. “Especially that one.” 
 
    She smiled and gave Lee a look he wasn’t sure he liked as she washed her hands off. 
 
    “He’s a male calico,” he said. “They’re incredibly rare. Only one out of every few thousand are boys.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, I’ve heard that before.” Willow folded her arms. “There’s also the fact that he, for whatever reason, could sense his master in that dorm room with us.” 
 
    Lee’s blood ran cold. “Of course he could. I was right there with him.” 
 
    “Not you,” said Willow. “Tess. He’s a smart animal, smart enough to even know her by name, even though she was—well, I’m not sure he understood what she was. What is she, Lee? Does Harper know about her?” 
 
    “What… are you talking about?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to figure out.” 
 
    There was a sudden edge to Willow’s voice that fed deeper into his dread. It brought back memories of his first experiences with Harper as an instructor, back before she’d known he was Zoe’s sister and had only been concerned with exposing him. The resemblance between Willow and Harper only made the comparison that much more disconcerting. 
 
    “Who are you, Lee Amaranth?” asked Willow. “Why are you really at Primhaven?” 
 
    “You’re paranoid, Willow. Listen to yourself.” 
 
    “Does Harper know?” 
 
    “There’s nothing for her to—” 
 
    “Does Harper know?” Willow’s voice cracked like a whip the second time around. Lee rolled his eyes and made to leave the bathroom. A gust of arcane wind beat him to the door, slamming it closed.  
 
    “There’s nothing for her to know!” shouted Lee. “You’re going off the imagination of a cat, Willow. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “So, it’s fine if I spend some more time with the animal, then? If it’s just his imagination, then nothing I can learn from him would be related to you and this ‘Tess’ entity, correct?” 
 
    “Enough! This is ridiculous!” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand the situation,” she said. “I already know enough of your secret, at this point, to ruin you.” 
 
    Lee felt his fury rising in his chest. He turned around, teeth gritted, and almost lost control as he stared into Willow’s smug face. 
 
    “Are you blackmailing me?” he asked, slowly. “Really? You’d sink that low?” 
 
    “Whatever did I do to give you the impression I was above that sort of thing?” Willow gave him a cruel smile and took a sip from her flask. “I’d be more than willing to keep your secret. All it would take in return is, well, complete obedience. Simple enough, right?” 
 
    “You’re insane.” 
 
    “Am I?” Willow waved her hand at the air around him. “Maybe I should present this offer to Tess, instead? The kitten seemed to think the two of you were close, perhaps mates, even. You should think of her well being before making any rash decisions.” 
 
    Lee’s anger got the better of him. He surged forward, grabbing Willow by the wrists and pressing her into the bathroom sink. 
 
    “You’re playing with fire,” he growled. 
 
    “I’m playing with you, and the game’s only just started.” 
 
    She jutted her chin up, as though daring him to express his frustration in whatever way he pleased. She was enjoying herself, luxuriating in her newfound leverage. His face was close enough to hers to smell the vodka on her breath, to see the subtle rise and fall of her chest through the fabric of her blouse. Close enough, if he wanted, to do any number of things. 
 
    “Lee?” The bathroom door opened and Eliza stepped through. “Are you… in here?” 
 
    She took in the scene and reacted to it with all the wrong emotions. Lee pressed against Willow, who had her legs parted and butt resting on the bathroom sink. Eliza’s hand went to her mouth. Lee’s horror was a creeping tide of realization. He pulled back from Willow, unsure of what to do, which fire to attempt to put out. 
 
    “This isn’t what it looks like,” he said. 
 
    “Why would I care what it looks like?” Eliza’s voice was shaky. She shook her head, locks of straightened auburn hair bouncing left and right, moisture pooling in her eyes and threatening her carefully done makeup. “My family is gone. You’re done pretending, right? Why would I care… who you fuck?” 
 
    “Eliza, hold on!” 
 
    He reached out a hand, setting it on her shoulder. She shook it off, looking back at him with her fingers gripping the edge of the door. 
 
    “Just… wait a second,” he said. “Let me explain.” 
 
    “Explain what?” The tears finally followed through on their threat, two lines of racing moisture down the sides of Eliza’s cheeks. “Will you explain why you’ve never even really seen me? Even though I’ve always been right here, right in front of you?” 
 
    “Willow and I weren’t—” 
 
    “I don’t care!” she shouted. “I don’t fucking care. Do you know what my sisters had to say about you, Lee? I’d told them about how standoffish you were, how you didn’t seem to like me like I liked you. They said you were just one of the many assholes I’d eventually have to learn to identify and ignore. That you were just wasting my time.” 
 
    She shook her head and flashed a sad smile. “They were right.” 
 
    Lee watched her go, feeling inept. Feeling defeated. Feeling like Eliza was probably right. 
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    For someone who’d been threatening blackmail no more than a minute prior, Willow looked surprisingly abashed. Lee watched her recompose herself out of the corner of his eye and held a finger up just as he saw her open her mouth to speak. 
 
    “Not now,” he said. “You can weasel whatever you want out of me, but only after the two of us have explained to Eliza how what she just saw wasn’t what she thought it was.” 
 
    Willow hesitated, shaking her head a little. “Only a boy would think an explanation would do anything here. Take it from me. The damage was mostly done before this misunderstanding. This just forced her to look at it.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t think I’ll be taking any advice from you,” he said. 
 
    “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    Lee took Willow by the wrist and dragged her behind him. He expected Eliza to be long gone, but she was standing by the door of the common room, head slumped, shoulders sunken, facing away from them. 
 
    “Eliza. Willow found out about Tess.” 
 
    He sensed Willow shifting behind him, perhaps thrown off by the fact that his secret wasn’t quite as valuable or locked down as she’d initially assumed. No downside there as far as he could see. 
 
    “I’m telling you this as the truth, but I know what you’re feeling is probably justified, regardless.” He sighed and shook his head, stepping closer to her. “Look, it was simple for me, here at Primhaven. You know what I am, and you know what I’m not. I’m not a mage. I’m not a normal student here. I think if I had been, and I’d gotten to know you without all the pretenses and secrets, then maybe…” 
 
    Lee trailed off, unable to finish his thought in a manner that satisfied him, let alone her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I really am.” 
 
    He stepped in closer. She still hadn’t reacted in any visible way. He reached a tentative hand out, praying she wouldn’t slap it away the second it settled on her shoulder. 
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    She turned around, and it was only then Lee saw the change. 
 
    Crimson light danced within Eliza’s eyes like two cursed rubies. The rest of her face was a horror movie mask of what she’d once looked like, faint red lines running up her forehead and down her cheeks, slightly puffy, like veins or tendrils under the surface of her skin. 
 
     “Such sincere words.” Eliza’s voice sounded off, familiar in tone but strange in enunciation. “I accept them. Come, let us set this misunderstanding behind us. Embrace me, my beloved.” 
 
    She took a step forward and he took one back, maintaining what little distance there was between them. He could see her possession aura now, that was for damn sure. It was the same demonic red as her eyes, the same pulsing crimson as the energy from the pillar. 
 
    “Whatever or whoever you are, you have five seconds to get the fuck out of my friend’s body,” he said. 
 
    Eliza let out an amused sigh and shook her head. “That simply isn’t possible, Lee. For you see, it’s still me. I’m still Eliza. I’m also more, so very much more, but rest assured. I’m still here. I speak with one voice.” 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second.” Lee’s hand twitched as he considered reaching for his dagger. “You’re her, aren’t you? The Unavowed Queen.” 
 
    “I’ve gone by many names. Leah. Rowen. Eliza, of course. The Red Bitch. The Sacred Queen, The Unavowed Queen. It matters little what you call me. In fact, from your lips, I’ll hear no other name but my own. I’ll always be Eliza to you, in this body.” 
 
    Lee was already shaking his head, as much in response to the sick feeling in his gut as in denial of her words. “Let go of her! She doesn’t belong to you. She’s not—” 
 
    Eliza’s—or rather, the Unavowed Queen’s—body began to pulse with crimson power. It was a combination of light, intense arcane energy, and overwhelming heat and presence.  
 
    Lee threw an arm up to shield his eyes and stumbled backward, cold sweat beading on his forehead. 
 
    From behind him, he heard Willow scream. From beyond the door leading to his room, he heard Tess call his name. As the energy ebbed, Lee blinked his sensitive eyes and tried to get a grasp on the evolving situation. 
 
    Eliza had sealed them in. Barriers of black arcane magic blocked the windows and doors leading out of the dormitory common room. Willow had fallen to the ground and was in the process of inching toward the edge of the room. Eliza’s focus was on her, and she had an ominous, mocking smile on her face. 
 
    She took a step forward and simply pointed. Willow let out a small, terrified scream and hastily threw her arms into position for a spell shield. Green spheres of defensive energy encircled her body, then dissipated as Eliza released a single blast of crimson force from the tip of her finger. 
 
    She seized Willow by the neck and lifted her into the air. The scene didn’t make sense to Lee at first as both women were in the air, Eliza through the power of levitation and Willow clawing at the hand gripping her neck. 
 
    “Let go of her!” He threw himself forward, desperate to do something, anything. He had his dagger out, though the resolve to attack Eliza, possessed or not, simply wasn’t there. 
 
    “I’ve never been fond of this girl,” said Eliza. “She took so much pleasure in flaunting herself when she thought she could get away with it.” 
 
    A strangled noise escaped Willow’s throat. 
 
    “Unfortunately, you are no longer getting away with it.” Eliza extended her finger again and began caressing Willow’s cheek. “This will not be pleasant.” 
 
    “Eliza, stop!” Lee rushed forward, grabbing her by the arm. “Don’t do this!” 
 
    It was like trying to wrestle with a bar of steel. Eliza barely reacted to his presence at first, and when she did, it was with a simple shove hard enough to knock Lee back but clearly far less than full strength. 
 
    “She knows your secret, too. She must be made to understand. Actions have consequences. Knowledge is dangerous. Authority is punishment.” 
 
    Eliza’s finger began to glow, first crimson, then white. Lee gripped his wrist and slammed his palm forward, casting his force spell with every ounce of will he had within him. He aimed it at Eliza but it was as though he’d used no spell at all, doing little more than ruffling her clothing. 
 
    She touched her glowing finger to Willow’s cheek and it was enough to draw out a tortured scream even through the grip around her throat. And it was torture, of that Lee was sure. Eliza’s finger hissed where it made contact, instantly filling the room with the smell of charred flesh. Willow flailed and thrashed, useless movements like the wriggling of a cat held by the scruff. 
 
    “No!” Lee threw himself forward, seizing Eliza by the shoulders, twisting and wrestling and having about as much effect as he would fighting a marble statue. He gripped the hand she was using to burn the other girl and tried to pull it back. 
 
    Willow was screaming in earnest now, horrible, throat-wracking noises that reverberated off the walls of the sealed room. Lee exhaled, forcing calm into his place within the chaos, and used his dispel ability.  
 
    He could feel the change as his power countered Eliza’s newfound magical strength. Her arm softened, and her grip around Willow’s neck slipped. Lee twisted, pulling her backward and separating the two women.  
 
    The damage had already been done, and Willow fell into a sobbing heap, one side of her face marred by a horrific black burn that could just as easily have come from an acetylene torch. 
 
    Lee tried to twist Eliza into a submission hold, but she regained her impossibly supernatural strength as soon as his focus shifted away from using dispel. She flung him across the room, and he landed on a table, snapping through wood and banging his head on the way down. 
 
    “Do you not see?” she asked him. “Do you not understand? She caused me pain. She will cause you pain. This is simply the way of things. Pain is the great equalizer. Pain is what’s fair.” 
 
    “Eliza, this isn’t you. Listen to me. Listen to my voice.” 
 
    She let out a mocking laugh, one that sounded so much like the Eliza he knew while simultaneously being so cruel and so ill-fitting. He watched her, daring to meet and hold her gaze. The glow of her eyes had dimmed almost completely, and even the red lines across her face were subdued, more like faded tattoos than the channels of energy they’d been earlier. 
 
    “Please. Eliza, please.” 
 
    He wasn’t above pleading with her. He held his hands out, showing her what he suspected she already knew. Eliza, or the Unavowed Queen—whoever it was he was currently facing—had him and Willow at her mercy. The room was sealed. She’d already proven herself to be a capable torturer. What else could he do but plead? 
 
    He could fight her. Maybe using dispel, he could even weaken her enough to take his dagger and… what? Ram it through the chest of someone he loved? If she was possessed, and it was becoming less of an if as the situation progressed, he sincerely doubted he could evict the entity with a simple knock to the head. 
 
    “You’d beg for her life, then?” asked Eliza. “What else would you do for it?” 
 
    She strode toward him with long, languid steps. Lee flinched back as she extended her finger again but this time, it wasn’t glowing with the same evil energy she’d used on Willow. He felt it come to rest under his chin, pulling his face onto a diagonal. 
 
    Eliza leaned in, a brief and eager smile dancing across her features, and then kissed him. He was numb, unable to respond even if he’d somehow been wanting and willing. 
 
    “Will you come with me?” she whispered. 
 
    “…What?” 
 
    She came closer still, pressing her body against his in the sort of confident power play the real Eliza would have never attempted. It was dangerous to let her get so close. His own response horrified him, awareness pulling toward the contact of her thigh against his leg, her tits against his chest, Willow’s pained sobs still in the background. 
 
    “I’m leaving,” whispered Eliza. “There’s simply too much for me to attend to. I have power now, Lee, and it just so happens I have ideas about how to make change.” 
 
    “You have power… and ideas.” He shook his head. “Eliza would never—” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t know Eliza as well as you thought. Is that such a hard truth to swallow? That in the midst of falling in love with a ghost, and your master, and any other woman who batted her eyelashes at you… you missed what was right in front of you?” 
 
    She pushed forward, pulling his face to hers. Lee felt her tongue dart into his mouth as she began to move, hips grinding into him, hands roving up his side, underneath his shirt.  
 
    “This… mmf… is how I always wanted to kiss you.” Eliza pulled back, breathing heavily. “I wanted my kisses to get into your head. To take you over.” 
 
    “Stop.” He tried to push her back but her body stiffened as his palm made contact, holding like a brick wall.  
 
    “Make me.” 
 
    She pulled her body into his, using her strength until they were in direct, heated contact, then softening herself again. Her lips pressed against his and Lee felt as though it would be so easy, so safe, to give her what she wanted. 
 
    He pushed her hard in the chest, knocking her away from him. Eliza clawed out, fingernails opening three parallel scratches across his neck underneath where her hand had just been. Her eyes flickered again with crimson, with the conflict he’d apparently birthed within her by his refusal.  
 
    A jarring bang came from outside the dormitory common room, and a silver web of cracks spread through one of the shadowy barriers she’d set up to seal the windows. Eliza let out a disappointed sigh and gave him a small, suggestive smile. 
 
    “We’ll continue this another time. I’m not at my full strength yet.” 
 
    “Eliza…” He didn’t know what to say, whether to try to stop her or just to be grateful she was relenting. 
 
    “Don’t worry. We’ll see each other again, Lee.” 
 
    She seemed to rise onto the tips of her toes and then beyond, levitating toward the ceiling. She pointed a single finger upward, and a blast of energy flashed from it so bright that Lee had to turn his head and shield his eyes. When he finally looked back, a perfect circle of exposed afternoon sky loomed overhead, and Eliza was gone. 
 
