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      The cute blond next to me was chewing on the tip of a pen instead of taking notes. She had a line of highlighters stacked across the front of the desk and had been using them regularly throughout the lecture. But now she looked bored, just like the rest of us.

      The professor had to be twenty years past retirement and was a throwback to the days when students would hang on his every word, despite the boring way it was delivered. He wasn’t even looking at the class. Instead, he was staring at his notes and basically reading from them verbatim. Apparently, he’d given up on teaching a long time ago.

      And the rest of us had given up on learning something interesting.

      The girl next to me caught my eye and gave a shy smile. Then, seemingly realizing that she was chewing on her pen, she returned to her notes and began writing something.

      I’d noticed her before, but today she’d chosen the seat next to me—toward the back of the class, fairly close to the door. Apparently, she was just as ready to get out of here as I was. But then, so were quite a few others.

      The professor coughed and then cleared his throat with a phlegmy sound. The blond glanced around and caught my eye. She made a gagging gesture, and I grinned.

      Then, even though the professor had resumed talking, she held out her hand, pointing to my phone laying on my desk. I unlocked it and handed it to her. She quickly began typing in it, and when she handed it back, her name and number were saved. Her name was Amy.

      Amy picked up her pen and began taking notes again. My attention drifted to the one window toward the front of the crowded classroom. It was a rainy day, gloomy, the kind that made you want to stay inside. A peal of thunder sounded, and I thought about how nice it would be to just drift off to sleep right here. It’d been a long week. This was my last class, with nothing in front of me except the weekend, sleep, friends, and maybe a date.

      Amy was watching me, and I noticed her eyes look me up and down as she continued to bite the tip of her pen. She’d seemed shy at first, but was now overtly admiring me. I tended to get looks like that from women. I had what had been called a classically handsome face, and I kept in shape, running and hitting the gym several times a week. All that hard work was not in vain, and I tended to attract attention.

      I rested my chin on my hand and pretended to sleep, comically almost falling before startling awake.

      Amy laughed and then quickly stifled the sound with her hand.

      The professor glanced up for a moment, but when he didn’t immediately see the source of the noise, returned to his notes.

      I sighed, thinking I’d better at least try to pay attention. I needed this class. It was my senior year and a course that I’d put off until the last semester. There were several other seniors in the class as well, people doing the same thing because the course was never very popular. It was an easy one, but I couldn’t afford to fuck it up, either.

      Lightning flashed outside the window with a loud peal of thunder. The rumble was so loud it shook the building and the lights flickered.

      It startled the class for moments, even causing the professor to stop talking and look up. The lightning flashed again, and this time the crack of thunder was so loud it hurt my eardrums.

      There were gasps around the room as the lights went off completely this time. The class was truly interrupted now. Students began pulling out their phones and checking weather reports. A storm hadn’t been predicted for today, let alone one with significant lightning, which was only increasing outside the window. There was a hard crack, and the entire building shuddered again.

      The professor finally stood from his seat and asked everyone to calm down. It was totally unnecessary because no one was freaking out. It was a storm in an area that was prone to storms. For the most part, everyone was chill, just sitting around and waiting for the lights to come back on.

      Only they didn’t. And the next crack of lightning brought a rumble of thunder so powerful that the entire building continued trembling.

      Just like an earthquake.

      Amy’s highlighters rattled and rolled right off her desk. I closed my laptop and began packing my things. It was obvious we weren’t going to continue class today, and I wasn’t going to stick around in this decrepit building.

      I was just getting ready to ask Amy if she wanted to leave with me when the trembling became so violent that the professor was knocked right off his feet. Someone screamed, and then a couple students in the front rushed forward to see if he was all right.

      “He’s out cold,” someone said.

      That’s when the real chaos started.

      There was another flash of lightning, only this time it was directly at the front of the room, right where the professor had been standing. It blasted the students back. My first thought was that lightning had struck right inside the classroom. But it turned out to be worse.

      I don’t know how else to explain it, but it was like a hole opened in the air at the front of the classroom.

      Another bright flash of light blinded me, and the air was rent with a shredding sound.

      When I could see again, people were screaming. There was a glowing rim of light around a hole that blocked my view of the front of the classroom. The edges looked as if they were torn fabric, and in fact there was a flap of something hanging off onto the floor.

      Despite my curiosity, my first thought was to get out of the room. The hair on the back of my neck was prickling, not in a good way, like the lizard part of my brain was screaming at me to run.

      But already, there was no time. So far, the middle of the hole had been dark. Now, it wasn’t. An enormous hand emerged, quickly followed by a long, muscular arm. It felt around for a moment, and then the rest of a creature emerged to stand between the students and the doorway. Its jaws were almost frog-like—if a frog had long tusks like a hippopotamus and tentacles growing out of its head like hair. The rest of the monster was humanoid in shape, if not appearance. As tall as the ceiling, probably nine and a half feet.

      It roared once, saw the professor at its feet, and grabbed him up.

      Amy screamed as the creature shoved the poor teacher into its mouth. Most of the other girls in the class—along with a few of the guys—screamed, too.

      Unfortunately for the professor, he woke up just as the jaws clamped down around his waist. His scream was mercifully cut off as his blood splattered everywhere.

      A few students tried to rush for the door, but I could see they were too late. The monster, however hideous and big, was fast. With one swipe of its arm, it took out three people.

      The room was in total chaos, everyone running and screaming, and a couple of students made it to the lone window before the monster pounced on them. I crouched beside my desk and grabbed Amy’s arm. She had been huddling behind me. When I saw the monster go for the students at the window, I made a dash for the door.

      I dragged Amy toward the it, shoving desks aside. But other people were trying to do the same thing, and there was a bottleneck.

      Amy screamed and her hand was ripped out of mine. The monster had turned its attention our way and grabbed her with one hand around her waist.

      Instead of just gobbling her up as it had some of the others, it licked its lips. Amy was struggling against its tight grip. I looked around for a weapon.

      Then the monster did something really hideous. It licked her, long and slow as if it was tasting its next meal.

      Without really thinking about it, I grabbed one of the nearby chairs and hurled it at the monster’s head. My aim struck true, but the plastic chair simply bounced off the frog monster. Then I ran to the front of the room, much too near the hole in the air, and grabbed the little American flag next to the chalkboard.

      It was an old school type of classroom, and the flag let out a puff of dust into my face when I grabbed it. But the end was pointy and a little bit sharp, like I’d hoped. Amy was still screaming when I moved close to the monster and stabbed it with the pointy end.

      As soon as I made contact with the monster’s hide, my head exploded with pain, as if someone was splitting my skull in two.

      What the fuck?

      As the monster dropped Amy, I doubled over in agony. The last thing I saw was her scrambling away from the scene, and then the monster was on top of me.

      It had enormous feet with claws on each toe. Its skin was a mottled brown with lots of bumps and ridges, like toad skin. I knew it was coming for me, and it was all I could do to try to crawl away. With the swipe of its hand, the monster knocked me into a pile of chairs in the middle of the room. I landed on my back with the wind knocked out of me. The stabbing agony in my head only grew worse.

      I knew I was going to die. I thought of my sister and niece, who would be left all alone. And I wished I could tell them I loved them one more time.

      I was going to die, but I wasn’t going out without a fight. A set of keys lay on the floor, with a little knife with a window breaker on one end. I didn’t have time to open the knife, but I picked it up and drove the hard window breaker into the monster’s foot.

      It roared and then smacked me again, this time toward the hole. I landed near the glowing lights, sliding along through blood until the professor’s large wooden desk stopped me, the keys with the little knife fallen out of my hand.

      And then something strange happened. Well, stranger than anything else that had happened in the last few minutes.

      The pain was still there in my head, but as I was watching the monster lumber toward me, seemingly in slow motion, I felt a sort of energy move into my hands, and it strengthened the muscles throughout my body.

      At first, I didn’t know if I would be able to stand, but then my legs found the power to put me in front of the monster. Without knowing why, I wound up for a punch that I figured would do no good.

      The monster reached me, and I threw a right hook. Pain seared in my hand and arm at the jarring blow. But instead of the monster grabbing me and shoving me down its throat, that energy in my body seemed to whoosh through me like a waterfall. It was the most intense, extreme thing I’d ever experienced, as if all the power in the universe was flowing through me, down my arm, and into the monster.

      With a great flash and the worst burst of pain yet, the monster roared one final time and then disintegrated in front of my eyes.

      Literally. Its ashes were floating through the air.

      I took a deep breath, and, still drunk with the power inside me, fell flat on my face.

      I could feel the energy coming from the hole in the room. Could still hear the screams. But I felt so utterly drained, as if all the power that had rushed into me had been stolen away, along with whatever strength I’d had before. I didn’t have the energy to move, and my eyes couldn’t focus.

      I wasn’t breathing, either.

      Then, the pain released its hold on me, and I knew no more.
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      I’d thought I was dead, but I wasn’t.

      When I opened my eyes, though, things were strange. I wasn’t face down on the classroom floor anymore. I was in a dark place, which felt open and closed at the same time. There were candles all around, guttering in some breeze I didn’t feel.

      I was lying on a cold stone slab, naked except for a blanket over me. I tried to sit up, but my body refused to cooperate. There was no pain, not really. But there was a strange sensation of things being knitted together.

      Because I couldn’t move, I thought I was paralyzed. There was a moment of panic before I realized that I could feel the fabric laying over my naked body. I could feel, just not move. My eyes could move though, and if I thought about it very hard, I could also twitch my fingers.

      All this observation only took a few seconds, and then I realized I wasn’t alone.

      A woman spoke softly, but I didn’t catch what she said. With effort, I managed to turn my head in her direction.

      She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She was wearing a green cloak with a hood over red hair that spilled onto her shoulders. In the candlelight, I saw her bright green eyes and soft, full lips.

      “You’re going to be all right,” she said. Then she seemed to look at something on the other side of me, and I turned my head that way. It wasn’t as difficult this time.

      There was another woman standing there, watching me intently. Her hood was pushed back, and I saw black hair streaked with silver.

      And there were others too, all standing in shadow, just outside the candlelight. All of them wore cloaks and hoods. I shivered, not liking my situation. My first thought was that this was a crazy cult, and I had some somehow landed myself in the middle of their sacrifice. My second thought was that I couldn’t defend myself.

      But then I looked again at the red-haired young woman, and she smiled.

      “Don’t worry, the effects of the resurrection potion take a bit of time. But considering you were dead only a few moments ago, it’s going to take your body a few more minutes to heal. You had extensive damage.”

      The older woman with the silver streak in her hair moved forward and spoke up. “Yes, how do you feel?”

      “A bit confused,” I admitted. “Who are you?”

      The older woman nodded. “I am Elsa,” she said. “But I meant how does your body feel. Physically?”

      Elsa. For some reason, a song that my niece always sang came to mind.

      “Oh,” I said, responding to her question. “It feels strange. Why can’t I move? Was I badly hurt?”

      My mind refused to believe the words that the red-haired young woman had told me. You were dead only a few moments ago.

      Elsa smiled. “You will recover, and quickly. Genesis is correct. You were very, very dead. We had to use our only resurrection potion to bring you back. Your consciousness has been the first to heal, and the rest of your body is following suit.”

      “Look…” I began, slightly irritated despite the feeling of euphoria that was now washing over my body.

      I tried to sit up and found that I could raise myself up on one elbow and look around properly. Whatever I’d started to say, it died on my lips.

      We were in a large chamber, like one you’d see deep in a castle, with a tall, arched ceiling and stone walls all around. There were no windows. Torches burned from their places on the wall. And candles covered the floor, along with something much more interesting.

      Lines crisscrossed the floor around my stone slab. I traced them with my eyes. They intersected with one another, forming what looked like a star. But not quite. It was five-sided and had a circle around the outside.

      From this angle, I thought it was a pentagram.

      “What is this?” I asked. I suddenly got flashes of all the horror movies I’d ever seen, where the victim wakes up in the middle of being sacrificed to Satan or something. I looked at Elsa warily.

      “Can I explain it to him, headmistress?” Genesis asked, addressing Elsa.

      “Go ahead then,” Elsa said.

      Headmistress to what, I wondered. The university I attended had a president, not a headmaster or headmistress. The title seemed old-fashioned and stuffy.

      “There’s been an intrusion,” Genesis said to me. “A breach has opened between this world and yours. When the people you see here went to close it, they found you. Along with the disintegrated remains of the monster that had gone through it. There were traces of magic all around your body, even though you were dead. They brought you here to see what could be done.”

      I was able to sit up even further, taking care to pull the fabric around my waist as I did so. I realized it was a cloak similar to the ones everyone was wearing. This one was black.

      “Magic?” I asked. “I don’t know anything about magic. But there was a monster…”

      I recalled the events just before I’d fallen, of fighting the monster and trying to help Amy get away. It was all very strange, but I was feeling better by the minute, and the events were extremely clear, as if they’d only happened a few moments ago.

      I had never believed in magic. But I’d seen that monster come out of a hole in the air. And I’d seen what happened when I punched it.

      “Something strange happened to me when I fought that monster,” I said.

      I described the entire thing, and especially what had happened when I felt that weird power flowing through my body and into the monster.

      By the time I finished, Headmistress Elsa was frowning. She looked at the others standing in the shadows and nodded.

      “Wild Magic,” she murmured. “It can’t be anything else.”

      “What is Wild Magic?” I asked.

      “It is the counterpart to Chaos Magic, which was responsible for opening that breach into your classroom.”

      Someone stepped forward from the shadows, another woman cloaked in a hood. Her voice cracked as if she was old, but I saw the gleam of beautiful long chestnut hair falling over her shoulders.

      “And yet, it is not exactly Wild, is it?” she said. “Because what he did is something that has never been done before. Not to my knowledge. Not with Wild Magic, not with Chaos. If everything this young man says is true, we are looking at something different. And special, very special.”

      Elsa nodded. “This is true, my esteemed Willow. What is your name, young man?”

      “Jaxen Kade,” I said. I noted that even though Elsa was the headmistress, she treated this older woman with chestnut hair with respect.

      “Headmistress,” Willow said, “would you be able to take Jaxen? He will need training to harness that power. And nothing but the best will do.”

      Elsa nodded. “Yes. I will.”

      She didn’t hesitate. I took that to mean she was on my side.

      “Wait a minute.” A man stepped from the shadows and dropped his hood. He was shorter than anyone else in the room and had a bulbous nose and large front teeth. “How do we know he is not a Chaos agent sent to trick us?”

      Elsa seemed to suppress a smile. “Governor Tyndale. Do I need to remind you of the traces of magic you yourself found on the young man? Of the awe with which you described it? Were you thinking then that he was an agent of Chaos?”

      Tyndale stood stiffly, regarding Elsa like she was a fly on his nose. “I did not, but then I did not expect us to resurrect him. Now that we have, it would be wise to observe him for a few days before throwing him into a position to harm anyone. Do you not see the reason in this?”

      A few heads behind him nodded.

      Elsa noted them and then glanced back at Tyndale. “Do you think I would just throw him into life here without any help? I thought you held me in higher esteem than that, Finn.”

      Tyndale looked more uncomfortable than before. “I do hold you in great esteem, Elsa, but I’m merely pointing out that the young man could be dangerous.”

      “You basically called me a spy,” I said, thinking I ought to have a say in my fate. “But I have no idea what the hell any of you are talking about. A monster showed up in my classroom, and somehow, I killed it. That’s all I know.”

      Elsa looked irritated now. But not with me. When she spoke, she glared down at Tyndale. “A Chaos agent would not have fought a breach monster to the death, on the off chance that he was resurrected after the fact. Look at the circumstances. Your hypothesis holds no water, Finn.”

      Tyndale scowled. “You cannot blame me for putting the students first.”

      “I never have, but in this you are being ridiculous.”

      “What if he injures someone accidently?”

      “Do you think I’ll just throw him in without any instruction or guidance?” Elsa said, repeating her earlier question, but with a touch more anger in her voice. “He will have help. As Willow says, this new power will need to be treated with care.”

      Now I was irritated. “I’ve never hurt anyone who didn’t deserve it. But if you don’t trust me, just tell me how to get home.”

      I still wasn’t a hundred percent trusting of these people—the situation was simply too strange. But whatever had happened, I was feeling better than ever before, as if my body had gained some sort of new strength from the whole ordeal.

      “This argument is nonsense,” Willow said, conveying a certain crankiness that went well with the age in her voice. “He cannot go home without the knowledge to contain his power, or he will only die again when it overcomes him. And as Elsa has pointed out, he is no spy. Tyndale, stop creating problems. We have enough of them as it is.”

      Tyndale turned beet red all the way to the tips of his ears, which I noted were slightly pointed. He looked like he wanted to argue further, but Elsa ignored him and turned to me.

      “As Willow said, it would be disastrous if we simply sent you back to your old life.”

      “Where are we?”

      “You are in the Arcane Academy for the Gifted. An elite school for magical folk who wish to further study the ancient ways. For those who have demonstrated unusual and powerful talents as children and want to further their education.”

      I frowned. “But I don’t have magic. I don’t even think I’ve ever met someone who does.”

      “You have now,” Genesis said with a grin.

      Elsa nodded. “If you didn’t have magic, Jaxen Kade, you would not have been able to kill that monster of the breach.”

      I shook my head, this time finally getting to my feet, holding the cloak around my waist. I caught Genesis glancing at my chest before her cheeks burned red and she looked me in the eye.

      “I really think there’s been a mistake,” I said. “As much as all of this intrigues me, how can I have something I don’t even believe in?”

      “You don’t believe what you saw with your own eyes?” Elsa asked, beginning to walk around me.

      “Maybe I was hallucinating,” I said. “But I don’t think so. And you’re right. I do believe what I saw. But…” I paused, frowning. “There has to be some science behind it. Or some sort of explanation.”

      “There is an explanation,” Elsa said. “But it will take time to explain. It seems, however, that the Chaos Mages have finally made a move. They’ve been trying to find a way to breach the veil between worlds for centuries. And I think today, in your classroom, they succeeded. It must’ve been unexpected, or they wouldn’t have chosen that location. But by allowing this intrusion, they have once again demonstrated that they are willing to do anything to gain control of the two known realms.”

      I was more confused than ever but decided to just listen to what she had to say. I wasn’t disappointed, and the headmistress continued her story.

      “The explanation you seek, Jaxen Kade, is within the walls of this academy, where we have brought you in order to save your life. It is not mere science, as you would call it, although there is an element of experimentation to what we do here. But it is a place of higher learning where you will learn more than simple equations and economics.”

      That got my attention. “What kind of more?”

      “You will begin to understand some of the very secrets of the universe, of the magical realm, and the earthly realm that you come from. And,” Elsa stared into my eyes, and I stared back, “you will be able to learn how to use the magic that killed you.”

      She caught the look of surprise on my face. “Oh yes. It is that very burst of magic that you unleashed—uncontrolled and completely new, I believe—that killed you. But at the same time, Jaxen Kade,” she said, gesturing around her, “we can teach you how to harness the power you have. We can open your eyes to a realm that you never knew existed.”

      I nodded. Despite my disbelief, I was beginning to like what I was hearing. But I wanted to know for sure.

      “You said you’ve used a resurrection potion on me,” I said. “And if that’s true, I’m grateful.”

      “Don’t let it be in vain,” Willow said, almost contemptuously. I figured that if Elsa was on my side, then this older, cranky woman still had her doubts.

      But I just grinned. “As you can imagine, I’m a bit skeptical of all this. But if that monster was real, and what I felt was real, well, it was the worst thing I’ve ever felt my life. Is that what it’s like every time? Using magic?”

      “Not if you learn how to harness it, Jaxen Kade,” Elsa said.

      Willow looked like she was going to say something again, but Elsa held up her hand for her to wait.

      “I’m not going to pretend that this won’t be dangerous for you,” she said. “We don’t know exactly how your magic works. But I do guarantee that if we were to part ways tonight, the Chaos Mages would come after you as well. And they may not give you the opportunity to learn. They may kill you outright. You wouldn’t even see them coming, because they are not like mindless monsters, mutated beyond recognition from the animals they once were. No, they would sneak up behind you and kill you where you stood in the street.”

      I clenched my fists. “So now you’re trying to scare me?” I asked. Maybe she wasn’t completely on my side after all. Then I thought more about what she’d said first. “Wait. You said you don’t know how my magic works. I thought that’s what this school does?” I frowned again, not liking some of the implications. “What’s all this about?” I asked.

      “You are right to be skeptical,” Genesis stepped in. “The academy is not what you might be thinking of, where we go to be told what to learn. The school is more of an exploration, if you will. A place we can learn and study and grow in our magic. And many of us start off at the academy at different places, with different variances and levels of magic. But we’re all there because we want to learn. No one is forced to stay. Everyone is here of their own free will.”

      Elsa nodded. “What Genesis says is very true. You will not be held here against your will, but here, you can learn how to use your magic in a safe environment, with people who can help you channel it. Yes, you have a powerful magic rating radiating off you even now. And yes, I will not pretend that it wouldn’t benefit us as well. Because if the Chaos Mages have indeed begun breaching the veil, then someone with your innate power, someone who can wield it, that someone may be what we need to turn the tide against them.”

      Maybe she was on her own side, rather than mine. Against these Chaos Mages, whoever they were.

      “He doesn’t want to help us,” Willow said abruptly, sounding old and querulous. Almost sounded bitter, although I had no idea why. “He does not even believe in magic, let alone want to be able to control it. What makes you think that he’ll be able to control it at the academy? It’s likely he’ll just kill everyone in his attempts.”

      I felt like I had to say something in my own defense. “I’m sure I could learn to control it,” I said, trying to keep my irritation to a minimum. “Even without this academy. I’ve never shirked away from working or learning.”

      It must have sounded like I wasn’t sold on the academy idea. Elsa nodded. “Perhaps you would like a demonstration? Before you make up your mind, that is.”