    “It hurts…” Willow’s shrill, shaky voice mewled from the corner of the room. “It hurts… it hurts…” 
 
    Lee tried to swallow the lump in his throat as he hurried to her side. She was right. It really fucking hurt, and it was all his fault. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
      
 
    The infirmary was empty when Lee and Willow arrived. He’d carried her from the dormitories, not realizing how the exposure to intense magic had affected him until Nurse Susie started asking questions and he began mumbling out nonsensical answers like someone regaining their bearings after a blow to the head.  
 
    He sat up in the sterile infirmary bed, running a hand through his hair and trying to keep his anxiety from edging its way across the boundary of complete panic. The best-case scenario involved him confronting Eliza and doing battle with an enemy capable of both possession and immense feats of supernatural and arcane strength. 
 
    The worst-case scenario was so much worse that he still wasn’t letting himself consider it. Her words continued to echo through his head like an evil prophecy already come to pass. 
 
    I’m still Eliza. I’m also more, so very much more. 
 
    Willow’s shaky, harrowed breathing emanated from the next bed over. Nurse Susie had given her a strong sedative as soon as they’d arrived. Lee had gotten a glance at her face briefly before the cleaning and bandaging had been done. Eliza had left an X-shaped wound on her cheek as though she wanted Willow and anyone who saw it to know, without a doubt, that it had been inflicted intentionally. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Tess’s voice came from the other side of the bed and he noticed her sitting in a chair at the edge of the room. Lee tried his best to smile, pulling her into his mystic stream. 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” 
 
    “I should have done more.” She pouted a little, pulling her knees up to her chest in her chair. “I haven’t talked to Eliza in a while. If I’d been there, and been willing to listen, maybe…” 
 
    “I don’t think it’s that simple this time.” He reached his hand out and Tess came over to hold it.  
 
    Lee was considering pulling her in closer for a kiss when the sound of an approaching argument reached his years. Nurse Susie was attempting to block, or at least quiet, Harper and Gen, as they stormed into the infirmary. 
 
    “What’s happened here?” asked Gen. “The male initiates’ dormitory was in ruins. Who was the perpetrator?” 
 
    “Willow…” Harper went to her cousin first, grimacing as she saw the burn wound across her cheek. “No…” 
 
    Willow let out a sad, sedated mumble, but didn’t otherwise seem aware and together enough to give answers. Harper squeezed her cousin’s hand and then, unaffected by the presence of the others, leaned over Lee’s bed and gave him a soft kiss on the lips. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded, though it felt almost like a lie. 
 
    “We need answers, Initiate Amaranth,” said Gen. “Who was responsible for this attack? What are we dealing with?” 
 
    He felt a sudden impulse to lie to them and had no idea where it came from. He’d been so busy parsing through the situation and staying alive during the fight with Eliza, that he hadn’t stopped to consider what would happen and if she might be in danger when he explained what was going on. 
 
    But no, Willow had been there too. She would tell them the truth. She would tell them all of her truths, including the ones about his true nature, the lie he’d been perpetuating since day one. Her soft, harrowed breathing suddenly reminded him of nothing so much as the ticker on a time bomb. 
 
    “Eldon.” Harper set a gentle, encouraging hand on his shoulder. He exhaled through his teeth. 
 
    “It was Eliza, under the influence of the Unavowed Queen. The pillar possessed her, or maybe just… changed her. She didn’t know what she was doing, but she was powerful, far stronger than anything the two of us could deal with.” 
 
    “What was her motivation?” asked Gen. 
 
    He shook his head. “She said right before she left that she wasn’t at her full strength yet.” 
 
    “Interesting,” muttered Gen. “Well, if nothing else, it seems you and your friends managed to unlock the secrets of Kuh-Matton after all.” 
 
    A cruel smile came onto the Acting Lead Instructor’s face. Lee wanted to throw something at her, unable to stomach her apparent lack of empathy. Harper reacted similarly. 
 
    “Gen, this is entirely your fault.” Her eyes narrowed into a glare toward her former master. “You sent my apprentice and his friends, a group of undertrained initiates, into Kuh-Matton on their own.” 
 
    “Do you think the outcome would have been any different, had you been there?” 
 
    “It very well may have been.” 
 
    Gen let out a single, sharp snort. “You overestimate yourself, Harper. And underestimate your apprentice. I didn’t send him out carelessly. It was a test, and in a very real sense, he both passed and failed.” Gen’s focus shifted toward him, a cold stare with colder eyes. “These are the stakes of the world we live in, Lee Amaranth. Every choice you make, every momentary lapse in judgment, every lost fight. There are always consequences.” 
 
    Gen began to lean forward, pressing herself across Lee’s bed, across him, even. Harper seized her by one shoulder and roughly pulled her back. 
 
    “I stopped playing your games a long time ago, Gen. Stay away from my apprentice.” 
 
    The tension between the two women was almost palpable. Gen shrugged Harper’s hand off her shoulder and headed for the door. 
 
    “I expect you to return to Kuh-Matton,” she said right before exiting the infirmary. “It’s where I would go, were I this Unavowed Queen. I would expect a fight.” 
 
    The muscles in Harper’s jaw flexed but she said nothing as the Acting Lead Instructor of Primhaven and Vice Magister of the Order of Chaldea left the room. She ran her hand up and down Lee’s leg in silence. He wondered what she was thinking. 
 
    “You should stay here,” she finally said. 
 
    “No, I shouldn’t,” he replied. 
 
    “Eldon, you—” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that. There’s no fucking way I’m letting you leave me behind, Harper.” 
 
    She watched his face, taking the measure of his words before finally giving a small, reluctant nod. “Alright. We have to move quickly, however.” 
 
    “I can do that.”  
 
    Lee slid his legs around to the side of the bed, running his hands over his face as he thought about what he needed to do. Tess was still in the infirmary, and she seemed to read his mind as their eyes met. She gave a defeated shrug which was both expected and close to how he also felt. He licked his lips, measuring the weight of his secret, knowing that of all the people he’d kept it from, it would land on Harper the hardest. 
 
    “I have to tell you something.” He took a long breath. “Harper… I’ve—” 
 
    “No…” Willow’s voice was only just above a mumble, but she repeated herself for emphasis. “No. Lee… I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Willow…” 
 
    “I… I’ve never been any good at making friends,” whispered Willow. “I always give people the wrong idea. I’ve never figured out… how to do it. Eliza, even. She hated me, so I just tried to tease and torture her, because it’s just… all I know how to do.” 
 
    “You should get some rest, Willow,” said Harper. “You’ve been through a lot.” 
 
    “What I did was so stupid,” muttered Willow. “I won’t… do… what I threatened to do. I’m sick of being hated like that. Just, please…” Her hand drifted up to her cheek. “Don’t let her… hurt me again. Don’t… please. I won’t tell, I promise, just… please…” 
 
    Tears dripped down her cheeks. Nurse Susie swooped in with a clean tissue to dab the ones on the side of her injury before they reached the wound. Lee was conflicted over whether to take her at her word in her current condition. At the very least, he decided admitting the truth to Harper about Tess and himself as a mystic would need to wait for a better moment. 
 
    He felt ashamed at the sudden rush of relief. It was safe to assume Willow would have blown his secret or blackmailed him had it not been for what Eliza, the “new” Eliza, had done to her. It left Lee feeling as though he shouldered his own share of the responsibility, and it was impossible to shake off that creeping sense of culpability. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper. “Are you ready?” 
 
    He nodded, and the two of them left the infirmary. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lee felt as though he was drawing from a new well of energy as he followed Harper across campus, and not in a good way. All his concern, anxiety, and worry had crystallized into a form of emotional fuel, except burning it gave off the kinds of fumes that were toxic for human consumption. 
 
    “Lee. Are you sure you’re okay?” 
 
    Tess was following alongside him and Harper, so all he could do was give a small nod in response. 
 
    “I’ll come with the two of you, alright?” she said. “I know you always tease about hiding when Harper’s around, and I guess in some ways it’s true, but… I’m worried about you.” 
 
    Lee was already shaking his head, though he knew the refusal hurt them both. Eliza knew about Tess, and beyond the danger already present was the possibility that the pillar had given her yet-unknown abilities. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility for her to have the mystic sight or another form of sensing supernatural entities akin to it. 
 
    “I can’t just leave you…” Tess let out a shaky sigh, blinking her eyes closed and open in a losing battle against condensation in her eyes. “Lee…” 
 
    She reached to take his hand. He stopped walking for a moment, pulling her into his mystic stream and bringing her fingers to his lips. Harper kept walking, and he waited for her to fall out of earshot before whispering a few words meant for Tess and Tess alone. 
 
    “I can’t take you with me. If there’s one thing these past few days have taught me, it’s how easy it is to put the people I care about at risk. Tess… I don’t know what I’d do if…” 
 
    She pulled him into a fierce hug. “Just… promise you’ll come back safe?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He pulled away. Harper was already giving him an odd look and he had to make an effort to act normal as he fell back into step. 
 
    The men’s dormitory was in shambles. Lee started looking for his stuff, taking special care to keep an eye out for Tess’s kitten. The window was open wide enough for it to have escaped, so he could only hope it had found a safer spot for it to call home for the time being. 
 
    Harper frowned as she performed her own survey of the damage and watched him digging through the wreckage of his room for his jacket and boots. 
 
    “We’ll need to prepare some temporary accommodations while this dormitory undergoes repairs.” 
 
    Lee snorted. “You don’t say?” 
 
    They headed straight to the supply shed where the snowmobiles they’d used earlier in the week were already parked outside. Harper shook her head as Lee moved to secure one for himself. 
 
    “You’ll ride on the back of mine,” she said. 
 
    “I can handle a snowmobile, Harper.” 
 
    “In your current state of mind, I’m not so sure.” She crouched down in front of him and began tying one of his shoelaces, which he’d apparently forgotten to do. “We mustn’t rush, not now. The stakes are too high, especially for you. I need you to focus on clearing your head.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Quit treating me like a child.” 
 
    “You’re not fine.” She set her hands on his shoulders. “Breathe, Eldon. I know better than anyone what you’re going through.” 
 
    He scowled, but he knew she was right. It was already late in the afternoon, with the sun seeming to shrink inward on itself as it sank toward the edge of the horizon.  
 
    The air was cold and as they set off, he felt appreciative of Harper’s body warmth on the seat in front of him. She knew the way as well as he did, and while she didn’t set any snowmobile speed records, they made good time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They continued into Kuh-Matton, saying little to one another as they passed from chamber to chamber. The squeeze of the collapsed tunnel was a little less claustrophobic now that he’d traversed it before and confirmed it did have an actual exit. 
 
    They came to a stop just outside the final room, the one with the pillar. Lee had already explained to Harper that this was the most likely place within the tomb that Eliza would return to, if she returned at all. He took a step toward the entranceway. Harper set a hand on his chest, holding him back. 
 
    “Eldon. If she is within this next chamber, and… if it comes to a fight…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You know what I’m asking.” 
 
    Lee scowled and refused to meet her gaze. 
 
    “I need to know that you’ll side with me,” said Harper. There was a forced confidence in her voice, assured and desperate at the same time. “It’s not enough for you to just sit on the sidelines this time.” 
 
    Her words cut deep. He remembered the first fight between Harper and his sister, a fight Harper had lost. He’d tried to stop them but he hadn’t sided with either one. It had let Zoe escape but something told him that this time around, the consequences of inaction would be far more dire. 
 
    “Eldon, I need to hear you say it,” pressed Harper. “I need you to—” 
 
    “I don’t know!” he snapped. “I just… don’t fucking know. I’m so sick of having to fight against people I love.” 
 
    Harper took his hand into hers, gloved fingers clumsily intertwining together. 
 
    “If she attacks you, I’ll fight to stop her,” said Lee. “But I can’t just... I won’t attack her first. There has to be another way! This isn’t Eliza; she’s being controlled or influenced. There must be a way to free her from it.” 
 
    Harper’s silence was like a slow suffocation of his hope. She squeezed his hand but offered nothing else to him. Lee took a breath and nodded, and the two of them made their way toward the entranceway. 
 
    He didn’t see Eliza within the expansive chamber, but there was clear evidence of her having been there recently. The pillar, which had held a central location within the room atop the raised dais, had crumbled into pulverized chunks of stone.  
 
    “That’s what she touched?” asked Harper. 
 
    “Yeah. It was definitely still in one piece on our last visit.” 
 
    Harper folded her arms and scowled. She crouched down next to the pile of ruined stone and reached out a hand. Lee intercepted it at the wrist. 
 
    “I let someone touch this thing once,” he said, firmly. “It’s not happening again.” 
 
    “I’m wearing gloves.” 
 
    “Idiot.” 
 
    Harper smirked at him and pulled her hand back. “Well, she isn’t here. I somehow doubt she’ll be coming back anytime soon.” 
 
    “When Eliza first touched the pillar, it looked as though she was drawing something, or someone, out of it. I used my force spell to break the contact she was making with it. If she came back here, it might have been to absorb whatever was left inside.” 
 
    The words tasted sour as he spoke them. If he was right, Eliza could be moving further away from her original self, warped by the cursed power of the ancient artifact. He hoped he wasn’t, hoped there was still the possibility it was just a form of possession, one he hadn’t encountered before. If that was the case, he could still help her. 
 
    “It’s late,” said Harper. “I made sure the tent was on the snowmobile before we left. We’ll have to camp here tonight.” 
 
    She started toward the chamber’s exit. Lee continued staring at the crumbled pillar, shifting his eyes and breathing to stare at it with his mystic sight. Nothing. Whatever power had once been held within the chamber was no longer there, which was worrying in its own right. 
 
    He didn’t say anything, not even as they began setting up the tent next to the snowmobiles, and not even as Harper fixed a simple meal of beef jerky, granola, and chips. She stared at him expectantly as he sat in the tent, not eating, not talking, defeated in spirit if not in body. 
 
    Surprisingly, she let him be. Lee eventually nibbled at some of the food, setting the rest aside as Harper rolled out the sleeping bags for them. He muttered a quick thanks as stretched out on top of his, thoughts still a tumult of guilt and what he should have done differently. 
 
    The tent was dark, and the only ambient noise was the sound of the wind whipping at the canopy. He had no idea what time it was but was dimly aware of having fallen asleep at some point.  
 
    Harper was sitting next to him, gently running her hand through his hair. It was an unusually warm night, and from what he could see of her silhouette, she was completely naked. He stirred, sitting up and sliding in closer to her. 
 
    She watched him, holding the same silence she’d held earlier, giving him room to vent, space for his emotions. He wasn’t sure what he felt. Tired, disappointed, a little scared of what was to come. He felt a sense of need, too. Need for a distraction. Need for the closeness of a warm body. 
 
    Need for Harper, his friend, his lover, his teacher, and so much more. 
 
    They kissed. For once, she let him take the lead, responding to his movements and touch instead of guiding him in her usual way. He ran his hands up her naked body, cupping her breasts and letting them drop loose from his fingers. 
 
    He lowered her down on top of his sleeping bag, straddling her in his boxers. Her hair was out of its usual braid, and she looked messy and defenseless with it splayed out behind her head and shoulders, her large breasts lolling to either side at oddly seductive angles. 
 