      In truth, my mind had been working all along, and I’d been thinking that if magic really was real, then hell yeah, I wanted to learn it. As a kid I’d always been disappointed I didn’t get my letter to Hogwarts at age eleven. But that was beside the point. If there really was a realm of magic, and I had magic of my own, somehow, then there was no fucking way I was going to turn down this opportunity.

      Even so, a demonstration would be more than just interesting. So I hid my eagerness and nodded at Elsa.

      She smiled and then gestured to Genesis. “One of our brightest pupils and my mentee. Perhaps it would be better if you saw something from someone nearer your own age.”

      Genesis was beaming with excitement. “I would love to.” The redhead pushed her green sleeves up her arms. “What would you like to see?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know what the options are. Something cool.”

      She nodded, then bit her lip for a moment as she seemed to think. Then she smiled widely, showing off the beautiful white teeth behind those luscious lips.

      “I think I know just the thing,” she said.

      Genesis waved her hands in a complicated way, and I felt the fabric around my legs flutter slightly, and then the strange sensation of my feet lifting completely off the floor. Just to be sure it wasn’t a trick, I kicked my feet beneath me. But when I lifted the fabric around my legs, there was no denying that nothing was beneath them. I certainly didn’t feel anything but air beneath my feet, and yet I didn’t have a sensation of falling, either.

      “Holy shit, that’s cool,” I said.

      Genesis smirked and slowly lowered me back to the floor.

      “What else can you do?” I asked.

      “Well,” she began, “I can revive that poor little dry plant over there and make it grow to the ceiling. It’s fairly simple magic, actually, but it looks really impress—”

      “Perhaps that will do for the moment,” Elsa interrupted. “I need to call an assembly with the rest of this school. Jaxen Kade, what is your decision? Will you stay and learn how to wield your magic? And perhaps, even help us fight the monsters of the breach when the time comes?”

      I realized that the entire room had become incredibly still. Even the candles had stopped flickering.

      It was a momentous decision to make on such short notice. However, I thought that if I were confronted with one of those monsters again, it would be nice to kill it without dying.

      And I knew that if confronted again, I would do the exact same thing, even if I didn’t know how to control my magic.

      Even if I died again.

      It was a sobering thought, but once I had it, something inside me clicked. I became at ease with the decision, and nodded.

      “Where do I start?” I asked.
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      Genesis had been given the task of getting me settled. She’d been thrilled, smiling and taking my hand, almost dragging me out of the room.

      And as it turned out, the chamber I’d been revived in was part of a castle, just as I’d thought. A castle with enormous walls covered in vines inside and out. We were at the academy, and the only traveling we had to do was from the ritual chamber to my new room.

      I was wearing the black robe that had covered me when I woke, and it was just long enough that it brushed the floor as we walked. Naked underneath, I hoped I’d be able to get some real clothes before long. The castle was damp and cold, with only torches spaced along the walls for periodic light and warmth.

      Genesis almost seemed to float along the dark corridors. Her red hair caught the light and sent it bouncing off in all directions, sparkling. It was a neat trick, and I wondered if she was doing it on purpose or it was simply part of her magic. Or because she was a Druid, which was the first thing she told me about herself.

      “Is the school all Druids?” I asked.

      “Mostly, but we also have witches and female warlocks, a dwarf, two half-orcs, and an elf. It is, however, all female. Until now, of course.”

      At first, Genesis led me through a series of short, narrow hallways that she explained were the oldest parts of the castle. But the farther we went, the more everything opened up. We passed through halls that had trees growing as pillars with flowers blooming off them and hanging down in the boughs toward the floor. The air smelled like a forest and something else I couldn't quite describe, but when I asked Genesis, she didn't know what I was talking about.

      "It always smells like a forest in here,” she said with a shrug.

      “It’s October, though—Fall,” I said, staring up at the blossoms that should have only been around in the Spring. “Or at least, it was. Back where I came from.”

      Genesis smiled. “The flowers bloom here no matter what time of year it is. As part of the Wild Magic infused into the castle walls. Everything you see growing here reinforces the walls, and in turn is reinforced by the walls.”

      She paused at the entrance of a dark stairwell leading down. She hesitated and then said, “I’m supposed to hurry. So we’ll go through the old dungeon before I lead you up into the tower where you'll be staying. It's the fastest way.”

      I was happy to see any part of the castle. I’d never been in one before. "Is the dungeon in use?" I asked.

      Genesis chuckled. "Not right now."

      Since that was all she said, I followed her silently down several flights of stone stairs to end up in a chamber that looked exactly like what I thought an old dungeon would look like. It was dark and musty smelling, with cells separated by bars from a main hall all the way down its length. Most cells had stone walls, but a couple were bigger and more open.

      "We sometimes catch Chaos monsters and hold them here for a time before releasing them into the maze," Genesis said. "But you’ll find out all about that soon enough.”

      All of the cells were empty now, like she’d said, but there were some darker portions where the light almost seemed to be swallowed by the shadows. I even thought I caught a glimpse of an oily, smelly swamp as we hurried past one particularly dark cell. It was downright creepy, but still cool.

      Genesis led me up a staircase that went round and round as if it were going up the middle of a tower. She visibly shivered.

      "That part of the dungeon always spooks me," she said with a small smile. When she looked at me, her eyes glanced over me briefly before turning ahead.

      "Because it smells?" I asked.

      "No, because it’s haunted. Not that I mind hauntings, so much. But those spirits seem to be particularly malevolent, and if you hadn't been here…" She glanced back at me from the step above. "I would've taken the long way around."

      I wasn't sure how I could've protected Genesis from malevolent spirits, since I’d never met any, but I felt a bit of warmth flutter through me at her confidence in me. It reminded me all over again of how amazing this place was, and what I had learned in so short a time. I couldn’t wait to find out more, to do more.

      The staircase opened out into a large corridor as full of vines and trees as the others, but it was decidedly lighter.

      "In the daytime," Genesis said, gesturing near the ceiling where I noticed windows in the moonlight. "This corridor is full of light and sunbeams. It’s my favorite part. Simple and yet inspiring."

      "Where are we going exactly?" I asked.

      "I'm taking you to an empty room that will be yours. It's in the same tower as some of the other dorms, but you’ll have your own space," Genesis said furtively.

      "I will?" I asked. "I mean that's great, but why? Does everyone not have their own room?"

      Genesis shook her head. "It seems only appropriate, though. Considering…"

      "Considering?" I prompted.

      Even in the dim light of the torches, I saw a red flush on Genesis’s cheeks.

      "Because you are the only man here," she said.

      She’d suggested as much before. I had so many questions but didn't know where to begin. Thankfully, Genesis went on to explain.

      “So I figure I’ll have to start at the beginning with you, since you don't have any background in magic or the Magical Realm. But you are at the Arcane Academy for Wild Magic, as Elsa said. It’s an academy that at the moment is made up of all females. At least the students are. There are a couple of male professors, some elderly Druids that’ve been here so long they seem to have been born from the stone itself.”

      “Why is it all women?”

      “Not women—females. We’re not all human here, like I said earlier. But to answer your question, most Druids are female, and then the others—witches and whatnot—that have come to train decided to come here instead of their own schools. And they happen to be female.

      “So, most Druids are female, just as most Chaos Mages tend to be male. It’s a strange imbalance, perhaps, in the magic of this realm, but that's the way it's been for centuries. Perhaps it's to keep Druids and Mages from finding magical partners or co-mingling.”

      “Why is that?” I asked.

      “Because we’ve been at war for so long.”

      “So I’m a Druid, then?”

      Genesis cast me another sideways glance and took a deep breath. “Maybe. The headmistress didn’t seem to know what you were. Before you woke, there was a heated discussion. What if you turned out to be a Chaos Mage, an enemy?”

      “But that’s what that guy was saying. Tyndale. And the headmistress shot him down.”

      “Elsa is one of the brightest Druids of her time. Her arguments for you were solid and logical. But before they used the resurrection potion, there was no real consensus. Most of us think you are something new. And as Elsa explained, we didn’t want you falling into the hands of the Chaos Mages, no matter what. Not with…” she blushed again. “Not with the kind of power you exhibited.”

      “Wish I’d known about my power before today. Have you always known?”

      “Yes, I was born a Druid. It is surprising. Developing magical ability at your age is unheard of. Another reason the Druid Council wants to study you.”

      She gave me a wry smile. “It does make you very interesting.”

      “But they don’t want to experiment on me or anything, right?” I asked. I hadn’t got that vibe, but it didn’t hurt to be cautious.

      “No, not at all. I imagine your abilities will become apparent as you learn to wield your magic. Either way, this academy accepts anyone who shows potential with Wild Magic, if they want further study, that is. Most Druids don't come here. But it is similar to your institutions of higher learning in the Earthly Realm, if all those institutions are made up of the gifted."

      I snorted. “Not particularly.”

      We continued to wend our way through the castle. We’d taken so many turns that I’d lost track and couldn’t have found the dungeons again without wandering helplessly.

      Genesis stopped at a suit of armor in an alcove and ducked behind it. I waited, not understanding why she was hiding, then she poked her head out at me and smiled. "You coming?"

      I peeked around the suit of armor and saw a small doorway that she had opened in the stone. It was a secret passage, a narrow stairway leading up into the darkness. I followed her almost blindly, the stairs so steep we were almost climbing.

      "I know some about the Earthly Realm—your world," Genesis offered, "I've been there a few times, but of course I don't know it like you would. Most Druids end up going there if they want to find a partner. And if we want to have children, we prefer to seek out regular humans instead of the Chaos Mages, obviously. Since we've been at war for a long time, you can imagine how awkward that would be to fall in love or even have sex with a Chaos Mage. Of course, there are always other magical races, like elves, dwarves, and orcs, and there’s quite a bit of comingling between them, which is why we have two half-orcs at the academy."

      We’d passed through another corridor, this one with fewer vines and moonbeams shining down onto the stone floor.

      "You’ll see this later probably," Genesis continued without waiting for comment, "but from the outside, the castle walls look like part of the forest, with just more structure. But beneath the vines and trees, there are true stone walls, many of them several feet thick with several of those hidden staircases.”

      She paused for a moment, offering a small shrug. “You’ll learn it quick enough. Using them every day will make it like second nature.”

      There was so much to see, even at night. Statues and suits of armor, tapestries intermingling with the vines, trees that formed corridors all on their own, their boughs forming part of the arched ceiling above. It could have been daunting, even overwhelming, but I was growing more excited by the minute.

      And Genesis was a great guide. She pointed out things as we walked, if they were of interest, and offered information without me having to pry it out of her.

      “The castle has five main wings and is laid out like a pentagram,” she said. “Each wing has a name and a purpose. Defending Balance—those are the fighters, or where we learn fighting skills. Restoring Balance—the healers. The Defining Balance wing houses all the philosophers and historians within the castle. The researchers work in the Discovering Balance wing, and then there’s Opposing Balance… There are often rivalries between the wings, and competition. But I like it. It fosters hard work and advancements, and of course makes things fun when there are prizes to be won.”

      Genesis hadn’t been forthcoming about the purpose of the last one, so I asked.

      “Opposing Balance is about all things Chaos,” she said quietly. “The wing is in ruin. It was destroyed centuries ago and only partially grown over. But we keep it as a reminder of what Chaos magic can do.”

      I wondered why Genesis had hesitated to talk about it, but then she spoke again, and explained.

      “Chaos magic has caused a lot of heartache over the years. All families with magic in their veins have lost someone they love to the Chaos Mages, in one way or another.”

      “What about you?”

      She smiled. “My father wasn’t magical. But he loved my mother fiercely. And she loved him. They were both killed when they tried to stop Chaos Mages from overrunning our village.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry to hear that. Was it recently?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “I was very young, and they were brave. I work hard in their memory.”

      “So what’s your favorite wing of the castle? Defending Balance—the fighters?”

      “You’d think that, wouldn’t you?” she asked with a smile. A mischievous twinkle escaped her eye. “I like all subjects equally, but I have a certain knack for Discovering Balance. I love research. There’s so much to learn and so much to do. All of the wings work together, really. Not one is more important than the other.”

      “Except no one studies Chaos magic here,” I said.

      “Correct. Not anymore. In other places, though.”

      “I can’t wait to get started. When will that happen?”

      “Tomorrow,” she said, surprising me. “But you should know that it’s not enough to just throw your Wild Magic—or whatever you have—around at the monsters. You’re going to have to learn to use it properly, Jaxen Kade. The headmistress will make you attend classes just like everyone else, and you’ll have some catching up to do.”

      “That’s okay. I’ve never been afraid of working hard or catching up. I’m only worried about one thing, really.”

      “And what’s that?” Genesis stopped walking for the first time and turned to me.

      I shrugged and grinned. “What if I can’t do that magic thing again? I’m not sure how I did it in the first place. What if that’s all I had?”

      “Not possible,” she said with a reassuring smile. “You either have magic or you don’t. It doesn’t appear and then disappear.”

      She looked me up and down again, and this time, I felt the heat in her gaze. “And with your natural ability to use magic, I don’t foresee you having any problems. Come on, we’re almost there.”

      I felt reassured by the Druid’s words, even though I didn’t really know her. If everything she said was true, I was going to have a lot of work ahead of me.

      But I welcomed it. Anything was more interesting than what I’d been doing before all this started. A general business degree wasn’t exactly the ticket to a fun and exciting life.

      We went outside and crossed a small courtyard to the bottom of large tower, which seemed to reach into the clouds drifting over the moon. Genesis led me to a small door and pushed it open.

      Ignoring all the doors and landings to the right, we climbed so many stairs that I lost count. The tall, narrow slits in the outer wall let in a cool breeze and glimpses of the trees beyond. At this point, we were far above them.

      At the very top of the tower, Genesis turned and gestured to the final door. "This is your room.”
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      I pushed the heavy wooden door open and saw a surprisingly large, dark chamber with an enormous four poster bed, a wardrobe, a fireplace, and several comfortable looking, tufted sofas. There was a bookcase along one wall, stuffed with books, and another door leading off to the side.

      With a wave of her hand, Genesis lit a fire in the fireplace, and candles in their brackets, bathing the room in warm light.

      She gestured to the other door. “That's your bathroom. We’ve had modern plumbing in here for the last one hundred years. And of course, there's unlimited hot water because, well, magic."

      She grinned as if she was thoroughly enjoying telling me everything.

      And I was thoroughly enjoying learning about it all. I couldn't wait to see the rest of the castle, but for the moment, I was feeling bone tired and thought that this whole coming-back-to-life thing took a lot of energy. When I looked at this redhead, though, I felt less tired. As if just her presence was enough to revive me.

      I wasn’t the type of person to rely on another, not for much, but it was a nice feeling.

      "I'm glad you decided to stay, Jaxen," Genesis said. She didn't seem in a hurry to leave, and I wasn't in a hurry for her to.

      "Me too,” I admitted. “It seems like the best way to learn about my magic and kill the monsters. Not to mention how amazing it all is."

      Genesis settled herself on one of the couches and watched me walk around the room checking things out.

      "The monsters are the worst threat right now," she said, "besides the possibility of another breach. If it was just a breach, we could hopefully close it without anyone knowing. But the monsters… Well, you've seen for yourself what they can do. And monsters always come through, at least they have in the past."

      "In a way, I still can't believe this is all real," I said, turning back to Genesis and looking her in the eye.

      "The other students will be happy to have you around," she said with that same small smile. “Among the Druids, good men are rare.”

      "And what about you?" I asked, casually walking closer to her. “Will you be happy to have me around?”

      There was no mistaking the hungry look in her eyes. I’d caught her checking me out several times since I'd woken in the chamber.

      There was another flutter in my stomach. If I’d been younger, I would've thought it was butterflies. Maybe in a way it was, but it didn't make me nervous. Actually, it made me feel confident and bold.

      I’d never had a problem getting dates or finding a woman to spend the night with. But the feeling I had looking at Genesis was intoxicating. Like a strong drink that I couldn’t wait to sip and savor.

      "All female students," I repeated. If any of them were half as beautiful as Genesis, I’d be in heaven.

      Genesis nodded and looked up at me as I stood over her. "Some of them will be very jealous that I got to be the one to show you around. But the headmistress has always shown trust in me. Some of the other girls of course don't like it.”

      She paused and bit her lower lip, as if considering something. “And there’s something else you should know. A different aspect of this place I haven’t mentioned."

      “Yes?”

      The redhead flushed a little as she looked me over once again. “Magic has this nice little side effect that perhaps you’re already aware of.”

      The pleasant fluttering in my stomach became more insistent, and I suspected what she was about to say. I waited for her to continue, though.

      “Magic has some properties that change our bodies. Physically, we aren’t as sick as other humans, and we’re stronger—it’s debated whether Druids are still human at all. Mentally, we’re sharper, so you should see a benefit when you start learning. It’ll make it less overwhelming, because you do have quite a bit to catch up on.”

      Yeah, this was going to be so much better than getting a general business degree.

      I smirked. “Something tells me that’s not all.”

      Genesis uncrossed her legs and stood, bringing her closer to me.

      “Magic makes you—us—all of us… horny.”

      I chuckled. It was kind of what I expected, but I was amused at her choice of words.

      “And since there aren’t a lot of men among us, and there are so many horny women around… well, I’ll let you fill in the blanks for yourself. You’re in for quite a ride.”

      “And now that I have magic after all these years of not having it,” I said, “what do you think the effect will be?”

      “I imagine it will be quite strong.” Genesis cleared her throat. “Which is a pity, really, because we have an assembly to get to. I know there's at least one set of clothes for you in that wardrobe, but we’ll get more. The robe is yours for now, too. You have to wear it during classes."

      She was standing mere inches from me, her chin tilted up so she could look into my eyes. Her look was positively smoldering. I reached up to touch her chin with my thumb, and when she didn't back away, I kissed her lightly on the lips.

      She tasted of sage and blueberries—strange but not unpleasant. She opened her mouth, and I eagerly delved inside it with my tongue, tasting even more of her.

      My weariness was forgotten as Genesis pushed her body into mine and wrapped her arms around my waist.

      I was liking this part of the tour.

      When we broke apart, I let her go gently but reluctantly. Genesis had stood on her toes to kiss me, but I set her back on her feet.

      She straightened her robes and cleared her throat. "That was… nice,” she said with a grin. "I wouldn't mind continuing that some time, but we have to go. The headmistress will have summoned the student body by now. We’ll be late if we don't hurry.”

      Her cheeks were flushed red enough to match her hair now. Even her ears were red. And after learning what magic did to a person, I wondered if I’d mistaken lust and excitement for shyness.

      The last thing on my mind was some boring assembly, but since this was literally my first night, I wanted to make a good impression.

      That didn't stop me from grabbing Genesis’s hand before she turned to the door. I pulled her back to me for another long, slow kiss.

      "How long will it take us to get there?" I murmured.

      “Well, I do know a shortcut that’ll get us there very quickly, but you won’t see the castle.”

      “But I’ll get to spend more time with you?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she breathed. “Just a little. Not enough to—”

      I swept her up in my arms and planted another kiss on her lips. She laughed and wrapped her legs around my waist. The feeling of her body pressed against mine was exquisite.

      “How much time?” I murmured against the skin of her neck. I nipped her earlobe, and she arched her hips into my waist.

      Genesis was already panting, but she managed to speak. “About ten minutes.”

      “Hmm,” I said, pulling her robe out of the way so I could suck on her collarbone. “That’s not much time.”

      So I decided to make it count. Instead of carrying her to the bed, where we’d likely end up forgetting the assembly altogether, I took her to the closed door and pushed her up against it. She gasped and then began kissing me fiercely.

      “It’s been… a while…” she said between kisses, “since I’ve met… any eligible man… Oh!”

      I’d just found a nipple, even through all that fabric covering her, and tweaked it. I grinned wickedly.

      “We have about nine minutes now. What do you want?” I asked.

      “Take me,” she said, wriggling her hips against me so as not to leave any doubt about what she meant. “Right here.”

      I wanted to. Oh gods I really wanted to. I wanted her, more than I’d ever wanted any woman before. But I’d just met her, and the nine minutes or so we had remaining wouldn’t be nearly enough for me to enjoy her body. Not like I wanted to.

      A quickie against the door sounded amazing, but maybe not for our first time. And since I expected to see a lot more of her in the coming days, I didn’t want to treat her like a one-night stand in the bathroom of a club. She deserved better than that.

      At these thoughts, the fluttering in my stomach turned into something like drumbeats. My body wasn’t happy at all with this line of thinking. It was urging me forward, and I stood on the precipice, trying to decide if I should jump now or wait until there was more time.

      “You’re thinking something noble, aren’t you?” Genesis said with a sigh.

      I laughed. “It’s not that noble.”

      Her legs were still wrapped around my waist, and neither of us made a move to disengage. My erection, uninhibited by any real clothes, was trying to peek out from my robe, questing for her warm center all on its own.

      My hesitation had nothing to do with anything, really. Maybe a sense of honor or some such shit. There was a time and place for that, always. But Genesis had made what she wanted clear. I couldn’t get over her beauty, or the scent of sage and blueberries, or her wild red hair falling around her shoulders.

      Why would I want to push her away? She was perfect.

      “Oh, fuck it,” I said, relenting. “Is it really what you want?”

      “Yes!” she said, attacking me with her mouth once more.

      We didn’t have time to fully undress, so I found the edge of her robe and shoved it up to her waist. Underneath, she wore a short, pleated skirt, and I quickly found that her panties beneath were soaked.

      “Hurry,” she panted.

      I chuckled, and then gave her what she wanted.

      Pushing her panties to one side, I slid my finger up and down her wet slit, flicking her clit each time I crossed it. She jerked beneath my fingers, her breath catching in her throat. Then I freed my erection and ran it up and down her in the same manner.

      She was so wet that I wondered if she’d been thinking about this since she first saw me. I grinned at the thought.

      Genesis was squirming now. “Fuck me, Jaxen, or so help me—”

      I pushed into her without warning, driving my cock home in a move that made her gasp and clench around me.

      “How much time?” I panted, struggling to keep myself in check for a few more seconds.

      “Don’t… care,” she panted. “Just… fuck!”

      I pulled almost all the way out and drove into her, hard, pushing her body against the doorway.

      She squirmed against me, using her feet against my ass to encourage me to go harder.

      Then I was ramming into her as fast as I could go. Genesis got wetter and wetter, and I concentrated on hitting her clit each time I drove into her. If we were going to do this, then she was going to benefit from it, too.

      “Yes!” she cried. “So… perfect…”

      It only took a couple of minutes of hard pumping before the Druid’s legs began quivering and her mouth opened in a silent scream.

      She exploded around me, her walls clenching my cock as if they’d never let go again.

      I drove into her one last time and then found my release with a grunt.

      Genesis was whimpering as her body spasmed, and I fell against her, squishing her against the door as my knees went weak. I buried my face in her shoulder, smelling the sage and blueberries now mingled with the scent of sex.

      “Fuck,” I said, panting hard.

      “Fuck yeah,” she agreed. “By the stars and all the Wild Magic in the universe… Where have you been all my life, Jaxen Cade?”

      I smirked and gently set her on her feet. “Apparently not in the right place. You are amazing.”

      I kissed her for emphasis, and then took a step back, reluctantly breaking contact. Genesis straightened her clothes, and I remembered I wasn’t exactly wearing any. I went to the wardrobe and found a button-down shirt and, surprisingly, a pair of jeans. Both were much too small for me.

      I took them out, held them out, and raised an eyebrow at Genesis. “Guess I’ll just have to go naked.”

      “Tempting,” she said. She bit her lip, grinned, and waved her hand in a complicated way. The shirt and jeans expanded.

      “Ah well,” I said good-naturedly. I put them on quickly, along with my robe, not bothering to be modest during the process. The girl seemed to like what she saw, because she didn’t bother to look away.

      I made for the door, but Genesis held out her hand.

      “We’re not going that way this time,” she said. “Here.”

      She made a circle in the air with her right hand, going around several times. The air shimmered in her path, and I thought again of the breach and the monster I’d fought.

      But this looked different. When Genesis was done, it was almost like looking out a window that had been placed in the middle of the room. Inside it, people were gathering on a grassy knoll bathed in moonlight. The sky had cleared.

      “Shall we?” she said. “The portal is a much more direct route.” She saw me hesitate. “What’s wrong?”

      “How is this different from the breach thing?” I asked.

      Genesis smiled at me. “A portal is just a shortcut from one place to another. A breach … well, it’s a rip in the fabric of space time itself. It’s unnatural, and much more dangerous. Although, I admit, there is some similarity between them.”

      Made sense to me. “Why didn’t you use this before?” I asked.

      “Because I wanted you to see the castle, at least part of it. Now I’m wishing I’d used it first thing. We could’ve had more time together.” Genesis smiled.

      “I like where your mind is headed,” I said. “We could always remember that for the future.”

      “We could indeed. Now, I think we’re late. Just grab my hand, Jaxen. The first time traveling by portal is always a little disorienting. I wouldn’t want to lose you. You know, for the future.”

      Genesis winked and took my hand. And together, we stepped through.
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      Upon stepping through the portal, I suddenly became dizzy.

      “Disorienting,” as Genesis had put it, was putting it mildly. It only lasted for an instant, when the entire world was spinning around me. I felt drunker than any drunk person had ever been.

      And I caught glimpses of things. Flashes, really. Monsters with five heads, trees taller than the tallest mountains, mountains reaching up into space, and stars falling down into the ocean. All of it only added to my unease.

      And then my feet were planted on firm ground, where the breeze was rustling through the tall grass and soothing the sweat on my face. The dizziness passed as quickly as it had come.

      Genesis was looking at me strangely. Her hair was messy, wavy from the sheen of sweat still on her body from our session against the door.

      "You did well," she said admiringly. "Most people fall flat on their face when they land outside of a portal for the first time."

      "What did I just see?" I asked. “In the portal.”

      Genesis frowned slightly. "Only you can tell me that. I mostly see flashes of light just before putting my foot on the grass. I've been told it can be different for others, although rare. Someday you’ll have to tell me what you see."

      She took my hand and led me up the hill. The moonlight made it easy enough to see and illuminated the wall surrounding us.

      I was experiencing a post-sex euphoria. Everything felt alive, from the grass at my feet to the wind still blowing in my face. Enormously tall walls surrounded us in the form of a pentagon. And in addition to the redhead’s smell of sage, blueberries, and sex was the smell of grasses and earth and even rot. Enormous vines, obviously allowed to grow for centuries, covered most of castle walls. One or two lights glimmered from windows high up, and I wondered what part of the castle they were coming from.

      Someone was speaking, and I recognized the headmistress's voice at the top of the hill. Genesis and I arrived at a large group of women, maybe one hundred or so, all of them wearing robes with a hood like Genesis’s. But they were of different colors, not black like mine and most not green like Genesis. Even in the moonlight, I could see hues of red, blue, purple, and gray.

      A few turned their heads when we arrived, and one young woman who didn't have a hood on arched an eyebrow at Genesis. I couldn't see much of her except her short, straight, platinum blond hair with dark tips. She looked me up and down a couple of times before smirking and turning her attention back to Elsa.

      Again, I found myself thinking of a song my niece used to sing. I just couldn’t figure out why, so I had to let it go.

      "—first true breach in over a century," Elsa was saying. "Seldom has such a full breach happened before, if ever. Usually what we see is more of a weakening between the boundaries of the Magical Realm and the Earthly One.

      "We believe the Chaos Mages are behind it, but our own spies and sources have yet been unable to pinpoint who, exactly.

      “As you know, the situation is solemn, and you would do well to remember that anything unusual needs to be reported directly to me or one of your professors. We have no reason to suspect that anyone has found the school. In fact, to remind some of our newer students, the school has never been found by an enemy in all the centuries it has been standing. Millennia, even.

      “However, I fear that there is now an imbalance happening, a crisis of Chaos Magic that is trying to overwhelm the Wild Magic. As you know, they have been at odds for thousands of years. In the past, the Chaos Mages have fought among themselves, and the Druids have been able to keep them at bay and protect the barrier between realms.

      "However, recently the Chaos Mages have united under one banner, and are thus strengthened to the point where they have managed to breach. At least, this is our working theory. They have unleashed monsters—normal creatures perverted beyond recognition with Chaos Magic—and it could have been much worse.

      "The Chaos Mages’ goal, of course, is to break down the barrier completely, thus uniting the realms and giving them access to the power of both instead of just what is in the Magic Realm.

      “The prophecy of the Great Intrusion may be at hand, or it may be that they are only experimenting, gearing up for something much bigger. When our spies report what they know, I will pass on any relevant information to you.

      She paused for a moment, then continued in a solemn voice. “If the Chaos Mages are able to gain the power of the Earthly Realm, it will give them the ability to corrupt all Wild Magic and turn it into Chaos. Everything is at stake. Everything in your life, and the lives of your families, and in this very realm could be corrupted.

      "If allowed to happen, it would be chaos and destruction beyond anything that modern warfare could even hope to produce in the Earthly Realm."

      The situation was worse than what I had imagined, and indeed worse than what I’d been told briefly before going to my room.

      "Yet there is hope,” Elsa continued. “And in fact, more hope than we might have known even twenty-four hours ago. They only managed one breach so far, and I don't even know what it cost the Chaos Mages to accomplish it. It is likely we have time before there is another intrusion. So that is one reason to hope. And then there is another.”

      Headmistress Elsa turned her gaze on me, seeming to find my eyes in the sea of robes and hoods. I wasn't difficult to spot, standing at the very back, taller than any of the other students except for maybe one or two.

      "We have a new student," Elsa said, to my surprise. "I want you all to meet Jaxen Kade. Students, professors, if it weren't for his actions and his use of Wild Magic, the breach could have been far worse. He is going to join us in our classes, but I will leave it up to you to get to know him better. For now, I ask that all of you help him catch up in his studies. In addition, Genesis has been chosen to be Jaxen's peer mentor at the academy."

      There was lots of murmuring around this. I got the sense that some of the students were feeling put out by this announcement. There were more than a few glances cast my way now, as more and more seemed to find me in the crowd. Genesis stood beside me but kept her eyes on Elsa. The headmistress let the introduction linger a moment.

      "I trust you all make him feel welcome," she continued. "And now I have kept you from your beds and study long enough. I expect to see all of you at breakfast in the morning."

      Before she'd even finished speaking, the platinum blond had leaned over to Genesis and said something in her ear. I didn't know if I was meant to hear it or not, but I did.

      "You smell of sex," the blond said. "Is that why you were late, Genesis?"

      "Don't start, Ashlee," Genesis whispered. “Anyway, is that all you ever have on your mind?"

      As the assembly began breaking up, Ashlee stepped back with a smirk on her face. She gave me an overt up and down look again, her eyes lingering on my broad shoulders before moving to my eyes. I held her gaze for a moment and then nodded politely.

      We were quickly surrounded with people, all young women, but I noticed that a fair number of them stood near Ashlee and looked to her, as if they were waiting for her to say something more.

      “I see you never stop calling in favors," Ashlee said, looking at Genesis.

      "Don't worry about her, Jaxen," Genesis said. She spoke to me but glared at Ashlee. "Ashlee's just upset that she can’t buy her way into everyone's good graces. She actually needs to have a good attitude about things sometimes."

      Ashlee laughed quietly. "By the looks of your hair and the scent rolling off the two of you, I'm guessing you performed other favors as well. Jaxen, watch out for this one. She likes to smile and pretend to be the model student, but then you find yourself backed into a corner she won’t help you out of. Usually, she is the cause of that corner."

      "Genesis has been nothing but kind to me since we met," I said evenly. Then I smiled at the redhead. "And as for favors," I said with a smirk, "I guess you better ask who received what before you go throwing around accusations."

      A few of the girls near Ashlee snickered, but she quelled them with a look and looked at me appreciatively.

      "That's all right," she said, flipping her blond hair over her shoulder. "I look forward to classes this week. Perhaps then you'll see that Genesis is not everything she's cracked up to be. Although,” she continued with a sly smile, "I wouldn't mind finding out if you are."

      With a wink at me and ignoring Genesis, Ashlee left the field, followed by about five other young women.

      "I suppose the secret’s out," Genesis said. "Ashlee and I don't exactly get along."

      I laughed quietly. "It doesn't seem like any of my business, but what was all that about anyway?"

      "A number of things," Genesis said, conjuring a portal. "I've known Ashlee most of my life, and at one time we used to get along. We were best friends, in fact. But not anymore. Anyway, it's too much to tell right now and will probably bore you anyway."

      I decided I was more than happy not knowing the details of whatever had changed, and put the question aside.

      I still felt that disorienting feeling as I stepped through Genesis’s portal, but it wasn't as bad as the first time. This time I got a better look at those mountains and trees. And a longer look at the five-headed monster with fangs, claws, and a long, lizard-like tail.

      When we stepped out of the portal, we had returned to my new room. Genesis turned quickly, stood on her tiptoes, and kissed me softly. Then she pulled away. "I wouldn't mind a repeat of whatever that was we had earlier, but the headmistress is right. It's going to be a long week, possibly for both of us.”

      Something had been bugging me. “What day is it?” I asked. Last thing I knew, it had been Friday. The way Genesis was talking—where had the weekend gone?

      Then again, I had no idea if it even worked the same way here.

      Genesis understood. She gave me a sympathetic look. “Sorry to break it to you, but you were dead for more than a few hours before the Druids found you. It was almost too late to use the resurrection potion on you. No one else knows about that, by the way. I only know because I was with Elsa when she was summoned. Anyway, classes are Monday through Thursday. Fridays, Saturdays, and Sundays are for studying, rest… fun.” She smiled. “Tomorrow is Monday. I’ll come get you first thing in the morning and show you to breakfast."

      It seemed I really had lost my weekend.

      I leaned down and kissed her again. "I look forward to it, Genesis. Good night."

      Genesis turned and saw herself out. Before she closed the door, however, she looked at me again. "I nearly forgot," she said, this time with a genuine blush. "Do you have any family that we should alert, anyone who should know that you're all right?"

      The events of the evening had been such a whirlwind that I hadn’t even thought about it. I nodded. "My sister will want to know that I'm okay. But she won’t be looking for me for a few days yet. We don't talk on a regular basis."

      "That's all you have?"

      "And her daughter,” I said, pulling off my robe and tossing it over the edge of the couch. "My sister and my niece are all I have."

      Genesis nodded quickly and then ducked out, pulling the door shut behind her.

      There was a heavy latch on the door to lock it from the inside, and I wondered if I should use it. Then I realized that anyone with magic in the school wouldn’t have a problem getting in if they wanted to. So unless I knew some sort of spell to keep it locked, doing so was probably pointless.

      I was too tired to do anything but strip out of my clothes and fall naked onto the bed. It was surprisingly comfortable, but I tossed and turned for a bit anyway, thinking about everything that’d happened.

      I could barely believe that everything was actually real, yet it all felt real. Unless I was hallucinating and had suddenly gone crazy, which didn't seem likely, I had no reason to doubt anything.

      It was the first time I had been alone since the entire thing started, and I wondered if I could use magic right now.

      But try as I might, I couldn’t make anything happen. I couldn’t make the candles go out on their own, couldn’t even feel the same power that I’d felt flowing through me only hours before.

      It all served to make me that much more eager for tomorrow to come.

      The next week was going to be very interesting indeed.
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      I felt like I just barely got to sleep when Genesis rapped on the door to take me to breakfast. The fire had died down during the night, and there was frost on the lead pane windows. I hurriedly showered and dressed in the same clothes I’d worn the night before.

      Genesis greeted me with a quiet, easy smile and led me down through the tower. We met a few other students along the way, all of them giving me looks as I passed. Most were just curious, like they had been the night before.

      I saw a girl who was taller than me, her features already hidden by her cloak, which hung to the floor and even covered her hands. She didn’t look our way and hurried down ahead of us.

      “Genevieve,” Genesis said when she passed. “But everyone calls her Vivee. She’s half-orc.”

      Genesis glanced around the corner to make sure Vivee had gone. “She covers herself like that because she has severe burns on her hands and one side of her face,” she whispered. “And she’s sensitive about it, just so you know, even though she’s the most beautiful person I’ve ever laid eyes on. It happened in a fire when her parents were killed. The Chaos Mages used a strange spell, and no one’s been able to help her. That’s partially why she’s here.”

      I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t sound cliché, so I didn’t say anything at all, and we continued our journey.

      The castle had come alive during the day, with the sun streaming through high windows to land on the trees and plants growing throughout the corridors.

      The cafeteria was in an outdoor courtyard with solid wood tables that were etched with runes and laid out in rows.

      “Where do we eat when it rains?” I asked as I scooped toast and onto a plate.

      “It doesn’t,” Genesis said with a smile. “Not in this courtyard.”

      Genesis had gotten my schedule from the headmistress and handed it to me. My first class was Wild Magic in the Defining Balance wing with Genesis. “Everyone in there works at their own pace,” she said.

      “I don’t know much about Druids,” I said as I ate my eggs, “but I’d have thought you’d be vegan or something, with your reverence for nature and everything. But here I am eating the best goddamn eggs I’ve ever tasted.”

      Genesis laughed. “Some Druids are vegetarian or vegan, just like some people in your world. The rest of us like to infuse our eggs—and cooking in general—with a little bit of magic.”

      She took her own big bite of eggs and winked at me. I laughed, too, and we caught more than a few looks when it echoed around the courtyard.

      “You know a lot about my world, then?” I asked.

      “Yes, I lived there with my parents for a time. Because the Chaos mages were raiding. But then we moved back because my mother missed the Magical Realm. Compared to that, your world feels dull and gray. Anyway, my parents died soon after.”

      “Where did you live after that?”

      “With a family friend.” She didn’t look me in the eye or offer any more information, so I didn’t press the issue. But I was curious, all the same.

      After breakfast, Genesis led me toward the Defining Balance wing. On the way, she gave me another scenic tour. “To see the castle during the day,” she said.

      It was light and airy and filled with the smell of plants and earth. Through the windows into the inner part of the castle, I saw the grassy knoll upon which the assembly had been held the night before. The five-sided wall surrounding it had been the very center of the castle, formed by the wings that were laid out like a pentagram.

      As Genesis led me through an outside corridor, a circular stone wall connecting the tips of all the wings on the outside, I saw that the academy was set in a fairytale-like forest. The sun filtered through giant redwood-like trees. But there were plenty of dark patches too.

      The academy itself was set in a glade on a rise, Genesis told me, located right in the heart of the forest. But the glade moved around and was hard to find if you did know where to look.

      "You can't just stumble upon it, even with magic," Genesis said.

      At the bottom of the rise to the north was the entrance to an elaborate-looking maze formed by hedges that were as tall as the trees.

      To the south was an idyllic lake stretching out and finally lost in the forest. And then further beyond that, visible from the top of the castle walls and over the trees, were snowcapped mountains.

      The classroom we arrived had high windows along the outside wall. Plants were everywhere, and interesting devices covered just about every surface except for the long bench style tables where the students sat.

      The professor, an ancient looking guy with a long beard and dark forest green robes, nodded at me when I came in and took a seat next to Genesis. Across the room, Ashlee flipped her platinum blond hair over her shoulder and winked at me. She ignored Genesis altogether. In the daylight, I noticed the tips of her hair were dyed a dark purple.

      The professor, called Eadmon, cleared his throat and the class got quiet.

      "Welcome, Jaxen Kade, to our class," Eamon said. "Ladies, if I could get your attention up here, please, we’re going to do a little review first this morning before getting into anything else."

      A chorus of giggles rippled through the room, and the women who’d been watching me turned to their notes.

      Genesis already had a leather-bound notebook and quill out, and I realized I had no supplies. My backpack with my tablet and everything had been back in my old university. As if reading my thoughts, Genesis pulled out a couple sheets of crisp paper from her notebook and handed them to me along with a spare quill. I’d never used one, but knew I needed ink.

      “Ink?” I whispered.

      “You don’t need it here. It’s a magic quill.”

      "This class is all about Wild Magic, as you know," Eadmon said. “Wild Magic is at the core of every other type of Druidic magic there is. It is the source of all other magics, and as such, is the most versatile—if you can control it."

      It'd been a while since I'd taken notes by hand, preferring to type them into my laptop or tablet, but I hurried to write down as many things as I could, following the short lecture.

      "Wild Magic is everywhere, and Druids can, with practice, draw it into themselves for later use. Many aren’t strong enough to use it directly, which is why the focus of the Druids is on the other forms of magic, but some can, like those of you in this class."

      Eadmon paused. "Perhaps we should start with a little demonstration, not only to show off a bit for our new student," Eadmon smiled at this, "but also as a way to refresh our minds and remember why we are here."

      Judging by the many glances I was receiving from the women in the class, it was clear that Eadmon was referring to me. While I'd been writing, I’d caught several eyes looking at me, even Ashlee, who grinned and then went back to her notes.

      "Genesis," Eadmon said. "Let's start with you first. I know you have been working on some very advanced magic. Would you like to show us?"

      Genesis smiled and rose from her seat beside me. She stepped into the aisle between two benches, seemed to take a long steadying breath, and then waved her arm the same way she had last night. An enormous portal formed. This was bigger than anything she'd shown me before, and this time it opened into the forest.

      Eadmon nodded, and Genesis vanished the portal without going through. There was a smattering of applause, but I noticed Ashlee was steadily looking at her notes.

      “Very good, Genesis,” Eadmon said. “Your use of portals tops anything I have seen in this area, from any of the Druids I have met in my long years."

      Eadmon glanced around the room and his gaze fell on Ashlee. "Ms. Ashlee, would you like to show us something today?"

      If Ashlee was surprised by this, she didn't show it. She stood with confidence.

      "I've been working on harnessing Wild Magic," she said.

      She spread her hands palms up, her fingers curled as if she was gripping a long pole. The air began to shimmer around her, and she made some complicated gestures with her fingers. A bright golden rope appeared in her hands, conjured out of thin air. It looked like pure energy, and she quickly began creating a lasso.

      She wound up and tossed the lasso in my direction. I caught it, but not before it fell around my shoulders and tightened. Ashlee gave it a quick, playful tug. When I touched the rope, it seemed to be burning. It wasn't like anything I’d ever felt before. Tangible and yet intangible.

      With a flick of her wrist, the rope disappeared. The class applauded, more eagerly than they had with Genesis.

      Ashlee gave Genesis a haughty look and then sat back down as Eadmon congratulated her.

      Genesis, however, didn't seem to like Ashlee's little trick, and so she stood once more.

      "Professor Eadmon," she said, "there's something else I've been working on in regard to portals. Would you allow me to try it?"

      Prof. Eadmon took a step back to rest against his desk. "I would be happy to see it, my dear."

      Genesis cast a glance at me, smiled, and then scowled at Ashlee. Once more, the redhead opened a portal, this one smaller. To my surprise, it didn't show the forest or any other place in the castle. Rather, it was directly behind me.

      She reached into the portal, and I felt her hand touching my shoulder. I could see her in front of me, touching me, and I could also feel her, behind me, touching me. I smiled. It was a really impressive bit of magic as far as I was concerned.

      When Genesis removed her hand from my shoulder and released the portal, this time the class applauded unreservedly.

      “Very well done, Miss Genesis. Very good indeed,” Professor Eadmon cried, clapping enthusiastically, the skin on his hands so paper thin I thought he would hurt himself.

      When Genesis sat back down, her face was flushed again, and I could feel vindication rolling off her shoulders.

      "That was amazing, fucking amazing," I whispered to her.

      Prof. Eadmon asked a few others to stand. The class was only about fifteen people in all, and many of them made some interesting demonstrations. One shorter girl with long, pastel pink hair grew the plants in the room, including the vines, up the walls and over the ceiling, blotting out the light from the windows before releasing her hold. The vines slowly crept back to where they had been.