    His lips found hers, and then he was grinding against her, his cock hardening at a record pace. She helped him take it out, and then Lee was shifting, pressing, and angling. It felt surreal to experience Harper as she was, passive, gentle, resigned to his control. 
 
    It was as though she was listening to him with his body, letting him vent through her. Even as Lee speared forward and thrust into her, she remained subdued. Her hands slid over his bare chest, but rather than pushing or pulling as she so often did by default, she just caressed him. 
 
    It made him wonder if his current state was worse than he realized. It was also mind-bogglingly arousing for reasons he couldn’t quite decipher. Harper Black, Primhaven’s dueling prodigy, his master mage and a rising star within the Order of Chaldea, naked and submissive. 
 
    He pumped into her faster, looping his arm around her neck and pulling himself against her tight. His thoughts were spurious, shifting back for whatever reason to the date he’d gone on with Eliza and the intimacy they’d shared afterward. She’d been just as subdued, just as open to letting him take the lead. Where had he led her in the end? Straight off a cliff. 
 
    “Eldon.”  
 
    Harper cupped his cheek, forcing him to look at her. Forcing him out of his thoughts, out of his worries, out of anywhere other than that very moment. She let out a small, shaking moan and wrapped her legs and arms around him, a cocoon of perfect, naked female form. 
 
    He let himself go, thrusting into Harper harder, and harder, venting his frustration on the end of his cock, with her urging him on. A lewd, satisfied sigh escaped Harper’s lips and then he was bucking into her faster, pulling her sweaty body against his. 
 
    She nuzzled her cheek against his as they both came, pleasure pulsing, bodies tensing, joined in the moment. They slipped out of the cold and into their sleeping bags, and Harper went straight back to running her hand through his hair as though nothing had just happened. 
 
    “Do you love her?” Harper’s voice was a tentative whisper, a sliver away from the hazy edge of vulnerability. “Do you love Eliza, Eldon?” 
 
    It was a simple question, one he should have known the answer to, but didn’t. 
 
    “Does it matter?” 
 
    “It very well might.” 
 
    Lee reached his hand up and found Harper’s fingers. He gently caressed the side of her hand, tracing the groove in between her forefinger and thumb. 
 
    “Do you think it’s possible for a man to love more than one woman?” he asked. 
 
    She was quiet for a long time, long enough for his exhaustion to begin to drift him off to sleep. 
 
    “I sometimes wonder if it’s even possible to love anyone for who they really are. To truly love them, and not just who they show up as most of the time, or the face they show us. It’s all just emotion, reaction… lust.” 
 
    Eliza’s face popped into Lee’s head. Her crafty smile. The intense, thoughtful expression she’d default to while concentrating. Rosy red cheeks, hot with cute embarrassment, begging to be kissed. He blinked and let out a ragged sigh, throat suddenly tight. 
 
    “It’s more than just that, I think. Even if it’s not… it is.” 
 
    Harper made a small noise as though what he’d said made perfect sense to her and returned her soft hand to the top of his head, as though she was lulling him to sleep. 
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    The mood on campus the next morning was both tense and aimless. It was the weekend, and there were no classes, which meant the rumors related to Eliza and what had happened to the initiate’s dorm spread even faster than they would have normally. 
 
    There was a general sense of worry in the air. Lee walked by a group of his fellow classmates huddled together and whispering to one another. More than one suspicious glance was shot his way, though he wasn’t overly bothered by it. 
 
    Harper helped him extricate the rest of his stuff from what was left of his and Toma’s old dorm room when they’d arrived back. The faculty had set up a few makeshift bunkrooms in unused lecture halls within the Seruna Center, but Harper led him into the Elemental Tower instead.  
 
    “You can stay with me for the time being,” she said. 
 
    “Are you sure it won’t cause a scandal?” 
 
    “You’re my apprentice. It would be more suspicious if I wasn’t willing to offer up my space in your time of need.” 
 
    She gave him a lingering look. He wasn’t entirely sure he agreed with her logic, but the prospect of sharing her room—and likely her bed—on a regular basis rather appealed to him. 
 
    “Gen wants to meet with us in the First Tower.” Harper had just finished taking a shower in her private bathroom, another huge convenience afforded to instructors. She walked out wearing a tiny white bathrobe, her blonde hair wet and scraggly as she aggressively dried it with a towel. 
 
    “Do you think she’s heard something?” he asked. 
 
    “I wouldn’t get excited. If she has a lead for us to investigate, I doubt it’s a promising one from the way she worded it.” 
 
    “Still worth us pursuing?” 
 
    “Of course.” Harper slipped out of her bathrobe and began rifling through her closet. “Let me just get dressed and we’ll head over.” 
 
    Even though Lee had seen her naked numerous times before, it was more than a little distracting to watch her wiggling into her clothing. She did the clasp on her bra backward before sliding it around to the front, raising an eyebrow at his reaction in a manner that reminded him she was still an instructor, still his master. 
 
    “You should start getting ready,” she said. 
 
    “Right. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    Harper left first, and almost as soon as the door closed, Tess sidled up next to Lee from wherever she’d been watching from. 
 
    “What a massive step, Lee,” she said with a smile. “You’ve moved in with Harper. The next thing you know, the two of you will have pet names for each other.” 
 
    “She already treats my real name like it’s a pet name. Anyway, this is only temporary. I’m well aware of how un-fun it would be for you to have to stay quiet and hidden all the time.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that different with Toma,” said Tess. 
 
    “I wasn’t sharing a bed with Toma, as far as I remember.” 
 
    “True enough.” 
 
    Lee pulled her into his mystic stream as he began picking out a clean shirt and jeans from where he’d stacked the clothing he’d taken out of his dorm. 
 
    “How’s the kitten holding up?” he asked. 
 
    “He’s enjoying himself outside, but I’m worried about him. I think he needs a new home…” 
 
    “I can ask around. I bet one of the instructors might be willing to take him in. Probably not Harper, but Escher, maybe.” 
 
    “I would appreciate that.” She kissed him on the cheek. “Good luck with your meeting.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gen was in the lobby of the First Tower, already in the middle of a hushed conversation with Harper. They turned to face him as they entered, Gen smiling, Harper frowning. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Harper. “Genevieve would like us to pay a visit to… Eliza’s family, at their home.” 
 
    Her tone about matched his own enthusiasm, or lack thereof, at the prospect. He couldn’t imagine what they must be going through, and he sincerely doubted that her father, especially, would welcome his presence. Still, it was the logical place to start looking, assuming Eliza hadn’t been completely lost to the influence of the pillar. 
 
    “It’s not as simple as just visiting, as I was just explaining to Harper.”  Gen steepled her fingers. “It’s very possible they won’t be forthcoming about how much contact they’ve had with her. I need you to impress upon them the importance of whatever information they might have.” 
 
    “You want us to interrogate them, in other words?” asked Lee. 
 
    “Yes. I haven’t alerted the rest of the Order of Chaldea to the nature of this little incident. With how busy we are with the Independent Coalition and the potential for war, it would be ideal if Primhaven could resolve the matter on its own, given that it relates to a student here.” 
 
    “They’re going to be distraught,” said Lee. “You can’t expect us to show up and start badgering them for answers and making accusations.” 
 
    “Obviously, we’ll approach it with more tact than that, Eldon,” said Harper. “They’ve already had the details explained to them by the Head Wizard. We’ll also bring a bag with Eliza’s belongings from her dorm to deliver back to them.” 
 
    Lee felt almost as though they were discussing the aftermath of Eliza’s death rather than her disappearance. He tuned out of the conversation as Gen continued to explain the types of questions they should ask and potential answers they might receive. 
 
    He and Harper stopped by Eliza’s dorm room on their way out of the college, quickly packing up her relevant belongings. He didn’t say much as they did, his guilt weighing down on him more by the second. It felt final, as though moving her stuff out of her dorm all but confirmed there was no coming back for her. 
 
    “Whatever’s happened to Eliza can probably still be reversed,” he said. 
 
    “It’s very possible,” said Harper with no real conviction. 
 
    “I’m not giving up. I can’t give up. How will it even seem to her family if we’re already acting like she’s a lost cause when we show up on their doorstep?” 
 
    Harper didn’t have an answer to that. Lee felt his anger rising at her silence, though he wasn’t completely sure as to why. He was about to say more when his phone vibrated. He pulled it out of his pocket and immediately shifted the screen out of Harper’s potential field of view when he saw who it was from. 
 
      
 
    ZOE: Need to talk to you as soon as humanly possible. 
 
    He considered texting her back immediately but Harper was still watching him, if not for the contents of his phone. He chewed his lip and returned to packing away Eliza’s things for a minute before excusing himself to the bathroom. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Zoe sighed before saying anything, her breath muffling as it tickled the microphone on the other end of the line. “The book wasn’t enough. There doesn’t seem to be a way for us to help Jack without, well…” 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of time right now, Zoe. Get to the point.” 
 
    “We need Gen’s actual sword. Savoire Solaire.” 
 
    Lee stared at the wall, not knowing what to say to that. “I’m not a magic cat burglar. It’s not as though I could just sneak into her room and steal it for you.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Let me rephrase that. It’s not as though I would steal it. It would be suicide. I’ve already done what I can. There’s a hard limit to my sibling affection.” 
 
    “I’m not asking you to do it for the sake of brotherly love,” said Zoe. “We would owe you a favor. Look, I know this is a long shot, but you have had opportunities to get close to the sword before. All we’re asking is for you to consider it if such a chance arises again.” 
 
    He was about to reiterate his no when a question came to mind, one far too pressing for him to not ask. “Zoe, do you know anything about the Unavowed Queen?” 
 
    Silence. He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved. He let out his breath, ready to abandon both the brief spike of hope and the phone call when Zoe began talking again. 
 
    “The Unavowed Queen was a possessed sorceress. I don’t know the full details, as it’s so far back in the past, but she was a woman who made a pact with a demon for power. Her body was forfeit as part of the arrangement.” 
 
    “Is that all? Have you heard anything about how the pact was made or how it could be undone?” 
 
    Again, Zoe said nothing, and Lee could almost sense her plotting in the background. 
 
    “Eldon,” she said. “Might I ask why you’re interested in this rather niche subject?” 
 
    “It’s… Eliza. Something happened to her. It sounds a lot like what you just described.” 
 
    “That’s not good.” 
 
    “No, it’s not fucking good.” He gritted his teeth. “Zoe, can you help me or not?” 
 
    “I can’t, but think Jack could. He knows about demons. He made a deal with one himself to save Ryoko and got out of it somehow. I don’t have all the details, but I’m sure he’d be forthcoming… if you did us a little favor.” 
 
    Stealing Genevieve Laughton’s priceless enchanted sword was more than a “little favor” in Lee’s mind, but he decided against calling her out on her phrasing. 
 
    “Help Eliza first, and then—” 
 
    “Not happening,” said Zoe. “I mean that in the sense it’s physically not possible. Jack has been unconscious for the past few days from his injuries. He’s… getting worse.” 
 
    Lee tried to get ahead of his oncoming headache by massaging at his temples. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “Thank you, Eldon.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 38 
 
      
 
      
 
    Harper was waiting for him outside, and though it may just have been his imagination, Lee got the distinct sense she was favoring him with an unusual amount of scrutiny. He picked up the bag full of Eliza’s belongings and tilted his head toward the First Tower and the Arcane Way. 
 
    “Shall we?” he asked. 
 
    “Who were you talking to just now?” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” 
 
    She didn’t press the issue. He hated lying to Harper, hated having to evade her questions. Hated having to go behind her back. For Eliza’s sake, however, he felt like he could do it with a clean conscience. 
 
    They borrowed one of the cars in the First Tower’s sublevel and headed off. Their trip through the Arcane Way was as psychedelic and disorienting as ever. Lee cracked the window as they emerged on the other side, sucking in breaths of fresh air, the only antidote he had on hand. 
 
    The waypoint was contained within an underground tunnel that exited into an expensive private community. Million-dollar mansions, each with sprawling, gated yards, were generously spaced apart from one another. The grass was trim, the streets were clean, and a sense of artificially enforced order oozed from every acre. 
 
    “This is the place,” said Harper as they stopped in front of a gate with a small intercom on a post. “Impressive.” 
 
    “I knew Eliza’s family was wealthy, but I guess I just never realized the full extent of it.” Lee shook his head a little, taking in the palatial estate in front of them.  
 
    A mansion, a guest house, a pool, a pool house. A massive fountain as the centerpiece for the driveway, as though even a simple slab of concrete deserved millions of dollars of ornamentation. 
 
    Harper pressed the button on the intercom and announced their arrival. The electric gate swung open, and she parked near the fountain. Lee carried the bag with Eliza’s belongings, though as soon as he turned to face the stairs leading up to the mansion’s front door, he felt on the verge of being sick to his stomach. 
 
    “Are you okay?” asked Harper. 
 
    “…Yeah.” 
 
    She set a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry, I’ll do most of the talking. Her family is just as worried about her as you are.” 
 
    Lee nodded. He knew she was right, but he also knew how people sometimes reacted in times of tragedy and grief. Anger was right there next to those two emotions, the perfect outlet, especially when paired with someone to blame. 
 
    They made their way up the stairs. Harper lifted her hand up to knock, but the door opened before she could. Lee expected a maid or servant, but Allison Willis, Eliza’s mother, stood on the other side, puffy red eyes widening in expectation as she took in the sight of them. 
 
    “Lee!” She flung the door the rest of the way open and pulled him into a quick, forceful hug. “Oh, Lee! Please, come in.  And you too, Instructor Harper. I’m so relieved you could both come in person.” 
 
    Allison shook her head and let out a shuddering sigh as she gestured for them to step into the foyer. It was a large, empty space, and their footsteps echoed against the smooth marble floor. 
 
    “We’re sorry to bother you,” said Harper. “Have you already been filled in on Eliza’s situation?” 
 
    “Yes.” Allison let out a single, incredibly sad chuckle. “I suppose we have. We had no idea she was involved in such a dangerous exploration. We would have done something if we’d… Though of course, Eliza was always so stubborn and confident. And capable. We almost couldn’t believe it when we heard. Not her. Not our daughter, of… of all people.” 
 
    “She didn’t choose this,” said Harper. “It was an accident. Nobody could have foreseen what happened.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Allison forced a smile onto her face. “We know, and we’ve been… working to stay strong.” 
 
    One of Eliza’s sisters, Lee couldn’t remember which, had come out onto the stairs to listen in on the conversation from afar, her expression devoid of emotion. 
 
    “We need to know if you’ve had any contact with Eliza since yesterday afternoon,” said Harper. “Even just a simple phone call or an email.” 
 
    “No, none of us has,” said Allison. “The last time we saw her was during the open house right after your duel. She was so complimentary of your performance, Instructor Harper. She kept wondering how she could ever get to the level of someone like, like…” 
 
    Allison’s mouth kept moving, but no further words came out. Within seconds, she was struggling to blink back tears. It was all Lee could do to keep from doing the same. Dealing with his own grief and guilt was one matter, but seeing it in Eliza’s family, up close, was just so much goddamn worse. 
 
    “Is there anywhere else she might have gone?” asked Harper. “Any place she might consider to be meaningful, or somewhere she’s been a lot before?” 
 
    “We have a second estate in Spain with an extensive property.” Allison bit her lower lip in desperation as she thought through her answer. “Other than that, I don’t know. I just don’t know.” 
 
    She swallowed hard, looking as though she was on the verge of collapse, weighed down by emotion and exhaustion. Harper moved in closer to the other woman, lowering her voice as she continued to ask questions as gently as she could. 
 
    Lee felt out of place, and the feeling only intensified when Eliza’s father stepped out of one of the side hallways. He frowned at Allison and Harper, but his eyes narrowed into an unrestrained glare as his gaze settled on Lee. 
 
    “Come with me.” His tone didn’t leave much room for a refusal or an excuse. Lee walked behind Martin, down the hall and into a personal study smelling of old books and new cigars. 
 
    Martin shut the door and gestured for him to take a seat before settling into the much more comfortable-looking chair tucked away behind his desk. He stared Lee full in the eyes. It felt like the older man could see every nook and cranny of his guilty conscience, every facet of the choices he’d made that had put Eliza in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    Martin poured himself a drink, expensive bourbon from an impractically-shaped decanter with a cork stop cap. He didn’t extend an offer to Lee and took a minute to sip from the glass before seeming to remember anyone else was even in the room. 
 
    “Is this your fault?” asked Martin. 
 
    Was it, he wondered? The question was the essence of the very one-sided argument on repeat inside his head. He’d brought Eliza to Kuh-Matton, but only after she’d insisted on coming along. He hadn’t stopped her from touching the pillar, but he hadn’t known she was going to or what would have happened. 
 
    All of that just felt like surface dressing, however. Like the ill-matching cover of a particularly niche book. Eliza had still been fine until she’d seen him with Willow, until that horrible misunderstanding. A misunderstanding born and fueled by the truth, by the fact that Lee had never let her get as close to him as she wanted to be. The fact that in the end, he just hadn’t really cared enough, hadn’t really watched out for her. 
 
    “Yeah,” he finally answered. His throat felt like dry mud baking in the sun. Martin slowly shook his head, pulled back a tense, trembling hand, and poured Lee a drink. 
 
    “She was scared of boys, you know. That’s what my wife and my daughters would all tease her about, but I never really saw it as a bad thing. I was a boy once. I’m a man now. I know enough to know that some boys are up to no good. 
 
    “It was always me she’d come running to.” Martin grinned and shook his head. “She’d run to me. She’d hide behind me. It’s a part of being a father that nobody tells you about ahead of time. Just being there for your little girl. Being her rock, her wall, her… shield.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and let out a raspy, pained exhalation. “It just disappeared one day. When she left for Primhaven, it would seem. She didn’t need me to protect her so much anymore, and I thought my little girl was all grown up. But she wasn’t… and now she’s gone.” 
 
    Martin downed the rest of his liquor in a single gulp. Lee did the same, though for his own reasons. 
 
    “You need to help me, Lee Amaranth,” he said. “If you give a damn about my daughter, you’ll help me find her and protect her, and be her shield. My family and I can’t do it alone. We need you to wait for her, to be at Primhaven, to watch and wait. You’re quite frankly the last person I think I’d ever willingly ask for help… but I’m asking you for it.” 
 
    “I’ll help,” said Lee, his voice shrunken like a grape in the sun. “I’ll help.” 
 
    “Swear to me on your honor as a man that you won’t let them hurt her. That’s what they’ll do, Lee, if they can’t find an easy way to fix her. I know the Order, I know how they think, I know how they fail. They only know how to destroy what they don’t understand.” 
 
    “I swear it. Even if it means making a stand against the Order.” 
 
    For once, it seemed as though he’d said the right thing. Martin nodded, a portion of the tension relaxing from his shoulders. He poured himself another drink and then raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    “How drunk can you get before your instructor makes a fuss?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 39 
 
      
 
      
 
    The taste of bourbon was bitter on Lee’s tongue as he made his way back to Harper and Allison in the mansion’s foyer. An unexpected scene greeted him there, though not an unwelcome one. 
 
    Harold, the improbable calico tomcat kitten, was being petted and fussed over by Allison, Eliza’s sisters, and Harper. The bag containing Eliza’s belongings was open, which explained how the cute stowaway had made his escape. 
 
    “He’s gorgeous!” cooed Allison. “Look at his eyes.” 
 
    “Such a handsome little guy!” said Molly. 
 
    Harper stood and gave Lee a look as he approached the group. “I’m assuming this wasn’t intentional on your part?” 
 
    “Far from it. I can’t imagine he was comfortable in that tightly-stuffed bag.” 
 
    “He’ll have to stay here until we get clearance for him to go back through the Arcane Way.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Harper frowned at him. “Pets can’t just travel through it on a whim. It would be chaos for local ecosystems. It’s necessary to clear all non-human animals with the Order before making a trip with them. We didn’t know the kitten was with us, but we do now, and the protocol has to be followed.” 
 
    Allison had begun making baby noises and scratching Harold’s stomach, the cat purring blissfully and stretching out across the floor. 
 
    “Well, at least we know he’ll be in good company,” said Lee. 
 
    He hoped Tess would be understanding about the temporary departure of her feline friend. He and Harper managed to steal Allison’s attention away from the critter to say their goodbyes and then headed outside to the car. 
 
    “What did Eliza’s father have to say to you?” asked Harper. 
 
    Lee buckled his seat belt. “About what you’d expect. Her family really loves her.” 
 
    “Eldon…” Harper chewed her lip as she started the car. “You should… prepare yourself. I know you want to help your friend, but—” 
 
    “I don’t want to help her; I’m going to help her.” 
 
    “I didn’t tell you this before, but there was a report of an attack on a small group of snowmobilers a dozen miles outside of Gillum from right around the time Eliza underwent her change yesterday. Dead, all of them, with a level and style of destruction comparable to what you described at the frost troll camp.” 
 
    “So? Just because it was similar doesn’t necessarily mean it was her.” 
 
    His words felt hollow, and judging from Harper’s delayed response, they must have sounded that way, too. 
 
    “We’ll try to help her,” she said. “But we also have to protect innocent lives where we can.” 
 
    “Eliza is an innocent!” 
 
    “Eldon…” She sighed. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Little else was said between them until they arrived back at Primhaven and stepped out of the First Tower and onto campus. Harper smiled at him then, glancing toward the Seruna Center. 
 
    “You should get something to eat,” she said. “It would be best if we ran a patrol route looking for her before sunset tonight. Far better for us to encounter her away from Primhaven and Gillum, if possible.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    It was an odd experience to enter the dining hall and know that none of his friends would be at a table, waiting for him. With Toma back home and the situation with Eliza, he was the only one left.  
 
    Lee filled up a plate with a tuna sandwich and chips, not trusting his stomach to hold down anything more complex. He found a seat at an empty table and felt lonely, doubly so because of how justified he knew the emotion was. 
 
    Two ethereal hands suddenly settled over his eyes, bringing about a less-than-pleasant tingling sensation across his forehead and face. 
 
    “Guess who?” 
 
    “Hmm… this is a tricky one. Willow, is that you?” 
 
    “As if. She’d probably just stick her boobs in your face if she wanted to play a prank on you.” 
 
    “Ooooh, that sounds like an awesome idea for a prank.” 
 
    “Lee Amaranth!” 
 
    “You could give it a try, too. The size of the endowments doesn’t have any real bearing on the humor of the joke.” 
 
    He pulled Tess into his mystic stream and hugged her from the side. She was still standing up, and he buried his face into her abdomen, heedless of who might be watching. Tess was barefoot and wore a white flower-patterned shift dress with grey leggings underneath. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” She ruffled his hair and took a seat next to him, helping herself to a chip off his plate. “You seem… really sad.” 
 
    “It was just tough seeing Eliza’s family.” He shook his head. “They’re taking the news really hard.” 
 
    “I can imagine,” muttered Tess. “Losing their youngest daughter. It must be a nightmare for them.” 
 
    “One other thing,” said Lee. “Um, about your kitten. He sort of… tagged along for the trip. Harper wouldn’t let me bring him back when she found out. Harold is still with Eliza’s mom and sisters.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “I swear, I’ll file the paperwork and… wait, what?” 
 
    “I’m glad.” Tess flashed a dimpled smile and shrugged. “For a while now, I’ve felt it would be better for Harold to, you know, have a proper home.” 
 
    “You seemed to be doing a pretty good job of looking out for him.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes. Feeding him stolen bits of human food and constantly watching over his shoulder to make sure nobody stepped on him. I was the ideal pet owner.” 
 
    “You could have asked me to take more of a role.” 
 
    “You’ve been so busy lately. The last thing I ever want to do is be a bother to you.” 
 
    “Trust me, you will never be a bother to me,” he said. “Unless you start forcing me to take you on fancy dates again.” 
 
    “It’s not forcing if you owe them to me. It’s merely fulfilling a legally binding obligation. Anyway, my point is just that if Harold can cheer Eliza’s family up during their hard time, and they can provide for him better than I can, then it’s an ideal situation.” 
 
    She was still smiling, but Lee could see it sagging at the edges. 
 
    “You loved that kitten,” he said. 
 
    “I loved it dearly,” she said. “But sometimes you have to let go of the things you love.” 
 
    Lee set a hand down on top of hers. “Sometimes.” 
 
    She grinned at him. “Can I have some more of your chips?” 
 
    “Get your own.” 
 
    “Lee Amaranth! Don’t be mean, it doesn’t even cost you anything to share with me.” 
 
    “Make me an offer, and I’ll consider it.” 
 
    “One kiss.” 
 
    “One kiss… on any part of my body?” 
 
    “You are so gross!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 40 
 
      
 
      
 
    The dining hall filled with students as the afternoon gave way to evening. Lee took his time eating, surprised by how comforting it was to just have a quiet meal with Tess. 
 
    Between exploring ancient ice tombs, dealing with his sister and the House of Shadows, and serving as Harper’s apprentice, he’d almost forgotten what the experience of Primhaven was like for its normal students.  
 
    He watched groups of friends joking and laughing with one another or sharing food. He saw a group of second-level disciples practicing telekinesis with a plate of sliced carrots. Instructor Eileen was overseeing the chamber, and her face seemed set into a perpetual frown, though she made no move to interrupt the activities or scold anyone. 
 
    Lee felt the creeping loneliness, an insidious and somewhat paranoid sense of standing out from the crowd. He had Tess with him, of course, but to the eyes of his peers, he was sitting by himself and having what they must have assumed to be a miserable solo dinner. 
 
    He briefly considered trying to sit with Harper in the future before coming to the conclusion that it would seem equally weird. The idea of starting over at Primhaven with a new group of friends had an unappealing, borderline terrifying quality to it. How had he even made friends with Toma and Eliza to begin with? 
 
    He was on the verge of sinking into the depths of what he knew to be a rather typical variety of teenage angst when a slight but noticeable tremor ran through the chamber, causing his tray to drift a few millimeters across the table. He glanced around, wondering if anyone else had noticed. 
 
    A few people had, though they didn’t get a chance to say anything about it. A second tremor was followed by a loud but muffled bang from outside. 
 
    “Lee!” said Tess. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He shook his head and started to get to his feet. The blast came before he’d completely risen from his chair, bringing blinding red light and deafening noise, the floor shaking hard enough to steal his legs from beneath him. 
 
    People were screaming as he pulled himself back up, but the noise was muted by ringing in his ears. The dining hall was on fire in several places, though the smooth stone of the floor and walls was stubbornly refusing to feed the blaze. There was a massive hole in one of the walls, the campus visible in the gaping space beyond. 
 
    It was snowing, which never happened within Primhaven’s walls. Lee blinked in disbelief. He glanced over at Tess, who was similarly caught off guard. She took his hand and they hurried forward, climbing over chunks of wall and building material to make it outside. 
 
    He almost didn’t recognize the area where he found himself. The western side of Primhaven’s wall was in complete shambles, with a crumbling, partially enflamed gap large enough to march an army through. The Seruna Center which Lee had just emerged from was also on fire, the blaze making slow but steady progress across the roof. 
 
    Students were running in all directions, screaming and stumbling, feeding into the atmosphere of general panic. Another massive blast sounded somewhere in the distance, shaking the ground enough to force Lee’s knees to do work to keep him standing. 
 
    “We have to find Harper!” he shouted. 
 
    Tess opened her mouth to reply, but her eyes widened an instant before her response. She pointed behind him. He turned around in time to see a figure flying through the air, sheathed in a cocoon of crimson energy.  
 
    They both fell flat on reflex, the evening sky briefly flaring with red energy too bright to look at directly. Screams came from all directions, a chorus of fear and confusion. Lee gripped Tess’s shoulder tight as he rose to his feet. 
 
    “Stay close!” he said. 
 
    She nodded furiously, color fading from her body as Lee released his mystic stream. He sprinted forward, looping around the edge of the Seruna Center and heading toward the center of campus.  
 
    Most of Primhaven’s other main buildings were in similar states of fire and collapse. The school had fallen victim to a vicious attack, and the culprit now hovered in the sky, alongside the Zephaphine Islands. Lee stared upward, taking in the figure wreathed in evil crimson, as sure that it was Eliza as he’d ever been of anything. 
 
    His first impulse was to head for Harper’s room in the Elemental Tower, but he heard someone shout his name before he’d taken more than a few steps. He caught sight of Gen and Harper to the north, closer to the First Tower, as though the two of them were lamely attempting to cordon off an opponent who could levitate wherever they wanted. 
 
    “Eldon!” shouted Harper. “Is it her?” 
 
    Lee nodded slowly. “I don’t see who else it could be.” 
 
    “Head Wizard Odarin has begun evacuating the students,” said Harper. “Regardless of whether this is a fight we can win, it’s not one we can take on with innocent lives at risk.” 
 
    Lee saw Odarin running around, waving his arms, slowly directing students toward the First Tower and the Arcane Way beneath it. It was not an easy evacuation, given the fact that the enemy everyone was fleeing hovered above the escape route like a vengeful god descending from the heavens. 
 
    “Initiate Amaranth, for now, you should lend your aid to the evacuation,” said Gen. 
 
    She already had Savoire Solaire out of its sheath, the enchanted blade gleaming in the ambient red light, its aura pulsing bright under the gaze of Lee’s mystic sight. His eyes held on the sword for an instant longer than he’d intended as he remembered Zoe’s harrowed plea and the help that he might well need from her just as desperately. 
 
    “We’ll confront her above,” said Harper. “You focus on helping your classmates down here.” 
 
    “No.” He stood his ground, letting his gaze match each of the women in turn. 
 
    “Eldon, this isn’t a game.” Harper gripped his shoulder, her fingernails digging in through his shirt. “People are already dead. This is no time for you to be rebellious.” 
 
    The falling snow felt so out of place amidst Primhaven’s green grass. A white flake landed on one of Harper’s eyebrows. Lee brushed it away with his finger before she had a chance to. 
 
    “She’ll listen to me,” he said. “Let me go up first to speak with her.” 
 
    “If she came here to talk, I’d expect she wouldn’t have attacked the school on sight,” said Gen. 
 
    “There’s no way of knowing what she wants if we don’t try this. Eliza is… still in there. That much I do know.” 
 
    “Eldon, you’re out of your mind,” said Harper through gritted teeth. “This is out of the question. I refuse to let you get yourself killed in pursuit of whatever delusional heroic scenario you’ve imagined in your head.” 
 