      “Thank you, Peony,” Eadmon said. “Your plant magic has always been second-to-none.”

      I realized I was the only one who hadn't done anything. I hadn’t expected to, it being my first day and all, but when Professor Eadmon looked at me and smiled, my heart dropped into my stomach.

      "Mr. Kade," Eaedmon said calmly, "you have demonstrated that you were able to release Wild Magic from your person. After speaking with headmistress Elsa, I'm interested to see this for myself. Would you like to show us something?"

      I had no idea how to give a demonstration, and as I sat there for a half second, I felt like a fraud. I hadn't been able to do anything last night in my room.

      Genesis was looking at me encouragingly, her green eyes sparkling. I wanted to do something incredible, but I had no idea how. I didn't think I stored magic, or if I did, I didn't do it on purpose. How was I to release it if I didn’t know where it was?

      A murmur had erupted around the class at Professor Eadmon's request. Genesis took the opportunity to lean over toward me.

      "Close your eyes and open yourself up to the magic around you. You will feel it. It feels a bit like our connection did last night. If you remember, we were attracted to each other almost like magnets. That’s how your magic will feel. Or at least it usually does with me," she said. “An irresistible pull.”

      I nodded and stood. There was no reason not to try. And if I failed and it was determined that I was a fraud, I guessed they could always send me back home in embarrassment.

      Although that was definitely not how I wanted to perform in front of Genesis, or even Ashlee and the rest of the girls.

      I stepped into the aisle and faced the front of the room. The windows to my left let in the morning light. It felt good on my shoulders. With a glance out at the forest, I closed my eyes and took a couple of deep breaths as I’d seen Genesis and Ashlee do. It seemed that many Druids summoned their magic this way. Or at any rate it helped them focus.

      So that's what I did. I closed my eyes, concentrating on the way the sun felt on my face and shoulders, and then on the way Genesis smelled of sage and blueberries.

      There was a flutter in my stomach again, kind of like how I’d felt last night but stronger. And then, as I concentrated on it, it moved up through my body, rushing through me so suddenly that every nerve felt like it was alive. I gasped audibly with the sensation, but kept my eyes closed and focused on that feeling.

      However, it soon grew beyond me, and I felt the air around me quivering. It became painful, just like it had when I’d killed the monster.

      Oh shit, I didn't want to die. Not again.

      My concentration slipped for a moment, and the pain seemed to taper off. I was worried about causing damage in this room full of people. The power seemed to be linked to pain, which I thought unfortunate, but it did give me something to work with. The strain on holding the pain in check became too much, though, and I finally had to let it out, releasing my breath.

      The entire room shuddered, and there was a loud resounding boom. There were screams and I felt glass and brick hit me. I opened my eyes in time to see the entire wall next to me exploding outward. My magic had ripped through the castle wall.

      It had also blown everyone in the room away from me, as if I’d released a pressure wave from my body. People fell into cabinets, plants, and shelves. Glass cases exploded, and glass rained down. Tables and benches were overturned, and not one person was left standing. Not even Prof. Eadmon, who had been farthest away from me at the front of the room.

      Basically, I'd set off a small bomb inside the castle walls, and I was at ground zero. My joints and entire body ached with fatigue. I could have sat down right there and taken a nap. But something else was on my mind.

      Genesis had been closest to me, and I quickly went over to check on her. She was disentangling herself from her cloak. Her cheek had a cut on it from which blood was freely flowing, and her arms seemed to be singed. In fact, her cloak was still smoking.

      I patted out any fire before helping her out of the garment.

      “I’m all right,” she said, looking at the burns on her arms. She must have thrown them up when the blast hit her, to protect her face.

      A pang of guilt washed over me, and I looked around the room. Eadmon was still on the ground, sitting there laughing and shaking his head. The other girls were slowing getting to their feet. Several, including Ashlee and Peony, had burns and cuts like Genesis.

      Since everyone else seemed to only have minor injuries, I went to check on the professor. He smiled up at me and held out a hand for me to help him to his feet. I did so gently. He was so frail looking that I didn’t want to dislocate his shoulder. But he rebounded more quickly than I would have imagined for someone his age.

      I waited for scorn, for people to yell at me, or even to be kicked out right now. At the same time, I felt a rush of pride. I did have magic after all. Even though I was horrified at having destroyed the classroom and injuring so many.

      Eadmon grinned and shook his head again as if he couldn’t believe what had happened. “Incredible,” he said.

      And then the entire classroom was clapping, even those people who were sporting burns. Apparently, I’d done something really impressive. I mean, it was impressive to me, obviously, but I had no idea how my magic compared to the cool things I’d just seen demonstrated. To me, it lacked finesse. But that would come with time, I supposed.

      When the dust settled, six people, including Professor Eadmon and Genesis, needed to go to the healing rooms of the academy, located in the Restoring Balance wing. No one was in bad enough shape they couldn’t walk there, however, and the weariness I felt right after releasing the burst of magic had almost completely vanished by the time we arrived. But I was concerned about Genesis—all of them, really.

      I was going make sure I didn't do that again, no matter what it took.

      The Restoring Balance wing was light and airy. There were more flowers here, and the trees growing along the walls and supporting arched ceilings were more delicate. As if everything was meant to feel calming.

      It was then that I learned that many of the plants throughout the castle, and especially in this wing, had healing properties or could be used in potions and spells.

      An old healer rubbed a salve on everyone's wounds, including Professor Eadmon's. And she assured me that it wasn't the first time there'd been an accident in a classroom.

      "No indeed," Eadmon said, finally letting her treat his wounds. He’d insisted the students get treated first. "All you need is to harness that power, Mr. Kade. Since this is your first day, it really couldn’t be expected that you know how to do that. However, considering the strength of your power, which I hadn't really appreciated before, we won't have you do any more demonstrations, for a while at least. The last thing we want is someone seriously injured, or worse."

      I nodded.

      Genesis seemed to be mending her green cloak with magic. Her arm was already healing, and the cut on her face was gone. Only the stain of blood on her cheek was left as evidence of the catastrophe. When she finished with her cloak, she took my hand. “We’ll start smaller. I’ll help coach you."

      Now that I knew everyone was okay, I felt relief more than anything, but there was a familiar fluttering in my stomach when I looked into Genesis’s eyes.

      "I might need some extra lessons," I said with a smirk.

      Genesis bit her lip and then grinned. "That might be exactly what you need."

      Ashlee was sitting across the room in a comfortable chair. She must've heard the conversation however, or at least just the tone, because she was scowling, this time at me as well as Genesis.

      "I think having Genesis tutor you in the evenings is an excellent idea," Eadmon said. He seemed oblivious to the heated looks Genesis and I were passing between each other, and the jealous looks from some of the other girls.

      I was feeling better already, and since it was time for lunch, I followed Genesis back to the cafeteria courtyard. The castle served three meals a day, and the kitchens were basically open all day, for when anyone was hungry. Genesis had explained that studying and learning was a top priority at the school, and that no one should have to worry about being hungry.

      I was in favor of that, and devoured three sandwiches and a bowl of soup before finally started to feel full. Apparently, using magic not only drained me at the time, it made me ravenous afterward.

      In more ways than one.

      The idea had been for Genesis to tutor me after the evening meal. Except we didn't get started learning a whole lot right away. Unless you included exploring each other's bodies.

      The moment we arrived in my room, she attacked me with kisses. This time, we had as much time as we wanted, and I practically dragged her over the bed. I'm not sure if she pushed or I pulled, but we landed in a heap on the mattress with her on top of me.

      She laughed and began to trail kisses down my throat.

      It was a lingering lovemaking session, and I explored every inch of her body with my hands and mouth.

      By the time we were done, we were both panting and sweating, our clothes in a pile on the floor, and both of us hungry again.

      "I can send for food from the kitchens," Genesis said. She walked over to a cord by the fireplace and pulled. A few minutes later, someone knocked on my door, and she opened it, holding her green robe around her in a way I found seductive.

      I had noticed the servants before. Apparently, the castle was well staffed to take care of students and faculty. This serving woman wore a gray robe and had curly, rainbow-colored hair wrestled into a bun in the back of her head. She wasn't very old, maybe slightly older than me. Genesis told her what we wanted, and then the servant left.

      "Why isn't she a student here?" I asked.

      I was still laying languidly over the top of the bed, and hadn't even bothered to cover myself when the servant arrived.

      Genesis dropped her robe and climbed back on top of me to straddle me. She ran her hands up and down the dusting of hair on my muscular chest.

      "Not all Druids come to the academy, nor do they want to. This is an esteemed institution, for the best of the best.”

      I ran my hands up Genesis’s thighs to her moist center. Her smell of sage and blueberries was intoxicating, and it mingled with my own sweat. I used my thumb to play with her clit, and she gasped, rubbing herself against me.

      "Do we have time for another round before the food comes?" I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "I think we do," she said, running a fingernail around one of my nipples. I jerked when she tickled me, then I grabbed her arms and flipped us over. She squealed, especially when I slid off the bed and dragged her with me by her legs. Then I flipped her over, pushed her head down onto the mattress, and entered her from behind. She moaned as I began a slow, steady pace of thrusting.

      "Touch yourself," I said. Genesis worked her hands down to between her legs and became wetter as she stroked herself like she liked it. I touched every inch of her that I could, rubbing her back and then finally grabbing her hips to ram into her more forcefully. Her moans continued, as did her stroking.

      When I hit the right spot inside her, she gasped even louder. "Right there,” she panted. "Right there… Oh!"

      I kept this position, listening to her murmurings and her moans that turned into louder vocalizations. Her body was writhing under my hands, and she finally exploded around me so forcefully that her walls clenched around me and made me come, as well.

      The food arrived before we were truly able to disentangle ourselves. I slid on my pants before going to the door. The same serving girl smiled shyly at me and handed me a tray full of food. I thanked her and closed the door. But not before I noticed her eyes roaming up and down my chest, noticing the sheen of sweat all over my body.

      If only my old university had been like this.

      While we ate roast chicken and vegetables, Genesis began to explain the basics of controlling my magic.

      "I suspect Professor Eadmon didn’t really take into account the amount of magic needed to disintegrate a breach monster. Or perhaps he didn't believe that it really happened. But by showing what you can do without any training at all, you've proven yourself to the school already."

      “Is that why the entire school was staring at me at supper?"

      Genesis smiled. “Well that, and other things," she said with an appreciative smile.

      "Okay then, so how do I start small?"

      Genesis tucked her legs under her on the couch. "I've been thinking about it. Most Druids start using their magic in small bursts anyway, because they don't have the power sufficient to do anything like what you did today. You started big, but you're going to have work down. However, I believe that some of the same lessons will apply. It's all about concentration and intent. At least at the beginning. Of course, there are spells and potions and things that you can always use to enhance your magic, but everything stems from you. Without you and your Wild Magic, none of the spells or potions will work."

      She held up her feathered quill, drawing it from the pocket of her cloak that was now draped over her naked body. It lay tantalizingly open, barely covering anything.

      "I want you to concentrate on this quill." She laid it on the table next to the food. "Don't try to do anything with it for now, but simply concentrate on it. Focus until it is the only thing in this room."

      I smirked. "That's a difficult request."

      Then I got serious and did as she asked. I took a calming breath and looked at the quill. It had a light sheen on it, like you would expect from a bird feather caught in the light. But it was large and white. I didn't know what kind of bird it came from. Possibly a goose. I inspected it without touching it, from sharp point to soft end.

      Genesis’s calm voice broke through my concentration. "Okay now that your focus is on the quill, I want you to imagine it lifting into the air and putting the tip on the table."

      I imagined it doing so, but nothing happened. Then I thought back to what I done with my magic earlier in the day when it had exploded the classroom. I knew that I didn't want that kind of response, but I also knew that there was a physical sensation that went along with my magic. So I took a deep breath and focused not on analyzing every bit of the quill, but on simply the fact that it was there. Then I imagined it tipping upward as if are going to write something on its own.

      The quill moved slightly.

      "That's great!" Genesis said.

      I broke my concentration to look at her. "I feel like I'm learning to use the force," I said with a smile.

      Genesis shook her head. "I know a lot about your culture, but there are some references I still just don't understand.”

      “Someday I’ll show you.” I smiled and concentrated again.

      I tried to lift the feather again, and again. All I was able to do was manage to make it wobble.

      On my fifth attempt, I thought harder, to explain it poorly. Sweat literally broke out on my brow as I tried to make that damn quill move.

      The pain returned, shooting from my arms and straight to my head as if I was going to get an instant migraine. At the same time, the fluttering in my stomach exploded into a churning mess. I knew that if I didn't want to blow up Genesis or my new room, I was going to have to let go of my concentration. But I thought one more time about how cool would be to see that feather fly across the room. Or at least move.

      To my surprise, the feather did fly across the room. It shot up straight to the ceiling, bounced off it, and then darted straight to the fire, where it was consumed in flames.

      My concentration was broken. "Oops," I said. "I think I owe you a new quill."

      Genesis was laughing, and she got up to come over to give me a kiss.

      "You have so much magic it’s incredible. Most Druids can't do anything like that until after years of study. Jaxen Kade, I'm glad I've met you."

      And she hugged my neck and kissed me once again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Dinner tended to be when most of the students were gathered at the same time. The next evening, Genesis had some studying to do and quickly left after eating. Many of the students now were smiling at me as I passed, even saying hi. And since I had nothing else to do other than go back to my room and try to practice magic without blowing anything up, I poured some wine into my goblet—wine was always available here—and asked to join Ashlee and some of her friends.

      “May I?" I asked, gesturing to an empty seat on the bench next to the group.

      Ashlee tossed her hair over her shoulder and smiled. "Of course," she said.

      I sat my goblet down and slid into the seat.

      I'd been thinking about the accident yesterday, and I couldn't just let it pass without apologizing in some way.

      "How are you?" I asked Ashlee. I noticed a couple of the other girls from the class as well. "Have you healed from your injuries?"

      Ashlee positively beamed. "Good as new. And I think everyone else is, as well."

      Several of the girls around nodded, and Peony even pulled up the sleeve of her cloak. "Not even a trace of a scar," she said. She let the sleeve drop, and gathered her pink hair in front of her so she could braid it.

      "I'm glad everyone's okay," I said. "I'm still getting the hang of things."

      Ashlee leaned forward with a mischievous look in her eye. "Peony over there's looking forward to see what you can do… In class, I mean."

      Peony blushed the same shade as her hair, which reminded me of her namesake flower.

      She tossed her completed braid over her shoulder and then smirked. "We all are, I think," she said, pinning a couple of the other girls with stares full of meaning. "But it seems that Genesis has the early advantage there. With her being peer mentor and all."

      Ashlee's expression clouded over, but she didn't comment.

      I decided to change the subject. "Who's that?" I nodded toward the door, where one of the professors had just entered. I’d noticed her before, mainly because she was younger. She wasn't a whole lot older than the students, and she’d looked my way a few times over the past couple of days. More so than perhaps the other professors.

      "That's Professor Misha of Discovery. She's really quite brilliant," Ashlee said. "Why, has she caught your eye?"

      There was almost a hint of disappointment in Ashlee's voice.

      I laughed quietly. Misha was short and round. Her face was pleasant enough, but her expression always seemed… smiley, if that was the right way to put it. She had a lot of teeth. Big teeth.

      "Not really,” I said. “I was mostly just wondering who she was. I haven't met everybody yet."

      To my surprise, Professor Misha spotted me and then walked over to our table.

      She wore a long black cloak. Unlike the other professors, she preferred to wear slacks underneath her robes. She was shorter than any of the girls sitting at the table, with dark brown hair braided and pulled up behind her on her head. The smile on her face matched the smile in her dark brown eyes. Large and hard to look away from.

      “I have not had a chance to meet yet, Jaxen Kade. But of course I know who you are."

      I stood and shook the hand she offered.

      "I am Professor Misha," she continued. “Ladies, can I steal him for a moment?"

      Ashlee and her groupies nodded, and Misha beckoned me to follow her.

      When I first saw her, I thought perhaps she was in her early thirties. But up close, I saw the crow’s feet around her eyes, subtle but still there, and guessed maybe she was a bit older than that. She carried herself with confidence but was otherwise somewhat unremarkable as far as stature and presence went.

      She lacked some of the other girls’ beauty, although I'd never been surrounded by so much beauty in my life, and I figured that back at the University, she would've been a solid six out of ten, even with the teeth. It was just that here most of the girls were well above the ten.

      Misha walked me to an empty table and sat down, gesturing for me to do the same. Curious, I sat and waited to hear what she had to say.

      “I understand you had a problem," she said. "An accident in Professor Eadmon's class yesterday."

      I nodded. "It's not that big a school, is it? I guess everyone's probably heard by now."

      Misha waved her hand, as if to dismiss the idea. "It is true that many of us know just about everything that goes on here at the castle. But my purpose in asking you about it was not to call attention to it exactly, but rather because I wanted to make sure that you are all right, and to see if there's anything I can do to help."

      I shrugged. "I just have to start smaller,” I said, thinking of my lesson with Genesis with an inward smile. “But I'm finding it difficult."

      Misha nodded. She flattened her hands on the table and studied me for a moment. "If you don't mind me asking, could I get you to describe what happened from your point of view? It might help me. I believe there might be some things I could do to help you. Knowing more about it would be very beneficial."

      I didn't see the harm and welcomed any help. So I described what happened and how I felt in Eadmon's class. When I finished, Misha stood. "I might have something that will help you. It is in my office, care to follow me there?"

      I drained my goblet of the last bit of wine and stood. "Lead the way," I said.

      The short woman led me through the corridors past quite a few people. The evenings were time for independent study, tutoring, and homework. Most days, the castle was active all the way until the wee hours of the morning.

      "From the way you described your magic," Misha began as we walked, "it sounds like you have an almost painful burst of power that you can't control, am I correct?"

      “Yes."

      “Do you feel the chance to even try to control it? Or has been too fast?"

      "I don't really know. I suppose it happens too fast. At least, I haven't figured out how to notice the signs. Not with much success, anyway. And I don't want to do too much experimenting because…"

      "Because you're afraid you’ll blow up the castle?" Misha said with a smile. It wasn't unkind.

      I laughed. "Exactly."

      "Your magic does seem to be very remarkable. I wonder if perhaps you had it all along and were somehow exposed to some sort of inhibiting agents or magic when you were young. But that would mean someone would've had to place that on you, and as far as you know, you’ve never had any earlier contact with the magical world?"

      “No, not that I know of."

      "Headmistress Elsa has a different theory."

      We had gone up a flight of stairs and reached a large open door. Misha ran her hand along the side of it, almost a caress, and the door swung inward.

      "As I was saying, the headmistress believes that when the breach was opened so close to you, you somehow absorbed the power needed to open it. It takes a great bit of power to open a breach between the realm of Wild Magic and the Earthly Realm. A great bit of power indeed…"

      Misha trailed off as if she were thinking. “It would be phenomenally impressive if it wasn’t so destructive. Elsa posits that perhaps you absorbed this power as a side effect."

      "Does that mean all the other people in the class would have absorbed magic from the breach as well?" I asked.

      Misha didn’t answer immediately. The door had opened into a short hallway, which in turn opened into an enormous office, with a twenty-foot arching ceiling, enormous lead pane windows, and of course the requisite blooming vines and flowers.

      I stopped to look at it all. There were various species of frogs in glass tanks, strange brass contraptions that I thought should have been at home at Hogwarts, and a stuffed raven sitting on top of a large mantelpiece.

      There was also a plain mirror that didn't reflect anything but rather showed the forest. Misha caught me looking at it and preempted my question.

      "Not all of us are quite as gifted with portals as your friend Genesis. I have some ability with them, but this mirror was gifted to me by friends, so I keep it around. I help take care of some of the Chaos monsters we keep in the maze for training. And this makes it easier for me to come and go.

      "But to answer your earlier question, the other students in your class may not have absorbed magic of the breach, not if they weren't already predisposed to receiving it. Some of us have a well inside of us that allows us to store up the magic and use it. This is really the case with all Druids. And in fact, it's more common with Chaos Mages. Druids and other users of Wild Magic can store this power and then tap into it.

      I nodded. I’d heard that part before.

      “Perhaps,” Misha continued, “when the breach incurred, you had an empty well that was waiting to be filled. Or perhaps it was luck, something to do with the exact place you were sitting when it happened. Or even the bravery you exhibited at the time. Courage can be a powerful magical tool, for good or ill."

      Misha stopped talking, opened the cabinet behind her desk, and began looking through it.

      I glanced around the room again. There were creatures I hadn’t originally seen, including an enormous black snake that looked like it would have been more at home in the Amazon than in a castle. Its tank was the largest in the room, and the only reason I hadn't seen it first was because it was in a dark alcove overshadowed with a tall tree grown around it. The snake was crammed inside that tank like the cliché of sardines in a can, only there was only one sardine, and it was about twenty feet long.

      The snake lifted its head to look at me as I got closer, showing a bright green underbelly. Then it returned to its rest as if it didn't find me interesting.

      "Professor Hyacinth actually captured that snake a few weeks ago," Misha said. "It got loose in the castle."

      Professor Hyacinth taught in the Defending Balance wing and was supposedly a great monster fighter. I’d seen her from a distance. For a woman in her thirties, she looked like she’d lived a hard life. She was as tall as I was, but wiry, with a deep, purple-red shade of hair and scars on her face.

      Misha walked up behind me, and I turned. She handed me what looked like a small trinket on a silver chain.

      "There are things like that loose in the castle?" I asked with a raised eyebrow. I wasn't afraid of snakes, but it would be good to prepare myself mentally for encountering something like that in my bedroom.

      "Not often. And this one is only slightly venomous. We are currently looking for its home in the forest. It shouldn't be living here in the castle, and as soon as we find its original lair, we will return it."

      I nodded and looked at the item in my hand.

      It was a silver ornament type thing, the metal intricately wrought into something that looked like it came from the Vikings or the Celts. There was an open place in the middle, holding a blood red stone. There were runes all around it.