    “He might die anyway,” said Gen in a pensive tone. “We all might. Honestly… I see no harm in letting him try.” 
 
    Harper whirled around, her expression twisted with annoyance bordering on outright fury. “He is not your apprentice!” 
 
    “He’s also not a child. You forget this entity that we’re facing, the Unavowed Queen, if I understand correctly, already had a chance to kill him once. The fact he’s still alive seems to lend credence to his line of thinking.” 
 
    “We don’t have time to argue this,” he said. “Harper. I’ll be okay. I promise.” 
 
    He removed her hand from his shoulder and gave a quick squeeze. Harper’s glare shifted from Gen back to him. He took a step forward. Harper pulled him back. 
 
    “Eldon…”  
 
    She kissed him, her lips desperate and furious against his. It was brief, but the sensation of it lingered as she pulled back and gave him a reluctant nod. Lee only hesitated for an instant before turning and sprinting off toward the First Tower, Tess trailing but a few feet behind. 
 
    There was a crowd not far from the entrance, held off from the allure of escape through the Arcane Way by the presence of Eliza’s ominous glowing figure above them. Lee pushed his way through the First Tower’s partially open entrance and ran straight to the arcane lift. 
 
    He stopped right outside of it, finally letting go of Tess’s hand and turning to face her. They were alone in the lobby, but he wasn’t sure he would have needed to say much to get his point across. 
 
    “You should stay here,” he said. 
 
    “Lee…” said Tess. “She knows me. She might listen to me.” 
 
    “The fact she knows you, knows about you, is why it’s too dangerous. She’s more unpredictable now than ever. I can’t afford to lose you, Tess, and having her threaten you in order to get something out of me is a risk I won’t take.” 
 
    Tess nodded slowly, though her expression looked anything but convinced. “Promise me you’ll be careful?” 
 
    “I promise.” 
 
    He hoped it was one he could keep. He stepped into the arcane lift and triggered the rune that would carry him to the upper levels. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 41 
 
      
 
      
 
    The ride up felt slow, and each arduous second left plenty of room for Lee’s anxiety to worm its way in. He forced himself to control his breathing, trying to make each long inhale last until the lift had made it past three or four of the its usual stops up the tower. 
 
    He recognized where he was when the doors finally clicked open. The second-to-highest floor in the tower was a simple balcony extending flush with the Zephaphine Islands. One of them was usually near enough for a person, preferably one with no fear of heights, to step onto from the edge. 
 
    Eliza had made the floating islands her own. Her crimson aura of power had been too bright for Lee to clearly see what she’d done from his vantage point on the ground. She’d arranged them like stepping-stones leading across a stream, each one offset higher than the last, so anyone seeking to reach her on the largest, highest island would be forced to climb back and forth. 
 
    “Any chance you’d be willing to come down here to talk?” he called up. 
 
    There was no response, but he wasn’t sure the words had been meant for her, anyway. He took a slow breath. He felt for his dagger. He felt for his gun which he’d only brought with him to avoid leaving it in the mess of his destroyed dorm. 
 
    The first island was just to the side of the tower’s balcony, the grassy edge low enough for him to get his elbows on and leverage himself up with his feet. It was small, not much wider across than the lawn of a suburban house, with a perfect circle of wildflowers at its center. 
 
    The second island was above and to the side of the first. Lee used the same method to get himself onto it, though it felt as though he was pulling himself up a slightly greater height. The feeling only grew as he moved to the third and fourth islands until he was sure Eliza had done it intentionally. 
 
    He stared at the fifth floating island, the one where Odarin had installed a small basketball court. He thought he could make it up, but only with a running start and a jump that, regardless of the outcome, he’d only be attempting once. Lee rubbed his sweaty palms together, briefly considering attempting to channel Widow for the sake of her silk line to give him some insurance. 
 
    He didn’t have the patience or the essence to spare, not given what might happen when he reached Eliza. He took a few deep breaths and rushed forward, jumping with every ounce of strength in his legs. 
 
    His arms hit the grass of the higher island and immediately began sliding back. He dug his fingers into the soft earth up to the second knuckle, gasping with terror as he kicked with his legs and only touched empty air. Slowly and with serious effort and resolve, he pulled himself up onto the island. 
 
    A familiar but twisted laugh came from above. It was Eliza’s voice, except imbued with a cruel, mocking quality completely unlike her. Lee glared upward at where the crimson light peeked out over the edge of the highest island, unable to look directly at her. 
 
    A flash of red power made him leap backward on reflex. A path formed between the rest of the islands above him, pulsating stairs of scarlet arcane energy that crossed over the gaps.  
 
    He spent a minute testing them with the toe of his shoe before accepting they were capable of holding his weight. Even then, he made his way up with careful steps, lest they drop out when he least expected. 
 
    The wind slowly began to pick up, dancing across his clothes and threatening to imbalance his movements. It was loud in his ears as he took the last step onto the final floating island. It was the one with the orchard atop it, and he could see crimson light spilling from in between the shadowed trees and branches at its center. 
 
    He found her there, sitting in a throne composed of conjured crimson energy, smiling patiently. Her face was so much like the Eliza he remembered despite the fierce red of her eyes and the uncanny way she stared at him without reacting. 
 
    She wore a dress of black silk with a plunging neckline and a single slit running down one edge of the skirt. Her legs were crossed, her hands folded, and as Lee began to approach her in her throne, one edge of her mouth quirked upward into a dangerous smile. 
 
    “You’re right on time,” said Eliza. 
 
    Despite all the time he’d had to think on his way up the tower, Lee still didn’t have a clue what he was supposed to say to her. There was a gap in one edge of the surrounding trees through which Lee could see the area below. The town of Gillum was aflame, a hideous orange scar across the dark night landscape. Her handiwork and likely only a taste of what was to come. 
 
    “On time for what?” he asked.  
 
    “Our reunion. Our new beginning. We start here, my beloved, from square one.” 
 
    Eliza reached out a hand, and Lee could feel the thrum of arcane power on the air. A small serving table, of all things, flew toward her from within the trees. It landed upright, as did the bottle of wine and two stemmed glasses that followed. Eliza gestured for him to come closer and smiled as she began pouring them both a drink. 
 
    “Are you insane?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I suppose that would depend on who you ask.” 
 
    “Eliza!” Lee’s hand shot out, finger pointing toward the destruction below. “Why? That’s Gillum. Nobody in that town did anything to you. Those people are innocents.” 
 
    “Close, but not quite true. They enable Primhaven to be what it is. If Primhaven is to go, then Gillum… well, you have to crack a few eggs to make an omelet.” 
 
    “That’s your goal, then? Fire and death? Chaos?” 
 
    “Close, but not quite.” She shifted in her throne, uncrossing and re-crossing her legs. “Lee, please, come closer. I feel like I’m shouting to you from over here.” 
 
    Her smile widened and she beckoned to him with her hand. Lee slowly took a few steps forward, playing up his reluctance. Even though it was exactly what he wanted. The distance did him no favors, regardless of how the encounter ended up playing out. 
 
    “I remember more now,” she said. “So much more. Primhaven, the Order of Chaldea, the inefficient rules of the current supernatural world, it all needs to go.” 
 
    “This isn’t the way to do it,” he said. “You don’t need to kill people! You could find a way to work for change from within if you’d just be patient.” 
 
    She let out a shrill laugh. “You, of all people, are going to make that argument? I think above all, what having this new perspective allows me to do is be honest with myself. I find it rather unbecoming to bear witness to self-deception in others, now.” 
 
    “You want me to be honest?” He held his arms out, gesturing to the campus below and the town beyond. “It’s not worth it! If changing the system, breaking the Order’s control, if it costs this many lives, then it just isn’t worth it. Eliza, the real Eliza, would have seen that.” 
 
    Eliza slowly rose from her throne, which dissipated into tufts of arcane energy as soon as she broke contact with it. She strode toward him, coming to a stop only a few feet away. 
 
    “This would all be so much easier if you could accept I am the real Eliza,” she said. “I know I’m probably, well, not acting like myself, or the person you knew. But I’m still here. I’m still me. I still… want the things I used to want.” 
 
    The glow faded from her eyes and it almost seemed to slide downward as a red flush came across her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m not crazy, Lee. I just didn’t know before what I know now. I didn’t think about these sorts of things, and I guess because of that, I never realized how angry it all made me. None of it is justified. None of it!” 
 
    “Come with me. We can head down and meet with Gen and Harper. You can explain it to them.” 
 
    “It’s far too late for that and you know it. Not that they ever would have listened to begin with.” 
 
    “I’m listening, aren’t I?” 
 
    He took a step forward, drawing a little too close to her. The danger was real but there was more than just that in the air between them. There was a tension, a prickling heat, a sense of not knowing whether he needed to kiss her or kill her. 
 
    “I knew you would listen, at least.” She slowly licked her lips. “Whether you agree with me or not, I knew your ears would be open.” 
 
    “Just because I’m listening doesn’t mean I like what I’m hearing.” 
 
    “Should I speak in a different tone, then?” 
 
    Eliza moved closer, cheeks blushing, chin jutting up defiantly. It took a force of will to keep from seizing her by the shoulders and shaking some sense into her. It took a second force of will to keep from grabbing her by the waist and pulling her against him. 
 
    “What do you want?” he asked. 
 
    “I want you to stop pretending to be something you’re not,” she said, voice a whisper. “The pillar changed me, Lee. There’s no going back. They’ll hunt me for what I am, just as they’d hunt you if they knew the truth.” 
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “I do. We’re the same.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We aren’t the same.” 
 
    “Oh, but we are. They’ll never accept us, not now. You can try to keep pretending, but time runs short.” 
 
    “Please, Eliza. Stop this.” 
 
    “Maybe I’d be willing to if you asked me nicely.” 
 
    She smirked and held her arms out to either side. Lee felt an overwhelming sense of an impending trap, or rather as if he’d already stepped into one and was in too deep to escape. 
 
    He had no other choice. He reached his hand forward, cupped her cheek, and kissed her. There was no instantaneous release of evil energy, no collapse of psychic bindings, no unnatural surge of manipulated emotions. Just her lips against his, the soft crush of her feminine body, and the wind through their clothes and hair. 
 
    “Were you expecting me to bite your head off?” she whispered.  
 
    “I don’t know what to expect from you anymore.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    They kissed again, and then she was pressed against him, aggressive and eager. So unlike the Eliza he’d known, or perhaps just Eliza unchained. She let out a soft moan and began grinding into him, hips gently rolling as though they were already naked and coupled. 
 
    He was mad at her, and the anger led to fury, enflaming other heated emotions along the way. Had this side of her always existed in the background, merely biding its time? He seized one of her thighs and almost fell forward on top of her, only getting his other arm out in time to keep them from sprawling out in a clumsy, four-limbed heap. 
 
    He was mad at her, and he pulled her dress down, as though revealing how easy it was to expose her would prove another point. Eliza gripped his hand and pulled it to cup one of her breasts, nodding, smiling, urging him on. She undid his belt, unzipped his jeans, deft, freeing movements to reveal him in the same way. 
 
    He was mad at her… and they were kissing again. He slid her dress up, unsure of what he was doing or why, his anger intermingling with his lust until he couldn’t tell the two apart. Eliza smiled at him and there was a teasing, almost mocking quality to it. He pinned one of her arms and gritted his teeth. 
 
    “There!” he snarled. “Is this what you want?” 
 
    He pulled her thigh up and thrust into her, being anything but gentle. Not that it made any difference, really. Her face seemed to soften from the pleasure, head nodding slightly as her hips and legs urged him forward. 
 
    “Yes!” she cried. “It’s exactly what I want. You’re really talking to me, instead of just saying words.” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    He thrust into her faster, still pinning her with enough body weight to make it hurt. Was he trying to hurt her? Part of him wanted to, that insidious voice whispering that if he dominated her completely, he could force her back into her old self. 
 
    “I love this side of you…” cooed Eliza. 
 
    “Shut up!” He slammed her arm down hard and leaned his shoulder into her chest. 
 
    “Oh!” she moaned. “Mmm… You think you can stop me, but you can’t.” 
 
    “I can.” He took hold of her cheek, turning her eyes to meet his as he pumped into her. “Enough.” 
 
    “Is it enough, Lee?” 
 
    Her legs wrapped around him. Lee seized her by the hips and twisted himself loose, barely pausing before pushing his cock back into her and picking up right where they’d left off. 
 
    “Oh…” she breathed. “I dreamed of this.” 
 
    “Of what?” snarled Lee. “Of being hated? Of being used?” 
 
    He took a fistful of her hair, feeling his emotions boiling over. Eliza bit her lip as he pulled her head back, exposing her vulnerable neck. He squeezed one of her pale breasts with his free hand, confused and a little disgusted by what they were doing. 
 
    “You can use me,” whispered Eliza. “Use me however and wherever you want. I’m yours.” 
 
    “Shut up!” he shouted. 
 
    He covered her mouth with his palm. He felt her licking the skin underneath and then sucking on one of his fingers as his hand shifted. He took her roughly, the pace of his thrusts as punishing as he could make it, as though he expected the intensity of the sex to be what finally snapped her out of it. 
 
    “Lee! Oh, Lee! You are everything, and so much more!” 
 
    He was breathing hard and pumping into her harder. He knew it was pointless, and worse, as he felt himself sprinting toward his finish, he felt like she’d won. 
 
    “I… don’t even know you,” he muttered. 
 
    Eliza wrapped her legs around him, this time too tight for him to pull out of. “Of course, you do. I’m the mother of your future child.” 
 
    His ears heard those words without really hearing them, and certainly without unpacking them as a promise or a threat. He moved on reflex, pushing, rolling, twisting, trying to get away from what he’d spent the last few minutes flinging himself toward. Eliza kissed him, biting his lower lip hard enough to draw blood. 
 
    At the last second, he saved himself, pulling back just far enough to release on her stomach and chest and the black silk fabric of her dress. Eliza let out a satisfied sigh, followed by a mocking giggle. 
 
    “Well, there’s always next time,” she said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 42 
 
      
 
      
 
    The full specter of night had arrived, bright stars and the brighter moon poking out from behind the cloudy sky. It was snowing lightly, small flakes that melted as soon as they touched down. Lee pulled his clothes back on, trying to shake off the odd tension left in the wake of having sex with one’s former friend and current enemy. 
 
    “Why?” He shook his head, staring into Eliza’s eyes. “Why let me get this close? You’ll fuck me after killing people in Gillum and attacking Primhaven? Eliza… What’s happened to you?” 
 
    “You have a destiny, Lee.” She’d ditched her dress and stood before him naked and sweaty. “This is just the beginning for the two of us. The destruction is only the first step. We’ll rebuild once we’re done, a world where the people the Order hunts won’t have to be afraid.” 
 
    “I have a destiny?” He felt the muscles tightening in his neck. “What is that even supposed to mean? Eliza, are you hearing yourself right now?” 
 
    “It isn’t just your destiny. Both ours, and Tess’s, too. Is she here now? I hope she didn’t mind me having my way with you. I miss her, you know. She was my friend. We were closer than I think you realize.” 
 
    He felt the hairs on his arm standing up straight as he watched Eliza glancing around, as though she might catch sight of a ghost that she’d never seen with her own eyes before. 
 
    “She’s not here,” he said. 
 
    “What do you think she would say to my offer? Do you truly believe she likes living with the possibility of you being discovered by Harper, or Gen, or whoever it will be when you’re finally outed for what you are? Would she not prefer an alternative where the two of you can live openly?” 
 
    What would Tess say? It wasn’t a hard question, and it led to what he’d known he’d need to do when he first stepped into the lift on the bottom floor. 
 
    He took hold of both of Eliza’s wrists firmly and looked directly into her eyes. “No. I’m not letting this go any further. Enough.” 
 
    She let out a rather amused snort. “I remember when I was the serious one. Will you commit to your stand now, after what we just did? It’s your choice to make, but people will die because of it.” 
 
    “People will die if I don’t stop you!” 
 
    Red light flashed, and Lee’s hands were suddenly empty. Eliza had teleported out of his grasp in less time than it would have taken him to blink his eyes. She stood at the edge of the island facing away from him, once again fully clothed, the wind ruffling the skirt of her black silk dress. 
 
    She’d given him an opening though he was too conflicted to know what to do with it. He could attack her. He could rush forward with his dagger or even simply fire his gun into her back. He could, but he wouldn’t. He couldn’t. He felt like an idiot for insisting he could stop her with words or even sex. He’d been so sure, clinging to his resolve like a stubborn child convinced of the impossible. 
 
    He took a step and then started running. He slid to a stop directly behind her and tried to seize her by the shoulders. He realized an instant too late, that she’d never been there in the first place. His fingers cut through open air as he took hold of nothing more than a projection. Eliza’s mocking laugh echoed from behind him, and a blast of energy along with a burst of crimson light exploded over his head. 
 
    He dove to the side, wary of what another strike of her magic would do if properly targeted. There were several illusions of Eliza beyond the one he’d already been fooled by. She’d always been the only person strong enough with them to muddle his mystic sight. 
 
    He had other means with which to counter them, however. Lee centered himself and focused on using dispel, drawing his breath inward as he directed the ability out through the palms of his hands. It wasn’t directed at a point, but more like a sphere surrounding him, a sphere within which magic failed and crumbled. 
 
    Two of the illusions of Eliza were near enough to be immediately affected, both washing out like a projected image exposed to the sun’s light. The other three were outside of his range, but all standing to one side of the island, rendering their escape moot. 
 
    Eliza seemed to come to the same realization, waving a hand to dismiss the idle copies. She jutted her eyebrows up and grinned at him. 
 
    “You have so much talent and ability,” she said. “A unique skillset, rare and full of potential. Was it ever appreciated here? Stop and think, really think, about how powerful we would be together.” 
 
    He dropped into the conjuration casting stance, briefly considering attacking with his force spell before opting to channel Thumper instead. He was in the middle of focusing his will when Eliza moved, or rather, teleported. 
 
    She closed the distance between them in the blink of an eye, reappearing so close that he could feel her breath on his chin. She punched him in the stomach with enough force to double him over, then slammed her elbow down on his shoulder, dropping him to his knees. 
 
    “Remember when we dueled?” asked Eliza. “You said you weren’t the type to care about the fact that you lost to a girl. I hope you still hold that conviction…” 
 
    Lee could barely breathe, let alone pull himself back to standing. Eliza took hold of his head with a hand more gentle than forceful. She pulled his face into her thigh, stroking his hair and letting out a tender sigh. 
 
    He finally managed to gather his strength and used it to throw himself forward, tackling her legs. She laughed and teleported again, leaving him to fumble onto his stomach. He hurried back to his feet. 
 
    Eliza stood ten feet away from him and casually pointed a finger at his chest. Before he had time to dodge, or react, or even utter a syllable, a blast of crimson energy struck him across the midriff. He went flying as though he’d been punched by a giant, and he landed hard on his shoulders, head thumping against the grass as he began to roll out the last of his momentum. 
 
    He rolled right over the edge of the island, in fact. He let out a surprised gasp and dug his fingers into the earth, arresting his slide with the lower half of his body dangling into open air. Eliza slowly made her way over to him, watching as he attempted to pull himself up and lost a few inches of purchase in the process. 
 
    “Take my hand, Lee,” she said, dropping down and reaching out. “You’ll be my partner, the king by my side. What you’ve seen me do, what you’ve done with me, it’s just a preview of what we could share.” 
 
    He was already shaking his head. “No. Eliza… Please. Come back. Take control and come back to who you used to be.” 
 
    “You’d rather die than simply be with me?” she asked. “Are you really that stubborn?” 
 
    He couldn’t help himself. He winked at her and then did the extremely stupid thing that he couldn’t bring himself to resist.  
 
    He let go of the island and fell backward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a lot harder to cast a spell while panicking and freefalling through thin air than Lee had been expecting. He briefly wondered if the blow he’d taken to the head had influenced his decision-making before deciding it didn’t fucking matter and he should be more focused on not dying. 
 
    One hand clasping the wrist…  
 
    Widow’s true name…  
 
    Lee snapped his hand forward and channeled, feeling a burst of elation as the indigo conjuration portal appeared. The elation sank into the ocean of terror as he dropped past the portal and watched it shrink in the distance above. 
 
    He was about to resign himself to his fate when the silhouette of an eight-limbed monster-woman flew at him from above. He hadn’t channeled Widow before and certainly hadn’t explained to her what she should do if she ever found herself temporarily pulled through a portal into a wild descent, which made him love her that much more for her decisiveness. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tight into her incredibly soft body. He felt their drop begin to slow and realized she’d already attached her web to one of the islands, just as he’d been hoping she would. Lee hugged her back and began kissing her over and over again, heart still pounding in his chest. 
 
    “Did you neeeed something?” hissed Widow. “I was in the middle of sleeeeping.” 
 
    “You’ve already taken care of it,” he said. “I only channeled you, so you’ll only be around for—” 
 
    Purple light flashed and he was suddenly falling again. He screamed, but only for a fraction of a second before he landed unceremoniously on the grass with a mildly bruised tailbone.  
 
    Two faces appeared in his field of view as he attempted to pick himself up. Tess and Harper, the former with a much more concerned expression than the latter. 
 
    “Lee!” cried Tess. “Oh, Lee! I was so worried. I felt some of her essence transfer to you and I thought that maybe she’d convinced you, somehow, and you’d come down here with demon eyes and start killing everybody and I’d have to figure out how to save you and, and…” 
 
    “I’m alright,” he said, breathing hard. 
 
    Harper had a strange expression on her face, guarded and a little angry. She didn’t offer him help up, and she looked like she was about to say something as he finally rose to his feet. 
 
    She never got the chance. Eliza began descending from the upper island, her body surrounded by an aura of red power. Gen shouted something, and Harper fell into position beside her, along with a dozen graduate mages who’d apparently been drafted into the defensive force. 
 
    The evacuation was continuing in earnest, a long line of students crowded outside of the First Tower’s doors. Too long for them all to get out in the next few minutes. It was clear that if Eliza intended further harm to Primhaven, the defenders would need to either defeat her or at least stall for a significant amount of time. 
 
    Eliza fixed her dress and her hair, both still a bit messy from previous events. She flashed a cold smile, surveying opponents, and slowly pointed her finger toward the center of the group. The movement wasn’t any recognizable casting stance, so Lee was the only one who saw it coming. 
 
    “Watch out!” he shouted. 
 
    Too late. A blast of crimson energy far more powerful than any she’d directed at him tore through the air, striking the ground in front of Harper and Gen. Lee saw blue and green flickers of light, spell shields being cast, an instant before the impact, but it was hardly enough. 
 
    Mages flew through the air. Gen was the only one left standing. Harper landed in a sprawl, rolling like a log tipped down a hill and struggling to pick herself up afterward. 
 
    “That body does not belong to you, demon,” hissed Gen. She held Savoire Solaire in her dominant hand, the tip of the enchanted saber leveled toward Eliza’s chest though the two were still separated by several dozen feet. 
 
    “Oh?” Eliza flicked a few strands of auburn hair behind one ear. “That’s news to me. I think it does belong to me and so does this school, as I’ve grown rather fond of it.” 
 
    She pointed her finger again. Gen charged, sword gripped tight. Harper had gathered a few of the mages, and they stood ready to release a volley of offensive magic, only holding back while the Lead Instructor was within the line of fire. 
 
    Gen swung her sword at Eliza’s midriff with blurring speed. Eliza simply teleported behind her, retaliating with an open-handed strike, also known as a slap. It took Gen across the head with enough force to flip her completely over, and Lee was surprised she managed to keep hold of her sword. 
 
    Eliza teleported again, appearing in the midst of the group of mages Harper had collected. She flung her arms around with careless, haphazard swings, each wild point of contact flinging a new opponent backward. 
 
    Harper dodged the strike intended for her, her golden braid trailing behind her head like a streamer in the wind. She assumed the elemental casting stance and sent a massive fireball into Eliza’s chest at point-blank range. The blast did little more than singe her clothing. 
 
    “Eliza!” Lee charged at her from behind. He threw himself into a desperate tackle, hoping if he could get close again, he could disable her magic with his dispel. 
 
    She teleported preemptively, leaving Lee wrapping his arms around nothing and then crashing into the person on the other side. Harper, in fact. She grunted and roughly pushed him off her the second after they landed. A bit rougher than was called for, but the circumstances were too dire for Lee to complain. 
 
    Gen was facing off with Eliza again as one of the only mages left standing. Lee tried to keep his awe in check as he noticed how completely outmatched she was. She’d gone toe to toe with the Dealmaker, Jack Masterson, a blood mage and one of the most powerful opponents Lee had ever personally faced. He could barely look directly at her sword due to the strength of its enchantment. 
 
    Eliza looked like she was toying with the older woman, letting her wear herself out as she simply teleported out of range of each strike, occasionally retaliating with a finger-pointed blast of crimson energy obviously not released at full strength. She aimed one at the hilt of Savoire Solaire after teleporting to stand beside Gen, and the sword went soaring through the air. 
 
    It landed point-down no more than three feet away from Lee. He stared at it, briefly glancing around to see if anyone had noticed. Harper was in the middle of directing the graduate mages toward the evacuation line which was down to just a few people. Gen was in a casting stance, her attention still fixated on Eliza who seemed to have grown bored of the fight. 
 
    Instead of finishing off her opponents, Eliza had begun destroying the school again, pointing at the Five Towers and blasting holes into them with crimson energy like a vindictive pirate firing off a cannon at a defenseless city. Lee took a step toward Savoire Solaire, both attracted and intimidated by the opportunity it presented. 
 
    Tess was next to him and she nodded as he met her gaze as though reading his mind. “She’s too powerful for us to fight. This might be the only chance you have, Lee. You might still be able to save Eliza and the people she could hurt.” 
 
    He chewed his lip, still bleeding from the way Eliza had bitten it. Had Zoe been telling the truth? Would Jack be able to help, or had his sister just told him what she knew he wanted to hear? Could he trust her when it mattered? 
 
    The decision practically made itself as he considered his lack of other options. A small chance was better than no chance at all. Lee took hold of Savoire Solaire’s hilt, feeling it tingle with power against the inside of his palm, and pulled it out of the ground. He turned, looking over his shoulder as he shielded the sword with his body, making sure everyone was still sufficiently distracted. 
 
    He ran first toward the Ewix Center and the steam baths Zoe had entered the school from, with Ryoko’s help. He slowed to a stop as he saw what was left of the ruined building, heading instead toward Primhaven’s front gates. They were already open, one double door hanging at an angle, damaged from one of Eliza’s wayward finger blasts. 
 
    Lee stopped to pick up a torn initiate’s robe next to a destroyed dormitory, wrapping the fabric around the sword to at least somewhat obscure what he was carrying. He didn’t have time to go back for his jacket and ran out into the cold in nothing more than his t-shirt and jeans. 
 
    “Come on!” he shouted to Tess. They sprinted toward the supply shed. One of the snowmobiles was still outside and he still had the keys in his pocket. He started it up and prayed it had enough gas to get him to the other teleportation point, the cabin next to the well. 
 
    He’d only just turned it around in the right direction when a figure stepped out to block his way. Lee’s hand went for his dagger, then his gun, and then relaxed. Harper’s face came into view as she stepped out of the shadow and into the moonlight. 
 
    “Jesus…” He breathed a sigh of relief. “Is the fight over?” 
 
    “For now. Eliza is still within Primhaven, but evacuation is complete. Where are you going?” 
 
    He hesitated for only an instant before a plausible excuse came to his mind. “Back to Kuh-Matton. We must have missed something there. There has to be a way to undo whatever the pillar did to her.” 
 
    Harper smiled but it was an empty one, almost painted on.  
 
    “You’re lying, Eldon. About everything.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 43 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snow fell in slow motion, and with the battle within the college now silent, it almost felt like a scene out of a snow globe, preserved and eternal. Harper had her white winter coat and boots on and she was breathing fast, as though she’d sprinted out to catch up with Lee. 
 
    “I’m lying?” he said. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Instead of answering immediately, Harper took a step forward. Her eyes focused on the bundled sword in Lee’s hands. He heard Tess gasp from beside him, which only fed into his growing sense of dread. 
 
    “I can’t believe it, but in so many ways, I really can.” Harper narrowed her eyes, flicking the end of her braid over one shoulder. “You’re no mage. You never were.” 
 
    “What are you even talking about?” He forced himself to add some snap into his voice as he turned to climb onto the snowmobile. Harper seized his wrist as he pulled out the keys. 
 
    “Cast a spell, then. Right here, right now.” 
 
    Lee rolled his eyes and lifted his hands up to his face. He focused his will into a simple illumination spell, a harmless floating sphere of white light. 
 
    “Happy?” He lowered his arms, dismissing the illusion. “Where is this coming from, anyway?” 
 
    “Again. I want to see you cast a few more.” 
 
    “Then you’re out of luck,” he said. “I don’t feel like it.” 
 
    “You don’t feel like it because you can’t. You never could. I was right about you in the very beginning, and the only thing that kept me from trusting my own intuition was the fact I used to fuck your sister.” 
 
    Lee ran his hand through his hair. It felt like he was sinking into the snow, crumbling in place. 
 
    “Jesus, Harper… What are you saying?” 
 
    “Willow told me about Tess.” 
 
    He’d already guessed as much but hearing her say it, the simple knowledge that she knew what he’d kept from her, was made no less crushing in its effect. He felt nauseous, hot all over even though he was standing in the freezing cold. Like he was standing in front of a crowd, under the spotlight, with a blindfold on. 
 
    “She… told you?” 
 
    Harper gave him a smile devoid of any humor. “She was delirious, but I was able to figure it out. Both from what she would say and from what she wouldn’t. It was the last piece to the puzzle, the one I’d come to assume didn’t exist. You’re a soulbinder, a mystic. You’ve just been pretending this entire time… and you’ve taken me for a complete fool.” 
 
    Tess drew closer to Lee, but with the smallest movement he could manage, he shooed her away. He had no idea what Harper might do next, and the last thing he wanted was for Tess to be anywhere near the line of fire. 
 
    It was barely a flick of his hand but was enough to draw Harper’s attention. Her lips flattened and she furrowed her brow, gesturing to the space Tess had just moved through. 
 
    “Is she here right now?” she asked. “Of course, she is. All along, she’s been here, hasn’t she? Watching, waiting. Probably doing far more than just that, things I’m sure you’d tell me that I don’t need to know about.” 
 