      "I don't know how much you know about the castle yet," Misha said, "but most of my work involves Discovery. It's all about experimentation and learning what is possible with the Druidic Arts. This amulet has been in my keeping for several years now, and I've never had a need for it. It is called an Amulet of Limitation, and it is very ancient. I think it might be useful to you."

      “How does it work?" I prompted.

      "You simply have to wear it. It should help you focus your magic. It won’t do the work for you, of course, of learning how to wield magic, but it will help keep your magic in check while you're trying to control it."

      I slipped the chain over my head and tucked the amulet down inside my clothes. "Thank you," I said.

      Prof. Misha smiled. "You're very welcome. I want you to let me know how it works for you, and I look forward to seeing you in my class later this week. I don't want to give you a big head or anything," she said with a small laugh. "But we are expecting good things from you, Jaxen Kade. Maybe even great things, if Elsa is to be believed. And I for one am interested in learning more about the way you channel magic and use it. But I can't do that unless you understand it yourself. At least, I wouldn’t want to turn you into an experiment."

      For a moment, she looked pensive, as if she might like to do exactly that. I remembered feeling the same way when I’d woken in the ritual room—that the Druids wouldn’t mind picking me apart to see how I worked on the inside.

      I wanted to try out the amulet right away, so I thanked her again and left her office. There wasn't a good place in the castle, as I didn't really feel like blowing up my room or another classroom. I decided to head outside the castle walls, something I had yet to do anyway. It took me a few minutes to find the right corridors that would lead me out, but finally I did.

      The castle doors were unlocked, and the night was cool and humid. The sky was a dusky blue turning to black, with the last rays of light glinting off the highest castle windows like they were diamonds.

      The grass was already wet, but I didn't pay any attention as I walked out onto the glade that housed the school. The castle walls and the towering trees were much more imposing out here on the ground, and I took a moment to admire them before walking a little further away from the castle. Not under the trees, because it was already very dark there, but closer to midway between the stone walls and the forest.

      It amazed me that the further away I moved from the castle, the more it looked like it was part of the forest. I made a mental note of that. It wouldn’t do to get lost sometime and not be able to find the castle again. It was impressive, really, the way the castle walls quickly faded into the trees. A nice bit of magic.

      After double checking that no one was around, I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. It took less time now to feel that pull of magic in my stomach, the one that felt almost like a flutter. And it took even less time for the magic to feel like it was going to explode out of my body.

      The pain was still sharp and almost overwhelming, but then something happened that had never occurred before. At the last moment, before the Wild Magic became too unwieldy and released from my body, there was distinctive check.

      I opened my eyes and let out my breath, not realizing I’d been holding it. The heady rush was still there, just under the surface, and I began panting at the force of it. But I also felt that I had a little bit of control, that at least it wasn't going to fly out of my reach and do damage to something I didn't want to destroy.

      I looked around for something to work with and found a twig laying on the grass. I focused all my attention on the twig, just as I had the feather the day before. This time, the twig easily lifted off the ground and hovered at eye level, just as I told it to.

      All I had to do was think of what I wanted the twig to do, and it would do it. It rolled around through the air with increasing the speed. I halted it and made it slam into the ground like a bolt of lightning. It snapped in half, but that just meant I had two sticks. I tried lifting them both at the same time, but every time I split my concentration, one of them fell. So I left one on the ground and experimented some more.

      I tried all sorts of things, tossing it up in the air, shooting it toward the castle and then back toward me. As long as I kept my focus on the twig, I could make it do whatever I wanted. I could also make it go as fast as I wanted, although that took a bit more effort.

      The twig was only six inches long, though, so I didn't congratulate myself just yet, but it was damn cool to finally have made some progress.

      Finally, I realized I was panting hard, as if I’d just run a race, and the familiar exhaustion took over.

      I let the twig fall to the ground and made my way back to the castle. The exhaustion didn't last, and in fact was gone by the time I reached the castle door. I touched the Amulet of Limitation beneath my clothes and was satisfied. This was going to help a lot. And I couldn't wait to see what else I could do.
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      Speaking of clothes, I still needed some. The ones I had on were becoming a bit ripe, and I wondered where I could get some new ones.

      I hadn't been back in my room long before someone knocked on the door. I’d been in the middle of undressing, but thinking it was Genesis, I walked over to the door without a shirt.

      It was not Genesis, but Peony, the Druid who was one of Ashlee's followers, or groupies as I was beginning to think of them. She had pastel pink hair and a curvy body that suggested there were plenty of things to hang onto. And yet she was fit, standing there in a tank top and her short, pleated black skirt. Her large breasts were pretty much on display for anyone to see, her tank top practically bursting to hold them and straining to cover the most interesting bits.

      "I was on my way back from supper," she began, "when I spotted Genesis in the library. And when you weren't there with her, I thought maybe…"

      I opened the door wider to let her in. When I closed it behind her, she turned on her heel and grinned at me, looking up at me through long lashes. "I thought I'd try my luck, to see if you were with anyone," she finished.

      I remembered what Genesis had said about there not being very many male Druids, and that they tended to get a lot of attention. Genesis hadn't seemed upset by this, and in fact had just stated it matter-of-factly.

      Peony slipped one of the tank top’s straps off her shoulder, her hand staying there as she watched my reaction.

      "There aren't many male Druids," Peony said, reflecting my own thought process. She seemed to enjoy the way my eyes were roving over her body.

      "So I've heard."

      “After the accident, I told my father that you were someone to watch. He knows that, of course, but I also told him he was foolish to push you to do magic on your first day.”

      My gaze met Peony’s. “Your father is Professor Eadmon?”

      “Yeah,” she smiled.

      “But he’s…” I stopped, not wanting to offend the delectable woman in front of me by commenting on Eadmon’s age.

      “Older than dirt? Yeah,” she finished for me, laughing. “But it’s pretty common for a male Druid to have several wives or partners throughout their lifetime. Many at once, usually.”

      “To have more children?”

      Peony nodded. “Supposedly, the magic is stronger in the offspring of male Druids.” She tilted her head to the side while her gaze swept over my abs once again. “Although compared to you, I’m just an acolyte. Your magic is so powerful, Jaxen. I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it.”

      As if it was subconscious gesture, her hand caressed her own breast while she finished the sentence. When she realized what she was doing, her cheeks turned pink and she dropped her hand. But she still looked at me with unmasked desire.

      Just then, there was another knock at the door. I sighed but opened it to see who it was.

      It was Genesis.

      “Hey,” she said, standing on her tiptoes to kiss my cheek before breezing past me into the room.

      Peony turned even pinker and muttered something about leaving.

      “You don’t have to,” I said, looking at Genesis, who shrugged as if she didn’t care either way if Peony stayed. In fact, if I was reading her correctly, she was looking at Peony in an… interested way.

      Kinky.

      But Peony cleared her throat. “I better get going. Ashlee will be wondering where I am. I promised to drill—quiz!—her for an exam.”

      The pink-haired woman practically ran out of the room.

      “Sorry,” Genesis said quickly. “That was probably my fault. Ashlee doesn’t like it when her followers associate with me. At least when Ashlee isn’t there to oversee things. But I didn’t mean to interrupt anything. I have a few minutes before I have to get back to my studies, so I thought…”

      Despite the air of confidence that usually surrounded Genesis, she seemed unsure.

      “It’s okay,” I said, holding out my hand to her.

      She took it, and I pulled her against my bare chest, her free hand splaying across the muscles of my abdomen.

      “As long as you have a way to make it up to me,” I said with a smirk.

      Genesis wore a crop top that strained over her breasts. It was cold in the castle, but she never seemed to mind.

      I know I didn’t, either.

      With my free hand, I moved her top down over her shoulder, pushing it down so her arm was pinned to her side. With a wicked smile, I let go of her other hand to do the same to the other side.

      “I’m trapped,” she said with a playful pout.

      “Yes, I can think of a number of fun things to do with you right now, but what I really want is…”

      I grabbed the top and pulled it toward her hips, peeling it down over her large breasts. They were magnificent, both tipped with large red nipples that I immediately wanted to sink my teeth into.

      The top was now down around her small waist, and I realized it wasn't going to go over her hips. But at that point, it didn't really matter, because Genesis freed her hands and was moving her fingers along my abdomen, tucking them into the hem of my pants and finding the button to undo them.

      I moved forward, putting my hands on her waist and backing her towards one of the sofas. The fire in the large fireplace kept the room nice and warm against the castle chill, but that didn't stop her nipples from peaking and pebbling in the cool air. The temptation was too much, and I bent my head to take one of those glorious buds in my mouth.

      I was quickly beginning to associate the scent of sage and blueberries with the taste of heaven itself. When I took the entire nipple in my mouth, flicking the peak with my tongue, she moaned and arched against me. With my other hand, I tweaked her other nipple and then my hand drifted down to find the edge of her extremely short, pleated skirt that barely covered her ass. I grabbed a cheek and squeezed it as I continued to pleasure her.

      "The other one," she moaned.

      I let go of her nipple with a pop, and then began kissing my way over to the other side. When I took it my mouth, she was more ready than ever, and gasped sharply when I began to play with it with my tongue.

      Now, both my hands were on her magnificent ass, massaging her cheeks and spreading them apart before my fingers worked down toward her center.

      “Hey,” she said after a minute of making pleasant noises. “Do you mind if I take notes?”

      I was so surprised that I stopped sucking on her nipple and looked up at her. When I saw she was serious, I shrugged. “I guess not. What are you planning to do with them, though?”

      Genesis bit her lower lip and grinned. “It’s a surprise. I promise.”

      “Is it something kinky?” I asked hopefully.

      “Absolutely.”

      “Well, then be my guest.”

      With a wave of her hand, Genesis summoned a notebook and quill from her bag. She made a quick note and then dropped it to the floor. She looked me up and down, her lids hooded and her mouth open.

      In a fit of impatience, Genesis shoved my pants down my thighs, my cock quickly in her hands. She was working me, her finger running up over the slit and flicking it before stroking me with her entire hand. I grunted and bit down on her nipple, lightly. She shivered and gasped involuntarily while I licked away the redness.

      I stepped out of my clothes and then in one motion, lifted the red-haired woman to set her on the arm of the sofa. Her scent was intoxicating, and I kissed her flat belly, lifting her skirt and seeing that delectable pussy waiting for me.

      She was completely shaved, and I saw the wetness between her pink folds. Eagerly, I licked at them, running my tongue all way up her pussy and flicking that most sensitive bud at the apex. She arched back, trying to steady herself with her hands on my shoulders. Quickly, I lifted one of her legs and put it over my shoulder and told her to hold on.

      Then I began to truly tongue fuck her, licking and playing as she began to moan and cry for more. Every so often, I would lick all the way up her slit to suck on her clit. And that's when she started screaming. She hadn't even climaxed yet as far as I could tell, so I inserted first one finger then two inside her, finding that sensitive area and massaging it.

      Genesis came undone beneath me, her thighs gripping my head and her fingers wound through my hair and pulling it as if she were going to scalp me. She made a high keening sound and then collapsed backward, over the arm of the sofa, her entire body shuddering. She laughed and then moaned louder than I’d ever heard a woman moan before.

      I moved forward with her, keeping her hips on the sofa arm and my tongue in her pussy. When her body stopped shuddering, I continued to lick and massage her all the way through to give her maximum pleasure.

      Finally, she gasped, "Okay, okay," she said. "I can't take anymore."

      Her pussy and thighs were wet with juices, and she moaned again for a moment. “So. Good,” she panted.

      I released her with a laugh and intended to give her a moment to breathe.

      Instead though, she pulled me around to the front of the sofa so that my cock was positioned directly in front of her face when she sat up. Before doing anything else, though, she summoned her notebook to her again and made another note.

      I laughed quietly as she furrowed her brow, concentrating. Then, without warning, she dropped the notebook once again and took me in her mouth, running her tongue over my slit, circling the head, and then taking me all the way in, letting me hit the back of her throat.

      She moaned, sending pleasant vibrations all the way through me, and I wound my fingers through her vibrant hair. I guided her a bit, but she worked on me as if she understood exactly what I wanted. The redhead sucked me off until I almost came, but I finally grabbed her head and pulled her back, removing my cock from her mouth.

      "Not like this," I said, panting.

      She nodded. I thought to take her to the bed, but instead she waved her hands in a complicated way and vines shot from the ceiling to wrap themselves around my wrists. I was surprised, but when I saw her smirk, all I could do was listen to my heart hammer away inside my chest.

      "I hope you like playtime," she said with a wicked smile, her lips plump from all the sucking. “I’m not as good with these as Peony, but I still know a thing or two. We’ll have to get her in here sometime to compare…”

      She directed her hands, and the vines tied me to the couch. Then, just like a conductor leading an orchestra, she had them bind me my wrists and ankles. The vines spread me out, and I was splayed on the couch in all my glory. All I could do was move my hips and talk.

      “Fuck me now,” I grated.

      But that wasn't what Genesis had in mind. Instead, she stood by my head and then lifted her leg over me, positioning herself for a sixty-nine. Then she took my cock in her mouth and began to work on me again.

      While she brought me closer and closer to the brink, she ground herself into my face. I licked and lapped as good as I got, occasionally bucking my hips out of pure lust-driven need.

      But Genesis always took me just to the edge and then stopped, waiting for me to settle down again before resuming. It went on this way for several minutes, me burying my face in her mound, and her licking my cock like it was the best lollipop she'd ever had.

      Finally, her legs quivering, Genesis lifted off me. It was delicious not being able to touch her, but I wanted to, so badly. Instead of getting up and turning around, Genesis climbed forward, letting my cock run down the length of her body. She positioned herself over me, took me in hand, and guided me straight into her inner warmth.

      Then she began to ride me reverse cowgirl style, and although my hands and legs were tied, I bucked into her for all I was worth.

      "That's it, girl, ride me," I said. If I could have slapped her ass, I would have, and as the pressure built inside me to come, I felt the strength of my magic as well. It was burning, not painfully this time, but hotly. I wanted so badly to grab her hips and sink her down on me harder. To ram myself home as fast and hard as I could.

      As the magic and the tension in my body built, something new happened. I felt a different burning sensation. Then there was a flash, and smoke. I had burst through the vines holding me in place. They fell to the floor, singed, and I grabbed the redhead’s hips in time to have my wish.

      She squealed, looked back at me and laughed, and then began riding harder. I slammed her down on top of me, both hands on her hips.

      “Give me bruises, Jaxen!” she cried. I squeezed her hips and pounded into her, not wanting to hurt her but pleasantly surprised that she liked it rough.

      And then, Genesis lifted. Without breaking contact, she swiveled around on me like a dancer on a pole, faced front, and began to ride me some more, her large breasts bouncing up and down as she screamed my name toward the ceiling.

      “Jaxen!”

      With a shudder, I came at the same time she did. My spasms caused my back to arch off the sofa, and I pulled her forward so she would rock in time with me. She had stopped screaming my name, but she was still moaning.

      Her walls clenched around me and her body gave one last buck before she went silent, her mouth opened in a silent scream and her eyes squeezed shut.

      When she finished, she collapsed on top of me, our sweat and juices mingling to give us a nice, post-sex glow. I ran a hand up and down her arm, feeling how soft her skin was and then how soft her hair was.

      When Genesis caught her breath, she sat up again and smiled the wide grin of a satisfied woman. "That was so worth it,” she said.

      She sighed and climbed off me to grab her notebook. I laid there, relaxed as I watched her write something down. After a moment, she put the notebook away, giving me a great view of her sodden pussy as she bent over.

      Then, finally, she pulled her stretched-out top back up and stuffed her big boobs down into it before straightening her skirt over her ass.

      "I'm glad you're here, Jaxen Kade,” she said. “I hope you didn’t feel like you were missing out on anything.”

      “Never,” I said, and I meant it.

      Genesis leaned down, and for the first time during the whole encounter, kissed me on the lips. I returned the kiss and then watched her sashay to the door with her bag.
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      Over the next couple of days, I took classes in potions, rituals, and monsters, learning tons but not able to do much. Some new clothes came for me, and although they weren’t my favored sweats and t-shirts, I was glad for fresh attire.

      In between classes and meals, Genesis tutored me. These tutoring sessions often ended with heavy breathing, playful wrestling, and hot and heavy sex.

      I wasn’t complaining, even when she brought out her notebook and made notes afterward.

      When I brought up the subject of Peony, Genesis only smiled. “There’s a long line of women waiting to get some alone time with you. I don’t blame them. If they knew what I knew, they’d be literally lining up outside your door right now.”

      I smirked. “I do my best. I’m assuming you haven’t bragged about me, though, since there’s no actual line.”

      Genesis playfully hit my arm. “You are amazing. And of course not. It means I get more of the good stuff for myself.”

      “Out of curiosity, how does it all work? With there only being a few male Druids? What about children?”

      Genesis draped herself over my sofa, releasing her quill and letting it fall to the floor. Her hair caught the firelight and seemed to dance on its own. “On average, for every ten female Druids born, there is one male.”

      “A ten-to-one ratio…”

      “Yes. And the imbalance is even more pronounced when you look at Chaos Mages, which have a fifteen-to-one ratio of males to females.”

      “So it’s the opposite for Chaos Mages. Does everyone just have harems?” I asked, sitting next to Genesis and running a finger up the inside of her bare leg.

      She smiled. “Many of us, Chaos Mages included, often travel to the Earthly Realm to find a mate. It widens the gene pool. But most Druids are completely comfortable with living in harem-type relationships, yes. I am.”

      I leaned down to kiss her. “How did I get so lucky?”

      “Luck has nothing to do with it. You were born for this, Jaxen.”

      “How do we know that I’m not supposed to be a Chaos Mage?” I asked. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      My wandering hand found Genesis’s moist center, sliding aside her thin, damp panties to finger her. I leaned forward and began kissing her neck.

      Genesis combed her hands through my hair and held my head tightly to her. I sucked her until I knew it would leave a mark. After having found out that Genesis liked this kind of play, I used it to my advantage whenever possible.

      While I paid attention to her sensitive areas, Genesis gasped around her words, as if she was struggling to concentrate.

      “Wild Magic is the quintessential power,” she panted. “Druids focus on guiding the magic, rather than controlling it, using rituals, potions, healing, and our influence on living things. Chaos Mages try to force the control of the Wild Magic, instead of working with it, thus the perversion and corruption that comes of their efforts.”

      I sat up to look at Genesis. “So when I’m moving that quill around, I’m forcing the magic? I’m not using a ritual or a spell or potion.”

      The Druid ran her finger along my arm. “Magic isn’t just about power and how it’s manipulated, it’s also about intention. You have to want the corruption. It’s literally the only thing that separates the Chaos Mages from the other types of magic folk, even at birth. If Elsa and the other Druids in the Society had sensed that darkness in you, you wouldn’t be here now.”

      I remembered that argument between Tyndale and Elsa. It seemed the question of my life or death had teetered on the sharp edge of a knife.

      It was a sobering thought, and I didn’t like the idea at all. It was something I’d have to explore further.

      But later. Right now, I was too interested in exploring Genesis’s body…

      The next day, I got to participate in my first monster fighting practical. It was the one I'd been looking forward to the most. So far, all study had been in the classroom, but it was all designed to prepare the students for the practical part. Professor Hyacinth was an excellent teacher and often used her own harrowing experiences in monster fighting as examples.

      I'd been using my magic to move objects around, kind of like using the Force. The heavier an object, the more concentration and effort it took. I wore the Amulet of Limitation all the time, tucked under my clothes.

      It seemed to help because I didn't have any more catastrophic explosions. With that worry off my plate, I could focus on the magic.

      I wanted to use Wild Magic to learn to shape weapons, which Professor Hyacinth of Defending Balance told me was extremely advanced. For now, I needed to use it to manipulate objects in the environment and see what I could do with them.

      But unless I could stab a monster in the eye with a pen, it wasn't going to be much use against anything more dangerous than a toad. However, I'd already made great progress in the weeks since I’d started classes and was eager to take it outside the castle walls.

      For the monster fighting class, the practical bit was done in a maze at the edge of the glade. The maze moved with the castle and was home to many small, mostly harmless monsters. Some of the students were more interested in cryptids and cryptozoology, and they were responsible for taking care of the monsters, which were typically the size of a large dog.

      Peony was one of their caretakers and waited for us at the entrance to the maze. She smiled sheepishly at me as the class gathered for monster fighting practice. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and she had dirt on her nose.

      To her right was a solid wooden building and pens with iron bars behind it. That was the kennel, and there was a high-pitched snarling noise coming from it.

      “That's just Jacob,” Peony said. “He knows that he's getting to run the maze today and he's excited. He loves to run around.” The curvy, pink haired girl looked straight at me. “Don't kill him. He's a sweet soul.”

      Genesis snorted and then quickly covered up the sound by pretending to cough. Ashlee shot her a spiteful look.

      With the amulet around my neck, I figured it'd be easy enough to keep my magic under control. All we had to do was subdue the monsters long enough to get them back in their pens.

      There were two rules to the maze today. The first one was that everyone had to go separate ways. We had to flush out all the monsters, and the best way to do that was to split up. The maze, as I understood it, was enormous. The hedges were some fifty feet tall in places, and the paths stretched for miles.

      The second rule was not to kill any of the monsters. These had been specially captured and gradually conditioned to live and work on the academy property.

      And anyway, I wasn't going to kill anything that Peony liked.

      “Peony, my dear, please release the monsters,” the Professor Hyacinth said. She had joined us so quietly that I hadn’t even noticed her approach. “While she's doing that, I want to remind you that even these small monsters are corrupted, as harmless as they may seem. And although one day they might eat from your hand, the next they might bite your entire arm off. They are unpredictable, and every bit as corrupted as the day they were created.”

      Hyacinth went on to talk about tactics and safety. The woman reminded me of a bird, in an interesting way. Her movements were graceful and quick, but she moved with stealth of a predator, at all times, as if there were monsters everywhere.