    “Harper, you don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, you don’t understand!” She pointed at him just like Eliza had, and though no magical blast came forth, the effect gutted him all the same. “And the worst part… is that I thought you did. You don’t have a clue, do you?” 
 
    He didn’t. He really didn’t, but he couldn’t say that, couldn’t admit it. Lee felt overwhelmed like he needed to give an explanation he just didn’t have. The situation was made no easier by the fact he needed to move, needed to reach Zoe and Jack and get help for Eliza as quickly as humanly possible. 
 
    “Genevieve once told me that the worst mistakes we make are the ones we keep making,” muttered Harper. “First Zoe, and now you. Am I to just watch time arc back around onto itself?” 
 
    “So, you’re Gen now?” he shouted. “Are you going to cut my head off, Harper? Handle me just like she handled Mattis, with no trial and no hesitation?” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” she screamed. 
 
    “I fucked up! I know, Harper… I know how bad this looks, how bad it is. I fucking lied to your face this entire time from day one. But I had to do it! It was the only chance I had of finding Zoe. My lies got me into this school, into a place where I could find her and at least try to help her. Where would the truth have gotten me?” 
 
    “Eldon! If you’d just told me—” 
 
    “I am not a fucking mage! Have you thought about the risk I’ve been taking? Do you think I wanted this? What would have happened if I’d told you and you’d reacted badly? Or even just acted like you usually do, like Harper Black, the future of the Order of Chaldea?” 
 
    “This is not on me!” Harper cut through the air with her arm. “None of it is, and it’s more than just this one lie, isn’t it? What are you holding, Eldon?” 
 
    He clutched Savoire Solaire tighter in his hands, feeling the edge of the naked blade within the cloth bundle biting into his palm. 
 
    “I think you already know,” he said. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s probably why you came looking for me. I made a deal with Zoe to help Eliza. If I bring her the sword, she’ll—” 
 
    The strike came in a blur, too fast for him to see, let alone dodge. Harper slapped him across the face with an open hand. She didn’t hold back and the blow was hard enough to make him see stars and stumble sideways. 
 
    “If you bring her the sword?” she said, coldly. “You won’t even be honest with me, but you’ll steal for her. Is that how it is, Eldon? Is that how it’s always been?” 
 
    “I don’t have time for this,” he snarled. “Not everything is about you and me, Harper! I have to take the chance to help Eliza. I care about her.” 
 
    “The lies never end with you, do they?” 
 
    Lee felt a sudden, familiar anger. He set the bundle down and stared at Harper, teeth gritted, fists clenched. It felt as though their relationship had undergone a hard reset, as though months of apprenticeship, intimacy, and trust had gone up in a blaze of emotions. He knew where they were now, and he knew what was about to happen next. 
 
    “I’m not going to let you leave,” said Harper. 
 
    “You can’t stop me.” Lee slowly lifted his arms up, though he had no intention of casting any spells. It was too dangerous, too predictable. She knew his secret, his style, his habits. She knew everything except for what his lies had obscured, everything except the truth. 
 
    Harper clasped her wrist, her eyes narrowing to furious slits as she jabbed her palm forward. Conjuration bindings snapped into place around his wrists, holding him firm. 
 
    Lee was blatant about using his abilities, for once feeling like he wanted her to see what he was doing, and what he was. He pulled his breath inward, focusing on using dispel with perfect precision, tying it to the brunt of his will. He saw Harper blink in surprise as he reached down to his forearms and pulled loose the bindings like a stage magician taking off a pair of handcuffs. 
 
    She didn’t offer him her thoughts. There was a moment Lee felt like he could seize the initiative, perhaps try something dirty before she regained her composure. He let it pass. Harper fell into a martial arts stance, rather than a casting one, closing the distance with careful footwork. 
 
    He blocked a jab and took a punishing kick to the thigh. Lee fell into a wrestling crouch and tried to lunge at her, knowing his size advantage would be more pronounced with them both on the ground. Harper spun away and pivoted tactics with terrifying speed, arms folding into the elemental casting stance. 
 
    A blast of wind sent Lee flying a good twenty feet. He landed hard in the snow, softer flakes giving way to a thin ice crust that cut at his nose and cheek. He pulled himself up, shivering from the cold, though the adrenaline kept him from feeling it. 
 
    “Surrender, Eldon.” Harper had a fireball in hand. “If you don’t, I won’t hold back.” 
 
    He barked out a laugh. “You already are doing. I would have thought after all your hard words, that you’d fight with a bit more—” 
 
    She didn’t let him finish. The fireball hissed as it cut through the air. Lee dodged to the side but there was a second one, aimed right at where she’d anticipated him fleeing toward. He managed to fling himself down to the ground, but he was facing Harper, and of course, there was a third. 
 
    Lee flung his hands up, using dispel on reflex, unsure whether it could do the job. He felt his stomach flutter as the presence of the spell’s arcane essence entered his ability’s sphere of influence. He held his focus, sweat beading on his forehead from his intense concentration. 
 
    The flaming projectile slowed, then disintegrated, though not completely. A splash of embers hissed against Lee’s hair and he fumbled to pat out the tiny sparks before they could singe him a new style. Harper was staring at him, still controlling her reaction but less convincingly than before. 
 
    “You’re fighting me like you’d fight against a fellow spellcaster,” called Lee. “Maybe my act was more convincing than I realized.” 
 
    Harper crossed her arms over her chest as an aura of green energy pulsed over her body. She rushed forward with superhuman speed, slamming a punch into Lee’s chest that made his ribcage groan with pain. He tried to retaliate with a strike of his own, but she’d already moved out of the way. 
 
    Whatever sense of cockiness he’d been harboring a few seconds earlier quickly evaporated. He was, in many ways, a match for her now, an apprentice risen to stand at his master’s level. But as such, she was still a match for him. She was still Harper Black, and she wasn’t stupid enough to play to her opponent’s strengths once she’d figured them out. 
 
    Lee felt a punch slam into his jaw that knocked him to the brink of unconsciousness. He gripped his hand as he stood up, dazed and unsure of where Harper was. He had an idea, though it was as spontaneous as it was desperate. 
 
    “Brie!” He shot his hand up and focused his essence, channeling directly above his head. Brie, the slime girl, let out a small, surprised cry as she tumbled down through the indigo portal.  
 
    It had been a while since he’d last seen her but she looked no different. Every part of her body from her hair to her eyes, to her breasts, was translucent blue and composed of a sticky, formless goo. Lee felt her jiggle as she fell across his head and shoulders, and she let out a small gasp as she hit the ground, her body flattening into a puddle. 
 
    “Grab her feet!” shouted Lee. “She’s—” 
 
    Harper punched him in the stomach, still sore from when Eliza had done the exact same thing a little over an hour earlier. She made to dodge again before he could fixate on her and counter-attack, but Brie was quick about following his command. 
 
    She wrapped herself around Harper’s ankles, holding her in place like flypaper catching a bug. Harper tipped forward, her momentum searching for somewhere to go, and landed on her stomach and hands. The channeling ended almost immediately with a puff of ambient arcane essence and a flash of indigo light, but Brie had done her job. 
 
    Lee leaped onto Harper, seizing the chance he’d been given. He tried to pin her, suddenly realizing he didn’t have a good way to end the fight. She slammed her forehead into his in a vicious headbutt. He snarled, falling backward. Harper twisted and flipped him down on his back. 
 
    The movement did more than just knock the wind out of Lee. It also knocked his gun loose from its holster. He fumbled for it. Harper was faster, seizing the grip of the Walther P99 and pressing the barrel to the side of his head. 
 
    For some reason, it hurt more than anything else Harper had done or said to him over the past few minutes. It reminded him of their first real conflict, her finding his kris dagger in his bag and confiscating it from him in his dorm. The barrel felt hot where it made contact with his head, but not nearly as hot as his eyes.  
 
    “Is that it then? Is that what all the time we spent together amounts to?” 
 
    His voice cracked. He didn’t care. Harper was glaring at him, her eyes bright with the beginnings of her own tears. 
 
    “Or will you just do to me what you did to Zoe?” he snapped. “That’s almost worse, don’t you think? That kind of hatred… It’s toxic!” 
 
    “Fuck you, Eldon.” 
 
    “My name… is Lee,” he said. “Lee Amaranth. You never really knew me, Harper. You never even really wanted to.” 
 
    “You bastard!” Harper struck him with the gun, the tip of the barrel smashing a gash into his forehead. “You fucking bastard!” 
 
    “Easy, Harper!”  
 
    A new voice cut through the violence and the arguing. A confident, authoritative, but for once, gentle voice. Lee heard Gen’s footsteps slowly approach. He turned his head to face her as he regained his equilibrium. She had both hands out, fingers spread wide like a person trying to approach a pair of panicked and violent animals. 
 
    “Genevieve,” said Harper. “You don’t understand. He stole Savoire Solaire.” 
 
    “I know. I watched him take it. Stand up, please. You can put the gun down, as well. We won’t be needing it.” 
 
    Harper was breathing heavily. She was straddling Lee and made no move to comply with Gen’s command. 
 
    “Harper, it’s been a long day,” said Gen. “A long week. Let’s try and stay clear-headed and not do anything we’ll regret.” 
 
    Harper’s eyes held Lee’s, and they seemed to grow harder with every second. She reached out with stiff fingers and tore the front of his shirt open. The spellchain, her gift to him, lay across his chest underneath. 
 
    “I gave this to my apprentice.” Harper took hold of the necklace and yanked it hard, snapping one of the links in back as it came loose. “I don’t see him here anymore.” 
 
    She finally stood up, looking at Lee’s gun in her hand as though she hadn’t realized she’d been holding it. She offered it to Gen, who accepted with a smile and a nod. 
 
    “Eldon is a traitor,” said Harper. “He isn’t loyal, not to me, not to the Order, not to anyone, as far as I can tell.” 
 
    “That doesn’t matter,” said Gen. 
 
    Harper blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean? He betrayed me! This entire time, he’s been lying, and you have the gall to say—” 
 
    Gen slapped her. Not hard, but with the quick confidence of someone who is experienced in the art of physical discipline. Harper turned to face her, holding one hand to the reddening splotch on her cheek. Lee slowly began pulling himself to his feet, curiosity warring with dread as the predominant emotions in his chest. 
 
    “He might be a liar, and he might be a traitor,” said Gen. “But as far as I’m concerned, he’s exactly what we need right now.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” shouted Harper. 
 
    “Do you forget that we’re on the brink of war? We’ve just suffered a major blow here tonight, and it wasn’t even dealt by the Independent Coalition. We’re already on the back foot, and the true battles are still yet to come.” 
 
    Gen shook her head, her expression distant and pensive. Lee glanced over at Tess who was moving into position behind Harper and Gen. He frowned at her, trying to warn her off from doing anything rash. Neither of the two women would be susceptible to possession, not while they were awake and on guard. 
 
    “Lee,” said Gen. “I need your help.” 
 
    Harper bristled next to her old master, her face contorting with a fury Lee hadn’t seen since his first days at the school, perhaps not even then. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. He didn’t see any other choice but to listen. 
 
    “I assume the House of Shadows is very interested in Savoire Solaire. I’ve no doubt it’s due to the lasting effects of the wounds it inflicts, especially upon vampires and the undead. They asked you to steal it for them, did they not?” 
 
    He slowly nodded. 
 
    “You could have brought this request to me first, but I understand why you didn’t,” said Gen. “Had the situation been even slightly less dire, I doubt I would have entertained it for even a second. But it is what it is, and I see no real choice here. You will bring Savoire Solaire to them.” 
 
    “He can’t be trusted!” hissed Harper. 
 
    Gen held up a hand, this time silencing her without a slap. “You might be right. But the sword will change little given the scale of the coming conflict. Having a spy next to the Dealmaker, someone who saves his life, someone he grows to trust, oh, that could certainly change the game.” 
 
    She was already taking her sword belt off. Harper was shaking her head. Lee licked his lips, considering the prospect. 
 
    “I haven’t agreed to this,” he said. 
 
    “The alternative is for me to kill you,” said Gen. “You could either deliver the sword to them or…” 
 
    She didn’t bother to finish her sentence but he could guess what she’d been about to say. 
 
    “There are two parts to the enchantment,” said Gen. “It’s simple to use, really. To use the holy fire in combat, focus your will into the blade in the same way you would focus on a spell. To release the curse and allow wounds it has previously inflicted to heal, hold the sword in one hand and touch the wounds with the other. You’ll feel where the will has been bound and then it’s just a simple matter of releasing the effect.” 
 
    She pulled the saber out of the cloth bundle and sheathed it. Lee stared at the weapon and the belt as she held them both out to him. 
 
    “You want me to be a spy for the Order,” he said. “What makes you think I won’t be a spy for the House of Shadows, instead?” 
 
    “I know what you are. In essence, you’ve been a double agent this entire time. The truth is, double agents provide more value to both sides of an engagement. It’s not a zero-sum game. I wouldn’t describe it as the most noble or respected role, but the simple truth is that you’ll be able to save lives merely by sharing information.” 
 
    He took the sword belt from her and strapped it on. Savoire Solaire felt strange around his waist, heavy and warm to the touch. 
 
    “Fine,” he said. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Gen grinned at him. “Here, take this with you. With any luck, Harper and I will be departing through the Arcane Way. You’ll be in the most need of it, given you’ll be traveling for a bit.” 
 
    She took off her winter coat and tossed it to him. It was too small, but he still pulled it on, shivering as its insulation highlighted the parts of his body still affected by the cold. 
 
    “Well, we’re done here,” said Gen. “Harper, we need to be gone. The Unavowed Queen is still distracted in the wake of the battle but if we dally, she’ll notice our presence before we can reach Primhaven’s Way Gate.” 
 
    Harper had turned around at some point during the conversation, refusing to even look at Lee. He stared at her back, trying to imagine the expression on her face, watching her golden braid sway in the wind, snowflakes sticking to strands of blonde hair like decorative crystals. 
 
    It was too much. He turned around, wiped a hand across his face, and climbed onto the snowmobile. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 44 
 
      
 
      
 
    The snowmobile’s tiny headlight only lent a thin arc of illumination to travel by, but it was enough for Lee. He rode fast with Tess behind him in his mystic stream, arms firmly wrapped around his waist. He focused all of his attention on navigating through the snow, clinging to the task like a shield against his own thoughts. 
 
    They reached the cabin a few hours before midnight. Lee killed the snowmobile’s engine and closed his eyes, sagging forward against the handlebars. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” whispered Tess. 
 
    “It’s not your fault. It’s my fault. Everything… Harper, Eliza. I fucked it all up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I just said it’s not your—” 
 
    “You can’t blame yourself,” said Tess. “I won’t let you! If you have to blame someone, blame me. I made the choice to help you get into Primhaven, and I made the choice to tell Eliza the truth and not Harper. It wasn’t just you, Lee.” 
 
    He shook his head, unable or maybe just unwilling to accept her logic. 
 
    “Hey.” She climbed off and came around to the front, leaning over and putting her face in his. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll find a way to make everything right.” 
 
    “I know,” he said. “I know.” 
 