      I figured it was a consequence of fighting all the time. Tonight, her deep purple-red hair was pulled back, as usual, but a strand had worked its way down to frame her face. She had a network of scars marring her features, but it only made her look bad-ass instead of ugly.

      All in all, she wasn’t bad looking, but I’d never seen the woman even crack a smile.

      “This is only the second time this term we've been inside the maze,” Genesis whispered to me. “But she gives the same safety speech every time.”

      “Any pointers?”

      “Don't kill Jacob, or Peony will murder you.”

      I was starting to sense a theme.

      I laughed and glanced over to the pink-haired woman. She had just come back from releasing the monsters, whose kennels opened directly into the maze.

      She nodded to Hyacinth, who had finished her safety lecture. She gestured to the maze entrance. “Ladies and gentleman, you may begin.”

      The professor stepped back, and we entered the maze. Immediately, the sounds of the forest intensified. Where before I'd heard birds, squirrels, and insects from a distance, now they were ten times louder and coming from all directions. The maze provided a home for a lot of species, but the noise was irritating. Disorienting, even, with all the racket.

      I took a path to the left, slipping away from the rest of the class. Despite the height of the hedges and the noise, at first it was like walking through any other forest path. There were dead leaves and other forest floor detritus under foot, and I had to take care not to make much noise. I wanted to sneak up on any monsters I found.

      After a few minutes of walking, I came across a lone footprint in the mud, partially obscured by leaves.

      It was definitely not human. There were six toes with obvious claws on the ends, and they were spread out, almost like a bird’s foot. The only problem was the bird must have been the size of an ostrich.

      “So, a six-toed dinosaur, got it,” I muttered.

      I followed the tracks as they appeared every few feet, winding my way deeper into the maze at a quick pace. Occasionally I would hear the roar of a monster farther off, and sometimes a shout from one of the girls. But I must have picked a monster that just wanted to hide instead of fight.

      Either that, or wanted to lure me deep into the maze, away from help. Chaos monsters, I had learned, had varying degrees of intelligence. And the longer they were alive, the more cunning they became.

      The academy monsters knew all the tricks, apparently.

      After a few more minutes, I finally heard the noises of something crashing through the hedges. Ahead, there was a turn to the right, beyond which I couldn't see. The hedges were shaking, though, and I slowed in order to ease up on the turn.

      When I looked around the corner, I almost laughed. It definitely looked nothing like a dinosaur.

      The body of this monster was almost piglike. It was round and torpedo shaped, with a curly tail. Its feet looked like they belonged to a six-toed ostrich. And when it turned to face me, it had three faces. A pig, a toad, and a snake, all vying for space on a relatively small head.

      The pig monster had torn through a portion of the hedge and was munching on a particularly thorny looking twig using its pig mouth. When it saw me, it froze mid chew, and all six pairs of eyes widened. Then, most surprisingly of all, it squealed and stood on its hind legs, pawing the air with those ridiculous feet.

      Then it ran away, still upright.

      “Oh, fuck no,” I said as I ran after it. “Get back here.”

      The pig monster took every turn it saw, zigzagging deeper and deeper into the maze. I realized that in my short time in training, I hadn't practiced on moving targets. But I supposed now was as good a time as any.

      I skidded around a turn and saw the monster running up ahead. With its crazy feet and bulky body, it wasn't very fast, and I was gaining on it. Keeping it in my line of sight, I concentrated on lifting it off the ground. If it couldn't touch the ground, it couldn't run anymore.

      It took all my concentration, but I finally saw the pig lose its balance and go flying. It bounced off a hedge and landed on its back. With another a high-pitched squeal, the monster rolled over and stood on his hind feet again.

      “Oh no you don't,” I said, reaching a hand toward it to focus my magic.

      The pig once again lost contact with the ground and floated a couple of feet in the air. It squealed and twisted, but now that I’d figured out how to keep it off the ground, I wasn't going to let it go. If I had to float it all the way back to its kennel, I would.

      I realized then as I listened to the squeals, that this must be Jacob. The poor monster who just liked to run around in the maze. I laughed and then began walking, floating Jacob in front of me.

      I knew that fighting other monsters wouldn’t be this easy, but it was the first time I’d used my magic on a moving target, and was grateful I’d been able to practice on something relatively harmless.

      After a couple of minutes, Jacob stopped squealing and just snuffled and snorted and sniffed as I tried to find my way out of the maze. Of course, I was hopelessly lost, so I stopped to get a look at my surroundings.

      I could hear the sounds of fighting not too far away, and even thought I heard Genesis's voice.

      I took the next couple of right turns, toward the voices. There was a crashing sound on the path on the opposite side of the hedge next to me, and this time I was sure it was Genesis who yelled, “Look out!”

      A portal opened in the hedge, and a clawed beast with long fangs that looked like an oversized mutated cat launched out of it. The cat hit Jacob, who squealed again and began complaining. I tried to grab the cat with my magic, but it had already scrabbled beneath the hedge and was running off.

      Genesis burst through the portal herself, saw me, and stopped. Her hair looked windswept and was full of twigs. She had a series of four parallel scratches down her cheek from which blood dripped.

      “Goddammit I almost had the fucker!” she yelled. I suppressed a laugh because Genesis was clearly agitated and I didn’t want to irritate her further.

      “Oh, you found Jacob,” she said. “And he's being good for you. I've run across him a few times and have never had any luck. What did you do?”

      I shrugged. “Maybe I just caught him on a good day. He tried to run away from me.”

      Genesis huffed a laugh and then looked at me as if to find out if I was serious. “Jacob never runs away. He always charges me down and tries to tear me apart with his fangs. Have you seen his fangs?”

      I shook my head. “No, he just ran.”

      Genesis muttered something, and I didn't quite catch all of it, but I heard the word “lucky” in there somewhere. And I could guess why she wasn’t too impressed when Peony had asked me not to kill him. It seemed Genesis and Jacob had a history.

      “Needs some help?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure I like you showing me up, Jaxen,” Genesis said with a huff. Then she smiled.

      “Well in that case, Jacob and I will just make our way back to the entrance by ourselves.”

      “You don’t know how to get back, do you?” she said with another one of her wicked grins.

      “You got me. But how do you know I’m not just looking for another excuse to spend more time with you?”

      “You don’t need an excuse for that, Jaxen,” she said softly. “Now come on, I want to get that cat monster before term is over.”

      Genesis opened a portal in the next hedge, and we climbed through.

      “Using portals would definitely make this easier. It’s almost like cheating,” I teased.

      The redhead laughed. “When it comes to monster hunting, anything and everything goes. Now we just have to find this stupid thing. It attacked me and then ran off. Coward.”

      I grinned and followed her through the maze. She used portals more often than not, and each time, I levitated Jacob through before climbing through myself. Holding my hand toward him seemed to help my concentration, so I kept it up. Jacob seemed to be having a blast, and was now turned on his back and grunting in a satisfied way. Like he was floating in a pool sipping a Mai Tai.

      “This must be the easiest maze run Jacob has had,” I said. “Maybe what you needed to do all along was just to offer him a free ride back to his pen.”

      Genesis laughed and then stopped to close her eyes. “Shh, I’m trying to concentrate.”

      I was just getting the hang of being able to levitate Jacob along and do other things, when Genesis made a throwing motion directly toward the hedge. It blasted apart as if a small bomb had gone off inside it.

      There was a yowl, and the cat monster shot out, straight toward Jacob.

      “I thought we weren’t trying to kill these things,” I said, grabbing for the cat monster with my free hand.

      “Oh, I’m not going to kill it,” Genesis said through gritted teeth. “I just want to put it out of action for a little while.”

      Both of us missed the cat monster, possibly because we got in each other’s way as we lurched for it.

      This was a time for learning, though, so I dropped my hand while concentrating on keeping Jacob in the air. The pig monster dropped a foot before stopping, squealing as if he was suffering cruel and unusual punishment. But I was able to levitate him while using both my hands to direct my magic toward the cat.

      Genesis opened a portal right in front of it, and even though the cat monster tried to stop, it tumbled through the portal. She opened a portal immediately behind us, and the cat tumbled back out. It was some serious Dr. Strange type of shit.

      I used my magic to spin the cat monster into the air, where it hissed and growled at me. But even though it tried to swipe at me with razor-sharp claws, I was out of reach.

      “Show off,” Genesis said.

      I grinned. “Whatever means necessary. Isn’t that what you said? Anyway, I know you can do this too.”

      She frowned and then tilted her head to look at me. “Yes and no. I never took to levitation as you have. I struggled long and hard before figuring out that portals are my thing. And yeah, I’m good with potions and spells. But when it comes to just harnessing Wild Magic and using it to do my bidding? It’s never been that easy. And here you are, barely a couple of weeks in, and already you’ve caught Jacob, the meanest maze monster we have.”

      “And why is that?” I asked with a frown. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m enjoying every minute of this. But why am I having this kind of success?”

      Genesis shook her head. She began walking, and I followed. “Something I am really good at is Discovery. You know, figuring shit out. The new and unusual has always been my jam. It’s my addiction, almost.”

      She paused. “But you… Well, it looks like the breach that opened into your classroom that day was more powerful than we thought. That would explain your ability to disintegrate a monster on your first day. But it really wouldn’t explain your aptitude for learning it. Sure, that amulet seems to be helping. It’s teaching you control.”

      I floated Jacob and the cat monster in front of us as we walked, keeping the two monsters away from each other so they didn’t get hurt. “I thought Chaos Magic was about wanting control. It keeps bringing me back to this same question—what if I’m supposed to be a Chaos Mage?”

      “Again, it’s all about intent.”

      I nodded. “Okay, so I don’t intend to use my magic for evil or corruption. But to me, intent isn’t a permanent thing. Has it ever changed for anyone? Has a Druid ever woken up and just chosen to go the other way for a while?”

      Genesis took us to a fork in the maze, looked left and right, and then muttered, “Fuck it.”

      She blasted a hole in the middle, and we stepped through the damaged hedge, levitating the two monsters along after. I decided that I needed to learn how to blast holes in things too. In a way that didn’t kill or maim everyone around me, of course.

      Genesis frowned. “It might help to think of intent as if it’s your basic inclination, or predisposition, rather than something more transient. And yes, a person’s intent has changed, on occasion. Although it’s relatively rare. Interestingly, it works both ways. There are times when a Chaos Mage will see the error of their ways, and despite enormous pressures will come to the Druids. That’s how we have spies on our side. Why do you ask?”

      “I’m exploring my dark side. You know, just in case.”

      Genesis shook her head. “I don’t believe you, Jaxen Kade. Because if there is any ounce of true darkness inside you, I’m not sure you would have ended up here. Perhaps you would simply just be dead. But there’s something that makes you special.”

      I winked at her. “There are quite a few things that make me special,” I said, and she laughed.

      After a few more minutes of walking, we ended up at the front of the maze again. When we got there, a few others were dragging themselves out. Most of them looked worse for wear.

      Ashlee, her hair always so perfect, had a bramble tangled in it and a cut that was bleeding on her forehead. But she stood there triumphantly, holding her hands up around a giant mass of glowing energy ropes that circled around a deer monster with four eyes and sharp fangs. It kept trying to snap at her, but she kept wrapping the ropes around it until it gave up.

      When Peony saw Jacob, unharmed and completely not dead, she ran forward and hugged me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

      “Was there that much doubt?” I asked.

      Peony let go of me but then jumped up to kiss my cheek.

      “Jacob gets death threats on a regular basis,” she said, glaring at a few of the girls standing around. “And, after seeing what happened with the explosion in the classroom…” Peony looked almost sheepish. “I just wasn’t sure what would happen if you stumbled upon Jacob and he attacked. But this is amazing! He looks the happiest I’ve ever seen him. Don’t you, Jacob boy?”

      Genesis rolled her eyes, and I thought I caught Ashlee doing the same.

      Overall, everyone had done well, and all the monsters released into the maze had been subdued and brought back to the kennel. Peony assisted with directing all of them back to their individual pens, and then we were walking back to the castle.

      The sun was setting, and the air was practically shimmering. It had been a good day, and everyone agreed that next time, we wanted to hunt bigger monsters. Those that didn’t live in the maze but had to be caught in the forest and herded into it.

      But that would be another day. For now, even Ashlee and Genesis seemed not to be glaring at each other.

      But I was left wondering something. A thought that had been occurring to me more frequently over the last week. As I learned more about Wild Magic, I wondered why everyone thought I was different.

      It didn’t exactly worry me, but I was curious. And I resolved to study and work even harder to master the Wild Magic inside me, and maybe crack the mystery of why I had it in the first place.
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      The weeks passed in a similar frenzy of activity. I went to class, sometimes with Genesis and sometimes not. I studied hard and took lots of notes. I didn’t blow up anymore classrooms, and everyone said—including my professors—that I was making great strides. In fact, they often expressed amazement.

      I was amazed myself. But I was having fun, and not just because of Genesis.

      In the evenings, I often studied with her unless she had a prior obligation. She coached me, and we had a lot of fun testing the limits of what I could do.

      So far, levitation had turned out to be the easiest thing for me. Rituals weren’t too difficult if you remembered the steps and paid attention to when Mars was in the right alignment and all that craziness.

      I was shit at potions, but that was mostly because it was so entirely foreign to me that I struggled to bridge the gap between previous knowledge of chemistry and the knowledge of roots and eyeballs and cauldrons. And, I’d never been very good at cooking, nor had I wanted to be, and this felt like an extension of that. However, I tried hard and paid attention, and was seeing progress.

      I still couldn’t make vines grow out of the floor. But Genesis assured me that would come in time.

      One night, after a particularly vigorous “study session,” Genesis and I lay panting on the floor, staring up at the firelight flickering on the ceiling.

      “I love this school,” I said with a grin.

      Genesis laughed. “Me too.”

      I’d been getting a lot of looks lately, more girls checking me out. Not that they hadn't been doing that all along, but it was much more obvious now. I could barely complete a class without catching one or two girls raking their gazes over my body.

      I could talk about anything with Genesis, and since I knew she was open to me exploring other relationships, I asked her what had changed with the other girls.

      “You’re proving yourself every day. They see that.” Genesis turned on her side to face me, running a finger down my bare chest and over my abs. “And you’ve had some time to settle in. They’ve taken your measure, and you are definitely not lacking. I'm surprised that Peony has been the only one to try anything so far.”

      Peony hadn’t tried it again, though, but she had taken to blushing whenever she saw me. I figured it had something to do with the bad blood between Genesis and Ashlee. It seemed to be a sort of dividing line among the students. Ashlee was the most popular girl in school, and she was genuinely liked. Though no one wanted to be on her bad side, except Genesis, who didn’t care.

      “Maybe you haven't been completely swamped yet because you’re new,” she continued. “Or maybe it's because of me, because I'm not well liked.”

      Her words echoed my thoughts, but I didn’t tell her that. Genesis was fun and inventive and great in bed. Plus, she had a kind heart. It was too bad the rest of the school either didn’t see that or were too afraid of Ashlee to admit it.

      “If that's true,” I said, “then they're the ones missing out.”

      Genesis continued running her finger down my abs, this time following my happy trail to its destination. She grinned and then slid down my body.

      “More for me,” she said before taking me in her mouth.
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      In those classes where Genesis wasn’t available, other girls were eager to help me out. It had gotten to the point where they were practically fighting to help me with simple things I could already do.

      I let them help me, partially because the whole thing was funny, and partially because I was interested in them, too.

      One of them, Daphne, a girl with spiked green hair, runic tattoos, dark eyeshadow, and muscles made a point to sit next to me in our weather-controlling class.

      I’d managed to pull a droplet of water out of a wine glass and was concentrating on placing the droplet on a flower petal. It seemed simple but took enormous effort. I needed this notch on my belt, so to speak, before I could try more complicated weather applications like manipulating clouds and forming lightning. So I focused and watched the water droplet float through the air.

      Daphne was good at lightning. She conjured a ball of water vapor between her hands, and I paused to watch as it formed a dark, ominous cloud that matched her eyeshadow.

      “Nice,” I said. Then I placed the droplet on my flower petal and leaned back with a sigh.

      “You’re making so much progress,” Daphne said as she rolled the storm cloud around between her hands. I couldn’t do that exercise with the water droplet until I was twelve years old.”

      “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” I asked, slightly irritated.

      Daphne shrugged. “Of course. You’re accomplishing magic in a few weeks that took years for some of us to learn.”

      Her words echoed Genesis’s almost to the letter.

      “But we’re all gifted here,” I said.

      “Yes, but only in certain areas. You seem to be doing well in all of them.”

      Daphne moved her storm cloud toward me, nodding for me to take it.

      I held out my hands, cupping them one over the other like she was doing, about six inches apart.

      She gently handed the mini storm cloud to me. I took it from her, surprised at its weight. The tiny lightning bolts hit my hands, causing a shock and then a tingling sensation.

      I smiled. This was cool. I imagined conjuring these little storms and then hurling them at monsters.

      “Now you need to make it bigger,” Daphne said. “Concentrate on expanding the distance between your hands. You should be able to pull more moisture form the air. Slowly, now. That’s it!”

      I did as she said, watching the storm expand between my hands. The lightning bolts grew more frequent, as if the storm wanted to get free.

      “How do I make one of these on my own?” I asked.

      “There’s a spell. Along with a specific hand movement...”

      Daphne spent the next few minutes showing me exactly how to place my hands. Her cloak was pushed over her shoulders, revealing the short shorts and low-cut t-shirt she was wearing. It had been cut off at the bottom, so it barely covered her breasts, which brushed against my arm when she leaned over.

      Daphne put a piece of parchment in front of me that had the words I needed to recite.

      I made the hand movement and said the words. Nothing.

      I tried again. Still nothing.

      Daphne frowned and helped guide my hands once more while I said the words again. But it didn’t help.

      I dropped my hands, frustrated. This didn’t feel like magic to me. In fact, a lot of it didn’t. But I tried again, this time making the hand movement without saying the words. I only concentrated on what I wanted to happen.

      Sweat broke out on my brow and my body got that familiar tingling sensation. The air between my hands popped and smoked. I kept concentrating, willing it to happen with everything in me.

      The smoke turned gray and then began swirling in the air. I expanded my hands on instinct, and the first bolt of lightning shot between my palms.

      It actually hurt, like a bad zap of electricity, which was exactly what it was.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Daphne watching me with her mouth open, but I didn’t dare break my concentration.

      The storm cloud grew, and the next bolt of lightning brought the tiny sound of thunder with it.

      By now, the entire class was watching me, along with the professor. I took a chance and moved my hands apart and then pushed them together, expanding and shrinking the storm like one of those stress reliever toys.

      Finally, I grew tired, and my arms started shaking. I’d taken a lot of zaps by now and was ready to let the storm go. I didn’t ask how to get rid of it, but instead just concentrated on the entire thing evaporating. The storm cloud did as I asked, and after a couple more stubborn bolts of lightning, it dissipated.

      The class cheered, and Daphne was grinning from ear to ear. Then she leaned in, wrapped an arm around my neck, and pulled me in for a big kiss. I kissed her back, and we broke apart laughing. By then, the rest of the girls had stopped clapping and were giving Daphne envious looks.

      Daphne let go of me, but when class was over, she grabbed my hand. Pulling me down the hall and into an alcove, the Druid practically launched herself at me for another kiss. I returned the favor, but there were a lot of people around.

      “My room?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “Mine is closer, and I don’t think there’s anyone in there right now.”

      She took my hand again and led me down a few corridors. Up a flight of stairs, through a gallery, and then up a tower on the outside of the castle. This one looked exactly like mine, with stone steps winding steeply upward.

      I’d never been to anyone else’s room. Genesis shared a room with someone, and so she always came to me since I had one of my own. I was curious to see how the rest of the students lived.

      Daphne stopped about halfway up the tower and opened a large, heavy wooden door. It creaked open, revealing a room not quite as big as mine, but with three large comfortable beds each on their own wall. There seemed to be three of everything—wardrobes, chests, and chairs.

      The green-haired druid led me to the closest bed. It had a light green comforter with runes embroidered into it. “This one’s mine,” she said.

      The otherwise strong woman looked as if she wanted my approval. She didn’t need it, but I told her it was nice anyway. It was nice. Not as spacious as mine, but the bed looked just as comfortable. And at this point that was all that mattered.

      Daphne stood in front of me and stripped off her t-shirt. Just as I suspected, she wasn’t wearing a bra, and I reached up to touch her small, pert nipples.

      Without preamble, her hands dove down my pants. I closed my eyes as her hand closed around my erection.

      “How long until your next class?” I asked.

      “An hour,” Daphne said.

      We were interrupted from doing anything further with the sound of the door opening again. I wondered if the creaking was there on purpose to give people warning.

      Daphne removed her hand, and I dropped my hands to her waist.

      Turning a little, I saw Ashlee in the doorway, along with some of her other groupies. Peony was there, too, and she blushed the deepest shade of pink I’d ever seen.

      “Well, well,” Ashlee said. There was a strange expression on her face, not one of jealousy, not exactly, but... regret, maybe?

      Daphne cleared her throat. “Maybe we should go to your room, after all, Jaxen,” she said.

      I nodded and adjusted myself before turning completely around. Daphne put her t-shirt back on.

      “Ladies,” I said, nodding to the group of women standing in the door. I intended to walk past them, but Ashlee went over and plopped herself at the foot of another bed, and the other girls gathered around as if she were their queen.

      I turned to the door to look for Daphne, who was looking between me and Ashlee.

      “Daphne,” Ashlee said sweetly, “I need you here tonight.”

      Daphne blushed a shade of red that I attributed to anger, but she reined it in. “Maybe later,” she said.

      Ashlee glanced at me with that strange look again, and then shook her head. “I’m afraid this business can’t wait.”

      I looked at Daphne and gave her a nod. “Another time,” I said, not wanting to cause conflict. I really didn’t care what the hell Ashlee wanted Daphne to do, but the green-haired girl was obviously conflicted, and I didn’t want to add to her discomfort.