    He had to believe it. He wasn’t done yet, that was for damn sure. He still had to save Eliza. He still had to find a way to defuse the oncoming conflict between the Order of Chaldea and the Independent Coalition. Once he’d managed that, he could reach out to Harper, maybe explain his side of things with a bit more tact and precision. 
 
    Might as well end world hunger while he was at it. 
 
    “I don’t like the face on you.” Tess poked her fingers into his cheeks and lifted upward. “There! You look so much more handsome when you’re smiling.” 
 
    “You dork.” He grabbed her hands and tried to maintain his misery as she grinned at him. “I need to call my sister.” 
 
    Zoe picked up on the third ring. “…Hello?” 
 
    “Hey. I have it.” 
 
    “You have what?” 
 
    “What do you think? I’m at the cabin. How soon can you send Ryoko to get me?” 
 
    Half an hour later, the water of the well began to spin in a counter-clockwise swirl. Lee had already broken the ice, and he watched with no small amount of fascination as Ryoko’s face appeared within the water, black hair dancing like octopus ink around her shoulders.  
 
    She didn’t even rise all the way out, merely gesturing to him with her hand before sinking back into the portal’s depths. Lee helped Tess up onto the well’s lip and met her eye. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    He hugged her to him and stepped into the whirlpool. The water was bitterly cold, and he felt a reflexive shudder run through his body, forcing the air out of his lungs. He was on the other side within seconds, but the ocean wasn’t all that much warmer, truth be told. 
 
    He coughed up a mouthful of water he hadn’t realized he’d swallowed as he collapsed forward onto his knees. It was later in the night on Lestaron Island, within a stone’s throw of morning. Ryoko offered him a hand, which he accepted before offering his other hand to Tess, standing to his feet as he pulled her up. 
 
    Ryoko wasn’t alone. She moved to stand on the edge of the beach next to Zoe and Mira. Ryoko wore her swimsuit while Zoe and Mira were in their nightclothes, which made the otherwise tense confrontation feel almost casual. 
 
    “Eldon,” said Zoe. “Are you okay? What happened to your forehead?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and had to all but force the syllables out. “Harper.” 
 
    Zoe’s hand went to her mouth. She rushed forward and pulled him into a hug. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She was probably the only person in the world who truly understood what he was going through, yet Lee felt himself tense within her embrace. He pushed her back, unable to be honest with himself or his emotions. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “I have the sword.” 
 
    “Good,” said Mira. “If you’d be kind enough to hand it over…” 
 
    “It’s staying with me. I’ll take a look at Jack’s injuries and see what I can do about them.” 
 
    Zoe, Mira, and Ryoko exchanged a look. 
 
    “He’s my brother,” said Zoe. “We can trust him this time, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “You’re sure, but I’m not.” Mira folded her arms. “What’s to stop him from stabbing Jack through the chest the second he’s within range? This could be a veiled assassination attempt for all we know.” 
 
    She reached out a hand, extending several tendrils of shadow energy toward Lee. He snorted at the boldness of her attempt and retaliated with dispel. The tendrils lost their form as they came within a few feet of him, dissolving into wisps of shadowy smoke. 
 
    “Take it or leave it,” he said. “I should mention I also learned how to destroy the sword in case someone attempts to remove it from my possession.” 
 
    Another lie, as natural as taking a breath. He was disgusted by how easy it was, disgusted by the way his very being had become suffused by dishonesty and subterfuge. Lee Amaranth, mystic, mage, and above all, a complete fake. 
 
    He felt Tess take his hand, her fingers threading through his.  
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered. 
 
    Coming from her, he could almost believe it. He exhaled, watching the three women discuss what to do in hushed tones. 
 
    “Fine,” said Mira. “But hear me when I say this, Lee Amaranth. If you aren’t being upfront with us about your intentions, we’ll make you pay.” 
 
    “The only thing I want is to help my friends,” he said. “I’m acting in their interests, not yours.” 
 
    “It sounds like we should try to become your friends, then,” said Ryoko. She gave him an earnest, optimistic smile, and he couldn’t help but smile back. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The mansion was much as he remembered it. Ryoko insisted on getting him a change of clean clothes before he headed upstairs with the sword to do what he could for Jack. He paused outside the door of the master bedroom, aware of Mira’s watchful eyes on him, though he wasn’t entirely sure which end of the shadowy hallway she was currently lurking within. 
 
    The room was just as dim. He fumbled for the light switch without success, eventually stepping forward into the dark space lit only by a slice of pale moonlight cutting diagonally across the floor from the window. 
 
    “Well, here it is.” He turned to face the bed, watching for any sign of movement. “Savoire Solaire.” 
 
    There was no reply. He took a step toward the bed, unsure of how to get started. He reached a hand forward and felt carefully folded sheets and an empty mattress. 
 
    The light turned on. Jack was sitting in a chair near the window, dressed in a t-shirt and sweatpants. He looked pale but no more gaunt than usual. He was smiling and very much awake, as healthy and energetic as the day Lee had first met him face to face. 
 
    “The book was enough,” muttered Lee. “You… didn’t need the sword. My sister lied.” 
 
    “Correct.” Jack grinned at him. “I don’t actually have any need for Savoire Solaire. I can’t even touch it without singeing my fingers, in fact. I just didn’t want Gen to have it. Far too powerful a tool in her hands.” 
 
    Lee sat down on the empty bed, shaking his head. “This sword was the price my sister told me to pay to save the life of someone I loved. I risked my life, exposed myself, fought against Harper, all to bring you this sword and you… don’t even need it?” 
 
    He couldn’t help. He started laughing. All the exhaustion, pain, and emotion bubbled out of him fast enough to steal his own breath away. He was on the brink of coughing when he finally stopped. It was just too much. 
 
    “I don’t trust you yet, Lee,” said Jack. “That’s why this deceit was necessary. It forced you to come here, along with weakening a woman I seek revenge on in the process. I know you don’t trust me, either. But I think we are long overdue for a real conversation.” 
 
    “A conversation about what?” asked Lee. 
 
    “About where we stand with one another.” Jack steepled his fingers. “Zoe told me about how your friend Eliza has been possessed by a demon. If you can believe it, the very same thing once happened to my father.” 
 
    “And you saved him?” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. “I killed him.” 
 
    “Well, that’s reassuring.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” said Jack. “The truth is, I don’t like the idea of history repeating itself. I want to help you, Lee, both for myself and for the sake of making a new ally.” 
 
    He offered his hand. Lee stared at it, feeling the weight of the gesture. He’d almost felt more comfortable back when he’d first encountered Jack as the Dealmaker, back before trust was necessary and betrayal loomed behind every action. 
 
    “I’m not going to help you fight your war,” he said. 
 
    Jack chuckled. “With your help, we might be able to avoid one completely. Will you work with me? With my friends, and your sister, and other innocent people in the sights of the Order of Chaldea?” 
 
    He raised an eyebrow and waited for an answer. Lee slowly exhaled, stared into the eyes of the Dealmaker, and shook his hand. 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arcane Dropout 6 will be out on November 30th. To get in touch with me directly, send an email to edmundhughes@outlook.com. For updates and occasional freebies, sign up for my newsletter or follow my new Facebook page 
 
      
 
    Edmund  
 
      
 
    OTHER BOOKS BY EDMUND HUGHES 
 
    Wind Runner 
 
    Heartgem Homestead 
 
    Blood Mage 
 
    Sword Sirens 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sword Sirens 
 
     
 
   


  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Aristial Stoneblood adhered to a single, hard rule when it came to sparring in the dueling cavern. He always took his shoes off, regardless of how unstylish it looked. He could feel the cold stone underneath his feet in all its gritty, damp glory, along with the spots where moss or mud had made the floor unexpectedly treacherous. 
 
    Jarvis circled around Ari on the other side of the ring, which currently had more than a dozen other boys near their same age packed against the outer rope, shouting encouragement and jeers. It was distracting, ebbing and flowing in waves as the noise echoed throughout the massive chamber. 
 
    The glowmoss had been carefully seeded across the ceiling of the cavern to ensure that it was one of the more adequately illuminated locations within Golias Hollow. The cave was well enough lit that Ari could see the expression on Jarvis’ face, though it was of little help. He’d fought most of the similarly aged boys in the community, and Jarvis was, outside of himself, the most unpredictable of the bunch. 
 
    Ari took a step back, shifting his bare foot off a stone that was slick with condensation. Jarvis rushed forward, seizing the opening. He was tall, with the heavily muscled physique of a digger and a naturally bulky frame. Ari’s only physical advantages were his broad shoulders and lanky arms, but he was agile, and spun out of the way of the other boy’s tackle. 
 
    There was no point in throwing a punch, given his current angle, but he managed to get hold of one of Jarvis’ wrists and lever his arm in a way that threw him off balance. Jarvis tumbled to the ground, one of his shoes fighting for purchase against the same slippery stone Ari had been wary of before. 
 
    He hurried to press the advantage before Jarvis could get up. He’d taken two steps forward when a small, jagged rock clipped the side of his forehead, forcing him to hesitate. He looked in the direction the thrown stone had come from and saw Harris, the Hollow Lord’s son, smirking at him. 
 
    “I was aiming for your shoulder, orphan,” said Harris. “Deepest apologies.” 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes and wiped a spot of blood from the edge of his scalp. Jarvis was already pulling himself back to his feet. 
 
    “I’d be more offended if I wasn’t so sure that you were telling the truth,” said Ari. “It’s common knowledge that you have the aim of a blind cave rat.” 
 
    He couldn’t shift his attention over to enjoy the reaction of Harris and his easily bruised ego, but he still allowed himself a small smile. Jarvis was circling around him, and it was time to finally get serious. He feinted forward, forcing Jarvis to take a step toward the slippery section of rock, and then unloaded a fast volley of punches. 
 
    How many times had he and Jarvis been pitted against each other before? He’d lost count. Ari had sparred against all of the boys in the cavern, back when they’d all been young enough for the fights to go either way. As he’d gotten older and better at fighting, the shame inherent in losing to an orphan had deterred most of his challengers. 
 
    Jarvis had become a tool for the other boys, in a sense. A surrogate through which they could continue their childish games, despite the fact that most of them would never dare to harass him alone and to his face. 
 
    He let himself draw from his anger as he continued his attack. Jarvis blocked the first few punches but took one of the subsequent ones across his cheek. Ari tried to follow through on the attack, but Jarvis got a hand on his shoulder and thrust his knee upward. 
 
    The blow knocked the wind out of Ari and distracted him for long enough to eliminate any chance of dodging out of the way of the next rock that Harris threw, which clipped the tip of his left ear. 
 
    Jarvis waited until Ari had recovered his equilibrium before pushing forward with his counter. Ari did everything he could to dodge rather than block the barrage of punches Jarvis threw at him, but it wasn’t enough. All of their fights usually ended like this. Jarvis had that option. He could, almost without exception, overwhelm Ari’s speed and mobility with a relentless display of brute strength. 
 
    “Hit him in the face, already!” shouted Harris. “Here! We’ll make it easier for you, Jarv.” 
 
    Ari had taken a few too many steps in the direction of the sparring ring’s edge, and he felt two sets of hands grab his shoulders and pull him against the rope. He gritted his teeth and tried, unsuccessfully, to pull himself loose.  
 
    Jarvis punched him in the stomach twice in quick succession but didn’t aim for the face. Despite how often the two of them were pitted against each other, there was still a grudging respect between them. Unfortunately, that sense of sportsmanship and honor did not extend to the other boys. A few boos came from the crowd, along with a couple more rocks. 
 
    “I win,” said Jarvis. 
 
    Ari rolled his eyes. “And what a victory it was.” 
 
    “Mud and blood,” said Harris. “I’m almost impressed that he still hasn’t learned how to hold his tongue. The Choosing ceremony will happen in a couple of hours, and it’s quite possible that this could be our last chance to show our good friend Aristial how much we value his wit.” 
 
    Harris and another boy still held Ari against the edge of the ring, and he felt two more join in. He tried to struggle free, but they pulled him over the ropes in the time it took him to get a single arm loose. He realized what they were doing an instant before they reached the edge of the plateau. 
 
    “Try not to land on your head,” said Harris. “They say it’s best to curl up into a ball during this sort of thing.” 
 
    Ari gritted his teeth and bit back his reply, not wanting to give them the satisfaction of hearing the frustration in his voice. He covered his head as they tossed him over, falling into an uncoordinated roll down the rough, rocky slope. 
 
    Most of the caverns composing the sprawling, underground community of the Golias Hollow served several functions. As such, only the upper level of the dueling chamber was devoted to actual fights, with the space below reserved for several spacious silk worm enclosures.  
 
    Each of the creatures was about the size of a large dog, completely deaf, but sensitive enough to ambient illumination that the glowmoss that the sparring ring needed could serve the secondary purpose of putting them at ease. 
 
    Ari landed in the middle of a group of them, startling the bunch into letting out surprised, ugly squeals, along with a spray of premature silk. It missed him, instead striking the unlucky person who’d been tending to the creatures full in the face and chest. Ari winced when he turned and saw who it was. 
 
    Kerys Weaver. One of the few people in the entirety of the Golias Hollow who Ari truly cared for. She was a petite girl with beautiful green eyes, straight blonde hair only slightly longer than a boy’s, and a heart melting smile that she always seemed eager to share with the world. 
 
    This time, she was not smiling. She was covered in the runny, sticky substance that silkworms spray out of their mouths as a defense mechanism, and both of her hands were balled into fists.  
 
    Gobs of it clung to her hair, her cheeks, her bottom lip, and even the cleft of her surprisingly full cleavage. Her dress had been soaked to the point of being almost sheer, and he could see the curve of her breasts and the points of her nipples in full relief. If Ari hadn’t been the one responsible, he might have drawn a leisurely comparison to how a girl looks when covered in a different sticky, natural substance, except multiplied by a hundred. 
 
    “She looks good dirty, doesn’t she?” laughed one of the boys, from above. 
 
    “It’s the only chance Aristial will ever get to dirty a woman!” shouted Harris. “Blame the orphan, Kerys, not us!” 
 
    Ari heard the sound of footsteps as the group of boys who’d been harassing him ran off. He pulled himself to his feet and winced as he took a closer look at Kerys. Her grey cloth dress looked as though it had been clean before the messy, unfortunate accident, and in the caverns that was no small feat. 
 
    “Aristial… Stoneblood…” said Kerys, through gritted teeth. Her voice was high pitched and small on most days, and her current overflowing anger made it sound like a furious squeak. 
 
    “Kerys…” said Ari. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t exactly choose to fall down here, just so you know.” 
 
    “Well, now,” said Kerys, rolling her eyes. “That fixes everything, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Ari smiled at her and shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t listen to what those bastards were saying,” said Ari. “I’m sure I’ll get the chance to dirty you properly someday. That’s why you’re so mad, right?” 
 
    “Aristial!” shouted Kerys. “You stupid, boorish brute!” 
 
    She hit him on the shoulder. Ari caught her hand and gave it a soft squeeze, glancing around the cavern. Most of the other enclosures were empty, and he didn’t see Mistress Tina, the overseer of the silkworms, around anywhere. 
 
    “Come on,” he said. “I’ll make it up to you.” 
 
    “It’s going to take more than a mug of root-ale to make this up to me, in case that’s what you had in mind,” said Kerys. 
 
    Ari blinked and did his very best to act as though she hadn’t just guessed correctly. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

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