      So I admitted defeat, at least for the time being, and walked away thinking that there was some jealousy in this new world, after all. And it seemed that between Genesis and Ashlee, they were doing a good job of blocking any other budding relationships, whether they meant to or not.

      I didn’t have any other classes that day and thought about going to take a nap. As it turned out, my room was on the other side of the castle. Instead of cutting through two of the wings, I knew I could take a shortcut down through the dungeon. It would cut the distance in half.

      As I took the steps down, I was again reminded of my first night here, when Genesis had taken me on a tour through the castle.

      The dungeon was just as dark now, and the cells were just as mysterious. I was pretty sure I heard some sort of clanking noise, like chains being bashed again against a stone wall, but I’d learned not to worry about such things in the castle. It was haunted, sure, but none of the ghosts had ever been a problem for the students.

      When I returned to the first level, I took two short turns toward a well-traveled corridor that would take me to my tower.

      I heard another noise and thought it was just the wind through some of the upper windows. But then I had the distinct feeling of being watched. It was a feeling that grew to be almost like something crawling along the back of my neck.

      I spun to look behind me.

      A long... something… was pulling back.

      Something had touched me. It was green, and first I thought it was a vine from one of the many growing along the wall.

      But then I saw it had spots on it, and that didn’t match any of the plants nearby. The thing pulled away but then shot forward again, as if it was working up the courage to get closer.

      I didn’t like this. Not one bit. I’d never had any of the castle plants try to interact with me.

      The tip of it danced at eye level, wiggling around like it wanted my attention. And then, it lit up like a fucking firefly—dimming before lighting again in a random pattern.

      It strongly reminded me of an anglerfish, those fish that live in the deep ocean and lure prey to them with a light that dangles in front of their mouths.

      But the thing stretched into the shadows, no mouth in sight. On alert, I didn’t move closer but watched to see what would happen.

      The little lights at the tip of the vine kept dancing, but when the creature didn’t reveal itself—and I was beginning to think it really was a creature rather than a plant—I knew I was going to have to do something.

      It didn’t look like any creature I’d ever met, which meant it was probably a Chaos monster of some sort. Alarm bells were going off in my head. There shouldn’t have been any of these in the castle.

      Instead of just walking toward it, I tried to catch the tip of the vine with my magic.

      It worked, and was much easier than catching Jacob had been.

      As soon as my magic touched it, though, there was a screeching sound, and the frantically flashing tip tried to struggle away from me. I let go and it disappeared.

      Only to reappear a half second later, flicking out like a whip and catching my arms. This thing was covered in a sticky substance and wrapped both of my arms up in it

      Not a vine, then. More like a tentacle.

      It was pulling me toward the shadows.

      “Fuck,” I said. I pulled back, digging my heels in trying not to get further entangled. Then I tried to muscle my way out of its sticky warm embrace. At the same time, the skin of my arms began to burn as if the substance was an acid or venom. I was being dragged toward the shadows, cursing the entire way.

      As I passed a torch burning in its sconce, I concentrated on it. I lifted it out of its position and made it hover near me. Then, still using my magic, I hurled it into the darkness, toward where the tentacle disappeared. The torch illuminated the shadows, and I could see what I was dealing with.

      As it drew me ever closer, I saw that what was grabbing me was a tongue. A really long, nasty tongue. It came out of the creature’s vaguely frog-like face, but the similarities stopped there. The monster stood on four legs with his front legs longer than its back. Its posture reminded me more of a gorilla than a frog, but it had frog-like feet and mottled green skin.

      It also had fangs and eyes that looked like they belonged on a snake. The monster stood several feet taller than me and outweighed me by several hundred pounds.

      My arms were really starting to burn now, so I did the first thing that came to mind, which was tossing the torch directly at the thing’s mouth. It landed right on its tongue at the base. The tongue relaxed its hold on me immediately, and I stumbled backward.

      The creature screeched and leapt toward me, its muscular body tensed, ready to destroy me when it landed. I rolled out of the way, barely avoiding the long claws that scraped the stone floor.

      The torch had fallen but was still burning. I summoned it and caught it when it sped toward me. I spun around as the creature was getting to its feet.

      It was obviously afraid of fire now, but I didn’t think that was going to be enough.

      The monster had wild eyes, but they were shrewd as well. And instead of lunging for me again like before, it eyed the fire in my hand and then tried to send out its tongue after me again. It was as fast as the tongue of a frog going after cricket, but I jumped out of the way and swung the torch at it.

      I attempted to harness the fire with my magic, using my left hand to pull the flame away from the torch to toss it at the frog, but the frog monster kept shooting its tongue at me, and more than once I had to roll to the side to get away from it. I kept losing my concentration.

      Instead, I hurled the torch at the beast. It glanced off the frog’s shoulder. It screeched but otherwise was unharmed. The torch fell to the floor at the monster’s feet.

      I caught the beast again with my magic. I felt the fluttering in my stomach turn to rage, and I gave it all my concentration. I wanted to separate that tongue from the beast wielding it.

      The creature panicked and tried to back away, but I didn’t let go. It struggled, grabbing onto the vines to get some purchase, but I was slowly dragging it toward me. Then I held the beast in place while I tried to remove its tongue, which so far had been the biggest danger.

      It struggled and put up a huge fight, pulling down branches and vines from the walls in an effort to get away from me. Finally, there was a great tearing sound, and the tongue ripped apart near the base. It flew toward me, and I tossed it toward the other end of the corridor. It landed with a big, bloody splat.

      Still holding the monster with magic, I lifted it into the air. It was the largest thing I’d ever attempted to move, and it was feeling the ache in my body. I hoped I didn’t pass out before I could kill it.

      I slammed the beast against the wall, and then against the stone floor. Nothing happened much, except that the frog monster let out a squawk. It was tough, and that skin must have been more like armor than skin.

      When I threw the frog monster into a tree, it grabbed a hold of a limb. Its claws dug into the bark like knives, and I struggled to pull it away. Concentrating, I pulled first one toe out, and then another, but the process was way too slow. I was becoming weak.

      “Fuck,” I grunted.

      I gave up trying to pry the monster off the tree and gave it all the power I could. It began flowing through my body like it had once before, only this time I hoped I didn’t die. My vision was going black around the edges, but I didn’t let go of my hold. The monster finally began wriggling and shuddering in my grasp, and it began screeching nonstop.

      Finally, all of its claws popped free of the tree.

      With my last bit of effort, I clapped my hands together, pretending as if the frog beast was between them.

      The creature exploded.

      Blood, bits of flesh, and guts flew outward like shrapnel, and I covered my head as much of it landed on me, on the walls, floor, and even the ceiling. In every direction, this half of the corridor was a complete mess.

      I was panting heavily, and resisted the urge to sit down and collapse in the middle of everything.

      Then I heard people running. Obviously, the fight had attracted attention. I was just glad no one else had gotten hurt. My arms were still burning, and when I looked at them, I had burns wrapped around the outside of both arms.

      The first person to reach me was Ashlee. She saw the mess, wrinkled her nose, and then quickly slid an arm around my waist and pulled my arm up over her shoulder to support me.

      “Do I look that bad?” I asked her.

      “What the hell happened?” she asked. I did allow some of my weight to rest on her, but I was quickly gaining back my strength. In a few more moments, I’d be all right. Except for maybe those burns.

      “I’m getting frog monster guts on your clothes,” I said.

      Ashlee shook her head. “I don’t care about that. Let’s get you to the healing rooms, and you can tell us all about it.”
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      By the time I got to the healing ward, my strength had returned, and my arms were burning like I’d thrust them into hot acid. The flesh was boiling away, and I broke contact with Ashlee to make sure it didn’t get on her.

      “That was a nasty son of a bitch,” I said.

      “You are lucky,” Headmistress said as she swept through the door.

      “It wasn’t as big as the first one,” I said.

      Then I told her and Ashlee exactly what had happened. By the time I was done, I was sweating from the pain in my arms. They gave me a potion that took the pain away and rubbed my arms with a salve that stopped more damage from accumulating.

      “How are you feeling?” Ashlee said. She took the salve from me and began to slather it on my arm.

      “Better, thanks,” I said.

      “Of course.” Ashlee looked up from treating my burns and caught my eye. There was still something about her gaze that I couldn’t quite read.

      By the time my wounds had been treated, it seemed like half the school was waiting outside the corridor. Headmistress Elsa stayed at the door, keeping the students at bay. Soon, the main healer walked in—a young witch named Sandi who was hunched over like her entire life had been spent bent over a cauldron.

      I knew her name but had never met her before. The first time I’d ended up here, after blowing up Eadmon’s classroom, she’d been absent. Her arms were full of plants that she’d obviously been picking. When she found out what had happened, she dropped her plants unceremoniously on a cart and hurried over.

      “You’ve done well, Ashlee,” she said when she saw the salve. “He’ll need to keep using that until the injuries heal completely. If not, the magic in the venom could begin working again.”

      Ashlee nodded, and so did I.

      “It will likely scar, though,” Sandi told me.

      I shrugged. I didn’t care about scarring. It was bad-ass, proof that I’d fought the monster and won.

      Finally, Healer Sandi released me from the ward. Genesis found me quickly, pushing her way through the throng of girls to latch her arms around me. Ashlee gave her severe look, but she didn’t say anything.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay!” Genesis said.

      “Me too,” I said.

      “Ladies,” Headmistress Elsa said, coming out of the room behind me. “Give Jaxen some space. He’s had quite the ordeal today. But before you go, I need volunteers to help clean up the mess in the corridor.”

      I grimaced and raised my hand. “It’s my fault there’s such a mess, I’ll take care of it.”

      As soon as the girls saw me volunteer, every one of them—about forty in all—raised her hand to volunteer.

      Elsa seemed to try to hide a smile, then she sniffed. “Very well, ladies. Jaxen, thank you. I’m glad you were able to take care of the threat. Not everyone is as good as fighting the Chaos Monsters as you are. There could’ve been more injuries, or worse.”

      I nodded. “Does anyone know how it got in?”

      Elsa shook her head. “I’m afraid not, no. I’ll be discussing possibilities with Professor Hyacinth.”

      Then the headmistress left, the girls parting to let her through.

      The next morning, classes were canceled for anyone who wanted to help clean up. And I was pretty sure the entire school showed. We had buckets and mops and magic to do the job. I’d never tried to clean anything with magic, but some of the girls were quite good at it.

      Even some of the staff came to help. Professors Misha and Hyacinth both asked me to repeat exactly what had happened. When I finished explaining, Hyacinth looked white as a ghost and solemn as ever. She asked me several questions, asking for specific details about the monster. I told her what I could, and she thanked me before gathering a sample of guts and flesh and putting them in a test tube she produced from her robes.

      When she left to go back to her office, Misha stared after her, her lips peeled back in a smile that exposed her large teeth once again. I don’t think she could help it.

      “She’s dedicated, for sure. No one could ever doubt that,” she mused before turning back to me. “I’m glad you’re all right, though, Jaxen. How’s the amulet working?”

      We discussed it for a few minutes, but I had a lot of work to do, and the corridor wasn’t going to clean itself, as much as I wanted it to. Before she left, Misha asked to look at the amulet. I dug it out from under my shirt and handed it over.

      “It looks in good shape. Thank you for taking care of it.” The professor handed it back before taking a mop and bucket of her own and finding a slimy section of corridor to work on.

      I put the amulet back around my neck and tucked it under my clothes once again, then I got back to work. It was good that I’d had it on that night, I thought, or I might have done more damage to the castle. The blood and flesh might have smelled like raw sewage, but at least we weren’t rebuilding any walls.
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        * * *

      

      A few evenings later, I sat with Genesis in the library, where we were doing some real studying. Not the sex-fueled, lust-induced “studying” we normally did.

      The smell of dust and vellum pervaded the air. This library felt like it was in the middle of the forest, more so than any other place in the castle. The ceiling was a canopy of leafy branches. The ends of bookcases had large flowering vines growing up them. Swamps suddenly bubbled up out of the stone floors and had to be navigated. They were quite deep. Anyone who fell into one would find themselves in over their head.

      I’d even heard that some of the trees and books here were haunted.

      But the library held more magic than any other place in the castle. The magic of the books themselves accounted for most of it, but according to Genesis, even knowledge had magic, and when it was all piled together in one room, it couldn’t be ignored. The air even sometimes glimmered like sunbeams through a window. But it was random and could happen any time of day.

      The library was curated by the Druids but maintained by pixies. Small one-foot-tall creatures that flew up and down the aisles with the speed of dragonflies. They stacked the books and shooed away the occasional bird that made its way in.

      Most pixies had long, narrow wings like dragonflies, and all of them were scantily clad. Their assets were often on full display for anyone to see, since most of them didn’t believe in wearing underwear, male or female. Since they often flew overhead, anyone who looked up usually got an eyeful.

      “I really don’t feel like it was coincidental,” I said, picking up a conversation that Genesis and I had been having all week. “What about the male professors—could any of them be Chaos Mages?”

      “I suppose it’s possible that a Chaos Mage infiltrated a highly secretive academy for the gifted. But no more possible than it would be for a female Chaos Mage. In this, they are equal, and would have to be incredibly skilled. However improbable, it is possible the monster just wandered in.”

      “Possible, maybe. But only if someone had left the doors open at night. And aren’t there wards after dark?”

      Genesis nodded. “Like I said, not impossible, but highly improbable.”

      At that moment, Ashlee walked through the door caring a heavy bag. When she saw us, she headed over.

      “What the hell does she want?” Genesis grumbled. Since she often had the habit of grumbling when Ashlee was around, I didn’t think she was actually directing the question toward me.

      Ashlee sat down across from us and put her bag on the floor. Her cheeks were flushed as if she’d lugged the entire thing through the castle.

      “Those Restoring Balance books are the heaviest of any of them, I swear,” she said.

      Genesis was glaring at Ashlee.

      Ashlee looked at me, to Genesis, and then back to me. “I’m sorry. Was I interrupting something? You’d think that the two of you spend enough time together, Genesis. Jaxen might wish for other company once in a while, you know. I’m sure that you can’t satisfy all his needs.”

      Genesis snorted. “Better than you can, Ashlee,” she said with a hint of underlying meaning.

      “Speaking of,” I said calmly, “What the hell was that with Daphne the other day?”

      Ashlee grinned guiltily. “It wasn’t about you, really. Daphne had been really rude earlier, and I was just returning the favor.”

      “Do your friends always do what you say?”

      “If you’re implying that I tell them what to do all the time, you’re mistaken.” Ashlee sat up straight and raised her chin. “My friends can do whatever they want. I had no problem with Peony going up to see you. If Genesis hadn’t ruined it, perhaps you’d have found that out. But Daphne and I aren’t close, and she owed me a favor. And like I said, she had it coming.”

      Genesis snorted contemptuously.

      I maintained eye contact with Ashlee and waited for explanation, but when none came, I changed the subject. “Okay. Duly noted,” I said. “Genesis and I were just discussing the frog monster. And where it might have come from.”

      Ashlee wrestled a large leather-bound vellum book onto the worn oak table and put her hands on top of it. Then she nodded. “That’s why I came over here. It’s been bothering me too. Did the monster have any wings?”

      I shook my head.

      “So then it couldn’t have flown in through an open window somewhere.”

      “Maybe it crawled?” I asked. “It had long claws that were as hard as steel. And it didn’t have any trouble clinging from a tree branch.”

      Genesis and Ashlee both shook their heads. “The castle may be covered in vines and trees,” Genesis said, “but you can’t climb up the outside walls. It’s part of their magic.”

      “Okay then, the other question—was it looking for me or just any opportunity?” I asked.

      Ashlee frowned again. “Why would it be looking just for you?”

      Genesis scoffed. “You know, for an intelligent person, sometimes you can be so dense, Ashlee. Of course, it could be just looking for Jaxen.” Genesis threw up her hands in exasperation. “He’s only the most powerful Druid we’ve met in our lifetimes. Perhaps someone has taken note.”

      Ashlee regarded Genesis coldly. “There’s no need to be snarky about it, Genesis. I was merely working my way through the problem. But if you are suggesting that someone in the ranks of the Chaos Mages has heard about Jaxen’s abilities and is worried, and that person is taking notes and trying to kill him, then I would suggest there’s a spy among our own ranks.”

      “That was one hypothesis,” I said, nodding.

      Ashlee sat back and folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t believe it. Not here.”

      Genesis laughed unkindly. “Of course, you wouldn’t. Because it doesn’t fit inside your ideals of a perfect world. But I guarantee you the Chaos Mages have spies just like we do.”

      “I suppose it’s possible the Chaos monster came through a door during the day,” I said, “and waited for the perfect opportunity to get a meal.”

      I didn’t want to escalate the situation between the girls any further and hoped that bringing the conversation back to topic would stop them.

      “It would have needed to be a very large window left open,” Genesis said as if I hadn’t spoken. Her glare was fixed on Ashlee. “You know, not unlike the one Ashlee has in her own room.”

      Ashlee straightened in her seat, and her hands went very still. “If you are implying that I leave my window open and unguarded—”

      Genesis stood, placing her hands on the table and leaning toward Ashlee. “I wasn’t implying it, I was saying it outright.”

      “Ladies,” I said, putting a hand on top of Genesis’s. “I’m not sure there are any windows in the towers big enough to let that thing in. It was enormous. But since you both seem eager to help me, perhaps I could propose a temporary cease-fire?”

      Ashlee gave Genesis a scathing look, but she leaned back in her chair. Genesis took a long, slow breath, and then sat down.

      “I suppose,” Genesis began as if the disagreement hadn’t even happened. “It’s possible the monster could have been made within the castle. And there’s one place that would have been perfect for it.”

      Ashlee raised an eyebrow. “She’s right. And it makes more sense than an extremely large monster entering without being seen.”

      “Where is this place?” I asked.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, we were standing at one end of the Opposing Balance wing. It was in ruins. Here, the natural world could not be held back as it was in the rest of the castle. Some of the stone had tumbled, some of it was blackened.

      And yet, there was life. Spiders. Vines. Mosses growing on the blackened walls. The smell of standing water and the croak of frogs.

      There weren’t many torches here, and Ashlee said it was because the servants didn’t like to come in here to light them. They didn’t want to set foot in this wing.

      Ashlee conjured a small bit of fire in her hand and held it in front of her as we walked. Some of the rooftop was open to the sky, where the moon was intermittently obscured by clouds.

      “Chaos was once thought of as simply an aspect of balance,” Genesis explained. “After all, what is normal for the spider is chaos for the fly, and there is chaos in so much of what is natural. The patterns of fire,” she said, nodding at the flame in Ashlee’s hand, “the way the cloud shifts and moves, even the way a person’s mind works.”

      “But that’s not what Chaos is, is it?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

      Genesis shook her head. “There was a Druid who rebelled against the idea that Chaos was part of the Balance, and he sought not to support Balance through Chaos, but to subvert it. He believed that Chaos is not only the natural order, but the avenues are which those of power could rise.”

      “But that was over two millennia ago,” Ashlee added. “Now we know that Chaos Magic is the counterpoint to Wild Magic, not a part of it. And rather than supporting Balance, it always seeks to destroy it.”

      We continued through the wing, which had few doors still on their hinges. Most of them had been blasted into bits, but some were laying off to the side, as if a giant had busted through them.

      Inside the rooms was mostly darkness, with some beams of moonlight. The air was damp, and the croak of frogs got louder as we went deeper into the wing. The entire place felt dark and wild. And I thought that perhaps Wild Magic did best when it was allowed to be wild. When nothing was requested of it beyond simply working as it wanted to. It was a passing thought, and I set it aside in favor of another question.

      “Was the wing damaged when the Druid tried to gain power through Chaos?”

      “No,” Ashlee and Genesis said together. They glanced at each other but otherwise ignored the coincidence.

      “That came later,” Genesis explained, “when there were enough Chaos Mages to rise up against the Druids. They were angry. Angry at being treated like they were lesser, and so they split off.”

      “Yes,” Ashlee said, “Unfortunately, they took some of the brightest minds of their age with them. And when they gathered enough knowledge and power, they tried to take the academy. The damage here is the result. And as a reminder of the danger of Chaos, it was left as is. It’s been several centuries now, though, and that it barely looks like part of the castle anymore.”

      Like the other wings, there were two main corridors that met at a point on the outer wall, with shorter corridors connecting them at various points. We continued through, exploring as much as the ruins allowed. When we reached the point where the two wings met, we’d seen most of what there was to see.

      But we’d found nothing conclusive.

      Ashlee parted with us here, to head back to the library.

      The sun was going down, and as Genesis and I climbed the staircase that would take us around toward my tower, I realized I still didn’t have an answer to my question.

      Had the frog monster been meant specifically for me, or was it just a matter of chance?
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      There was no time to give it much thought over the next few days. My first set of exams was coming up. The Arcane Academy didn’t do end-of-year exams. Instead, they tested each student as they were ready, even if it was in the middle of term.

      It was a nice system, if you asked me.

      I’d shown an extraordinary aptitude for learning magic and had progressed enough to take my exams and move on to the next level of each class. There were written and practical portions, and Genesis and I spent every night studying.

      Like, actually studying.

      She sat curled up on the tufted sofa opposite me, her eyes glittering in the firelight. The night air was downright cold, but we had the windows wide open. A wooden doll lay on the table between us.

      I was practicing fire magic, and I seemed to have hit a wall.

      “It’s not about how hard you concentrate as much as your intent,” she said for the fifth time.

      There was that word again. Intent.

      “I’m intending to set fire to that fucking doll. How much more can I want it to happen?” I asked, frustrated.

      Genesis stood and walked around to stand behind me. She patiently massaged my shoulders. “Relax. Let’s take a break.”

      I closed my eyes and breathed, listening to Genesis’s voice and smelling her scent of sage and blueberries. I relaxed my hands and arms, and she ran her hands down them.

      A pleasant tingling moved from her skin into mine.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Just a bit of healing energy to help. Don’t you like it?”

      “No, I do. Keep going.”

      Genesis ran her hands down the lengths of my arms, leaning over my shoulder to do it, her breasts pressed up against my neck. The tingling sensation grew more insistent and focused on the faint, telltale signs of the burns from the frog-monster.

      “Do these still hurt?” she whispered.

      “No. Not for a while now. Why couldn’t someone have done this for the burns?”

      “My healing energy is childish compared to what the great Druids of old could do. Not many have the power now. So we rely on creams and salves and potions. It’s still potent, but not as much fun or impressive.”

      “I think it’s all impressive,” I said, catching her right hand and bringing it over my heart. She stilled. “You say it’s all about intent.”

      “Mmm,” she murmured, kissing the side of my neck.

      “Then why do I feel a physical force inside me every time I try to do magic? Is that a product of the intent?”

      Genesis pulled away from kissing me. I turned my head to look in her eyes.

      “Describe that a bit more,” she said.

      I shrugged. “It started as pain. The first time, when I killed that breach monster, it was so intense that I would have passed out if it hadn’t killed me. But now it’s more like a pleasant feeling of power. The more I focus on it, the more intense it becomes. Then it bursts through.”

      Genesis broke contact and moved to kneel in front of me. She took my hands in hers.

      “For me, it’s different,” she said. “I am basically asking the Wild Magic to flow into me each time. And when it comes, I store it. So for me it feels like a rush leaving my body. It’s so fleeting I don’t really even feel it anymore. But what you’re describing…”

      “What?” I asked, leaning forward.

      The redhead shook her head. “I’m not sure, exactly. I’ve never heard anyone describe it quite like that before. I use the magic I’ve stored to guide it where I want it to go. That’s why intent is so important.”

      “Maybe I should have been a Chaos Mage after all,” I whispered. I’d thought similar things so often it had almost become like a joke. But there was still an aspect of real uncertainty within the statement.

      “No. I’m sure you’re in the right place, as I’ve said before. This doesn’t change anything except maybe how you use your magic. Anyway, I’m not even sure Chaos Magic works like that. You’re definitely wielding pure Wild Magic…”

      “But in a different way,” I finished.

      Genesis nodded.

      “When I let loose, and it bursts out of me, it almost feels like I’m directing it with my mind. Is that how it feels for you?”

      “Not really. Usually, my hands guide the magic, nothing else.” Genesis bit her bottom lip and smiled seductively. “I’ve been working on something.”

      “Is it going to help me magically make that doll burst into flames?”

      “Well, maybe not. But you try once again, and then I’ll tell you my thing.”

      This time, instead of trying to use the hand signs Genesis had taught me, I focused instead on opening that tap of magic. Immediately, I felt it flow through me, and I felt the limiting properties of the amulet doing its work. Instead of just concentrating on the doll, I imagined it first igniting and then bursting into flames.

      For a moment, nothing happened, but then it began to smolder. Instead of just trying to concentrate harder, I concentrated on letting more of the Wild Magic flow through me.

      It worked. A moment later, the doll was burning brightly. I levitated it off the table and tossed it into the fire, where it created a hiss of sparks and then got lost in the larger flames.

      “Perfect!” Genesis said, pulling herself toward me for a kiss.

      “Now you have to show me what you've been working on,” I said.

      Genesis grinned wickedly.

      “Does this have something to do with the notes you've been taking?”

      She nodded. “I've been researching sex magic.”

      “Cool. So we can share abilities or something?”

      Genesis shook her head. “Not exactly. But I think it might be better than that. Because really, the sky’s the limit then it comes to learning magic. And if there's a talent or skill that you have that I don't, all I need to do is work on it. But this is different. It's about possibly something more.”

      “Like what?”

      “That's the fun part. I don't actually know yet.” Genesis stood and walked over to me, straddling my lap with a knee on either side of my hips. I placed my hands on her hips.

      “And does this sex magic involves lots of sex? Please say yes.”

      Genesis ground her hips into me, and I felt my erection growing. “Yes, and a super-secret ritual that I've developed. The only thing now is the experiment part. And I need a willing guinea pig. Er… participant.”

      She grinned wickedly and ran her long fingernail along my chest, scratching me through the fabric of my shirt. For such a simple sensation, it was incredibly sensuous.

      “Are you willing, Jaxen?” she asked huskily.

      “Hell yeah,” I said, my voice raspy with need.
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        * * *

      

      A short time later, Genesis and I had moved the sofas and table over to one wall and rolled up the rugs. Genesis had drawn a circle with chalk she'd pulled from her bag.

      Then she conjured flames in all the candles around the room, and even more that she pulled from her bag.

      “I'm guessing you'd planned on this tonight, then?” I asked.

      “I was waiting for a good time. To be honest, I've been carrying the supplies around with me for several days.” She grinned sheepishly and resumed her work.

      She marked some runes around the circle and stood. Seeming satisfied with her work, Genesis dropped the chalk and dusted off her hands on her skirt. She had tossed her cloak onto my bed long ago.

      “Take off your shirt,” she said.

      Interested to see what would happen next, I did what she said and tossed my shirt onto the bed.

      Genesis pulled something else from her bag. It looked like a small tube of lipstick. But when she opened it, it had an intoxicating scent. Blueberries and sage, just like Genesis. She drew a rune on my chest in purple, taking care to draw the lines exactly. Then she put the top back on the tube and took my hand to lead me into the circle.

      “It's possible the moon phases will affect this,” she said, “but I think it will work no matter what. It's likely that certain moon phases will only make it stronger or weaker, but if we perform the ritual several times, we'll know what works best. So for now, the only variable will be the moon phase. After that, I can start tweaking the ritual.”

      “What do we have to do?”

      The paint on my chest tingled slightly, but it wasn't unpleasant. I suspected it wasn't just paint, but a thick potion.

      “It's actually quite simple, at least this part. The potion has taken ages to get it where I think it should be.” Genesis stripped off her shirt and then slid her skirt and panties down her legs before kicking them off to the side out of the circle. Then she unbuttoned my pants and slid them down my legs, completely undressing me.

      Taking the potion stick, she began to draw lines on her arms, complicated swirls mixed with runes and symbols of the moon. One line she drew starting at the top of her sternum and going all the way down her chest, between her breasts, over her belly button, and down to her freshly shaved pussy.

      She then began marking the rest of my body in the same way, extending the lines from the original pattern she’d drawn, around my ribs, over my back, shoulders, and down my arms. Then she extended it down to my thighs and around to my butt before circling back up and ending at my groin.

      With a grin, she drew the potion stick down my length. I felt her hot breath blowing on the tip, but except for the potion, she didn’t touch me. If I didn't trust her, I would have pulled away. Painting stuff on my dick just wasn't my thing.

      The slight tingling sensation I now felt all over my body extended there, too, but it only seemed to heighten my awareness of the air moving in the room and the way Genesis’s body was close to mine.

      Despite what she'd said, nothing about this looked simple.

      Genesis set the potion stick outside the circle and then held out her hands. I took them and she closed her eyes. I did the same.

      “Repeat after me, Jaxen Kade,” she said, her voice low and sultry.

      She then began to chant in a tongue I recognized as belonging to the Druids. It was ancient and not anything I'd ever heard before except for in classes. I'd been trying to learn, but for now, I just concentrated on repeating what she said. I had enough knowledge to pronounce everything accurately, at least.

      While Genesis chanted, she began tugging on my hands. I sat down within the circle, and she climbed on top of me. Her eyes were open now and she looked incredibly sexy as she pushed my shoulders, urging me to lay down.

      Then, her chanting increasing crescendo, she sat down on my length without any warning.

      It felt fucking amazing.

      We continued chanting as she began to ride me. Our fingers interlocked, and I provided support for her movement. Now I knew the words, even if I didn’t understand them. Instead of repeating after her, we began chanting in unison.

      The sensations were nothing like anything I'd ever felt before. My entire body felt like it was on fire, and then I felt my magic rise and fill that same space as the flames, as if every cell was calling to the Wild Magic around us. I felt it flow through me and then into Genesis through our bodily connection—from my cock to her pussy. She shuddered and began riding me harder.

      I bucked my hips beneath her, unable to remain still. And within a few moments, Genesis had stopped her chanting and was screaming my name. When she came, her walls clenched around me, and I felt an exchange of magic happen.

      It was stranger than anything yet. I felt Genesis herself, her essence, or rather the magic that she stored, flow into me. She continued to ride me through her orgasm, and I finally came. It was so powerful that all I saw were stars and all I felt was blissful oblivion. Finally, our magical energies mixed until it was impossible to tell one from the other.

      When we were done, our bodies were slick with sweat, mixing with the potion that now ran in rivulets on our skin. Genesis broke contact first, her knees red from resting them on the stone floor. The potion on my dick had been worn off, mostly. It must have ended up inside of her.

      Genesis held out her hand for me, and I took it and got up off the floor. I was panting like I'd just ran a mile at full speed. The sex hadn't been that wild—not compared to some other sessions with Genesis—but it had taken a lot of effort anyway.

      Genesis stood on her tiptoes and kissed me. “How do you feel?”

      “Tired, energized at the same time, lucky.” I wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her to me for another kiss. When we broke apart, Genesis wanted a further explanation of my feelings.

      So I told her about how my body felt, starting from my head and working all the way down to my toes. How my muscles felt weak and tired, but it was more like I’d just finished a sex marathon than an actual one—way more satisfying. I also felt relaxed and positive. And closer to Genesis, somehow. I remembered the way our magic had mixed, and described it to her.

      “I felt it too,” she said. Then she hopped up and down in excitement, rubbing against my body. “I think it might have worked!”

      “But the question is, what did it do?”

      “I don't know,” Genesis said thoughtfully. “We'll have to just see what the effects are over the next few days. If any. I mean, I based the ritual on methods designed to enhance magical powers, but with my own twist. The intention was to help us to gain new powers, but there’s no way of knowing as yet if it worked. I mean, if it turns out to be something that just enhances relationships or something like that, it would be incredibly marketable. There's always magic folk willing to buy something like that, but that's not what I intended it for.”

      “I guess we'll just wait and see. Now, how do you feel about a shower? Unless this potion needs to stay on?”

      Genesis shook her head. “No, the ritual is complete. In fact, it's complete as soon as we both come. I engineered it that way because I didn't want it to be a one-sided thing, you know? I wanted to make sure that both parties were experiencing pleasure and that it couldn't be abused.”

      “Smart,” I said, kissing her forehead. Then I took her hand and led her into the bathroom. It was it was bright with candlelight. I had intended on turning on the shower, but instead reached for the faucet at the tub. It was a large tub and would easily hold both of us. I hadn't used it since I'd been here, and it seemed like it would be a wasted opportunity if I didn't use it now.

      A few minutes later, we were both soaking in a bubble bath, Genesis resting between my legs and leaning against my chest. I was casually running a sponge over her shoulders, watching the potion run off her body. The water had turned dark purple. I figured we'd have to end up showering after this anyway, but I wasn't in a hurry.

      Neither was Genesis.

      That is, until I suddenly felt a cold wave of nausea wash over my body. And then I began shaking.
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      “Jaxen?”

      I woke with Genesis peering down at me. She was clothed and we were in what looked like the healing ward.

      “Did I pass out?”

      Genesis nodded, and her face looked white with concern. Her freckles stood out prominently on her skin.

      “You said you didn't feel well and then you just slumped into the tub. You almost drowned.” She stifled a sob. “I got you out, wrapped you in a blanket, and levitated you down here.”

      I tried to sit up, but I was incredibly weak. My arms and legs felt like I’d run an Ironman without training. My skin looked gray in the candlelight, my head hurt, and I wanted to throw up. Not to mention how my lungs felt like they were burning. I must have inhaled a ton of water.

      “I thought...” Genesis trailed off and grabbed my hand. Then she put her face on the bed and sobbed.

      “Hey,” I said, squeezing her hand with great effort. “I'm sure I'll be okay. Maybe I just ate something bad.”

      In fact, it did feel like that one time I had food poisoning, only ten times worse.

      Genesis raised her head, and tears streaked down her cheeks. “It must have been the ritual,” she whispered. “You were fine before the ritual.”

      I sighed. The timing was suspect, but I didn't want Genesis to feel bad.

      Before I could say anything reassuring, the healer, Sandi, walked up to the bed and bent over me. Then again, she was always bent over, so maybe she was just standing normally. At this proximity, it was hard to ignore how large and watery her eyes were.

      “No ritual caused this,” she said as if she'd heard the conversation. “This is Chaos Magic.”

      Headmistress Elsa walked through the door at that moment. She hurried over to the bed, her eyes taking in some of the purple-tinged potion that was still dried on my chest.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      Genesis hurriedly wiped her eyes and then explained what had happened to me. She left out the specifics of the ritual though, and I wondered if what we were doing was sanctioned. Probably not. The school probably didn't approve of experimenting on fellow students.

      “As I say,” Sandi interjected before Elsa could ask any questions, “this is not the result of a ritual. I don't understand how it happened, but I can tell you what it is.”

      She left the words hanging in the air as if she wanted someone to ask her. Elsa cleared her throat and gave Sandi a severe look.

      “He is contaminated by Chaos Magic,” the witch said, pausing as if she’d just dropped the mic. She had trouble hiding her excitement, as if it had been a long time since there was anything that had challenged her. “And that Chaos is eating away at him, like gangrene, from the inside out.”

      Genesis gasped, and I just stared at the healer.

      “What do you mean you don't know how it happened?” I asked. “I'm sure this has happened before to other people. Right?”

      The healer hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. “Not to my knowledge. Witches and Druids have various techniques to combat Chaos in the world. Often, we can use our power to knit the healthy world back together after it has been torn apart by Chaos. For instance, the breach that you encountered. We've learned how to put those types of abominations back together. For the Chaos monsters, we have no antidote but death.

      “But this isn't a scar of Chaos. It's like...” she stole a glance at Elsa. “it's like there's a living piece of Chaos inside you, like with the monsters. It’s beyond my ability to help.”

      “So I’m going to turn into a frog monster? Or a human monster?” The thought made my head hurt even more.

      “Jaxen,” Elsa said, turning to me. “Is there anything, any reason at all that you can think of why this would be happening to you? Have you encountered anything strange lately?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing that I can think of,” I said, choosing not to mention the details of the ritual between Genesis and me. I knew that wasn't Chaos Magic, so there was no point in mentioning it.

      “Unless,” I said, “what about that Chaos monster? Is there any chance that I was somehow contaminated?”

      “If that were the case, headmistress,” Genesis said, “there's a possibility the entire school could be tainted. Almost everyone helped clean up.”

      There was a sick feeling in my stomach that had nothing to do with the nausea already there. I blew up that monster, and if I'd known how to kill it without being so messy about it, I would have made it a clean kill. Not possibly endangered everyone else in the school. I mentally kicked myself.

      Elsa was frowning even more, and then, after looking from Genesis to me, she turned back to the healer. “Is that a possibility?”

      “I have never heard of a Chaos monster infecting anyone with anything. But unless there's another reason, it's the only explanation I would have at this time.”

      “Very well,” Elsa said with a no-nonsense tone. “We will have to ask the entire school to quarantine. By now, those that didn't help clean up have met those who did.”

      I groaned and laid my head back on the pillow. “Fuck my life.”
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        * * *

      

      Since I was already in the healing ward, I was told to stay there. Genesis was quarantined on the other end since she spent the most time with me, and had come into “intimate physical contact” with me, as Sandi had put it.

      Curtains were drawn around her and spells cast to help prevent anything from reaching her from me. Genesis almost pouted at being separated from me, but she often moved aside the curtain so she could blow me kisses or make faces, depending on her mood.

      She wasn't the type of woman to sit still. I wasn't the type of man to sit still, for that matter. But I had little choice. The good news was that it was mostly just precaution, because we didn’t actually know what the problem was. Genesis felt perfectly healthy.

      Over the next several days, the healer tried several different potions and rituals on me, none of them helping. I was still as helpless as a baby and weak beyond imagining. I cursed my rotten luck, but mostly I just worried about Genesis and the other girls.

      One by one, the healer tested each student for signs of Chaos Magic, using a ritual that told her if anything strange appeared beyond the Wild Magic that already existed within each girl. She even tested the staff and professors.

      I saw them come in one at a time, keeping to the far end of the ward, which had been protected with a spell to keep anything from contaminating them before they left.

      The half-orc, Vivee, was the only student who protested. The curtain around my bed was slightly pulled back, and when she pulled her hood down, I caught my first glimpse of her. I didn’t have any classes with Vivee, and had never seen her face, since she kept it covered when out in the castle.

      She had a deep, ragged scar across the front of her face, going from above her right brow, over the bridge of her nose, and down below the left corner of her mouth. The scar was about ten inches long and two inches wide.

      Aside from—or perhaps enhanced by—the scar, she had a beautiful face. Genesis had described Vivee as the ‘most beautiful person she’d ever met,’ and now I knew why.

      Her skin was a shade of green that was hard to describe. Not green like a fir or pine tree, but not pastel or brilliant, either. It was just plain sexy and reminded me of tall grass under a summer sun. Her face was delicate looking despite the scar. Her nose was cute and perfectly shaped, with luscious, full lips that were begging to be kissed. Her eyes were bright yellow, like the aforementioned sun, and so bright I almost had to look away.

      “I’m not infected with Chaos,” she protested. “Orcs can’t be.”

      “Of course, dear,” Sandi said quietly. “But you know as well as I that the Druid blood in your veins opens you up to some nasty diseases, even if they are rare.”

      In the end, Vivee submitted to Sandi’s tests. When she left, she cast an irritated look at me. I pretended not to notice and kept staring at the ceiling.

      Thankfully, no one else got ill, and when it became clear I wasn’t contagious, Elsa declared a quick end to the quarantine. Genesis practically launched herself at me, but in the intervening time since we’d been allowed to touch, I had grown even weaker. I could no longer even squeeze her hand, and just opening my eyes was painful.

      For the first time, I thought that maybe I would die. That this would be the end of my magical career, and the end of me. I didn't dwell on it, but just accepted it as a very real possibility.

      It was disappointing, though, but I tried not to worry Genesis any more than she already was.

      Once the quarantine was lifted, I had a slew of visitors. The healer tried to keep them out, but the girls tended to sneak in when she wasn't around. Genesis was there the most, but Ashlee also came in several times a day to check on me, along with several of her groupies. Even the shy servant who often brought food to my room peeked in once. She said hello, laid her hand on my arm, and then made a quick departure.

      One day, about a week into my ordeal, Genesis came to me in a hurry.

      “I overheard something,” she said. She spoke quietly, almost at a whisper. Sandi wasn't around, but she was never gone for long and Genesis acted like she wanted to say whatever needed to be said before the healer came back.

      “The healer is frightened. She called the school governors behind Elsa’s back. Elsa is furious with her. They are discussing what to do with you.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked weakly.

      Genesis shook her head, and then said, “I don't know exactly, but the healer kept bringing up something. She kept talking about the first Chaos Mage, saying that what has happened to you was the same thing that happened to him all those centuries ago. But I don't believe it, Jaxen. There's got to be another explanation. That Chaos Mage chose his path. At least, that’s what we’ve always been led to believe.”

      “Well, if I get any worse, they won't have to do anything about me, since I'm likely to die right here in this bed.”

      Genesis grasped my hand tightly. “Don't you dare say that, Jaxen Kade. I'm not giving up on this. I've spent a lot of time in the library over the last few days—all of it, unless I'm in class. We're going to figure this out. The healer is wrong. So are the governors.”

      “What are the governors saying? And is Tyndale involved?”

      “I don't know. But if I find out any more, I'll let you know.” Then she tilted her head to one side. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well, he wasn’t happy about me attending here, wasn't he? In fact, it almost seemed like he was hinting something like this would happen that night that I was resurrected. Remember?”

      “They resent your power, Jaxen. They resent anyone with power, for that matter, if the power doesn't belong to them. But overall, I've never had a reason to doubt any of the governors. Not as far as the school is concerned. Some of the brightest minds come out of here. And some of them, Tyndale included, attended here as well.”

      I smirked. “They’re afraid of me.”

      Genesis nodded.

      Just then, Healer Sandi swept into the room and made a beeline for my bed. She came and tested my heart rate, felt my forehead, and palpated the lymph nodes in my neck, all as if Genesis wasn't even there. Then, without saying a word to me, she went over to her desk.

      “I better go,” Genesis said. “Even if she says there's nothing to be done for you, I'm not going to give up trying to find a cure.”

      She raised her voice just a little at that last bit, letting the bitterness enter her tone and her words enter the healer’s ears.

      She kissed me on the forehead, then on the lips, and then left.

      I spent the next few days being bored. My condition didn't deteriorate, but it didn't get any better, either. I had nothing really to do except stare at the ceiling.

      Until Ashlee appeared one afternoon with a book.

      “Are you going to read to me?” I asked. “If so, I say hell yeah, but it better be a good one.”

      Ashlee sat in the chair next to my bed and placed her hand on my arm. Her shoulder-length blond hair swayed, catching the light. “What kinds of books do you like to read?”

      “Fantasy, science fiction, men's adventure stuff, I guess.”

      “I'll remember that for next time,” she said with a smile. “However, I have something else. This is a book from the library.”

      I waited, not sure if I should be intrigued or exasperated. In the end, I settled for curious. Anything was better than staring at the ceiling.

      “Chaos is usually defeated by weaving strands of Wild Magic together,” she said, opening the book to where she'd marked it with a piece of paper. “But this isn't a scar on the world, like a breach.”

      “Right. Or so they tell me.”

      Ashlee nodded. “I found this passage in a book about Wild Magic. ‘Chaos can be burned out by wild magic, if there's enough of it.’”

      I raised an eyebrow, one of the few movements I could make. “That's it?”

      Ashlee smiled and looked a little bit smug. “Genesis has been looking in the wrong place,” she said.

      “Ah,” I said, “that's why you've been looking.”

      Ashlee laughed but then shook her head. “No, I really want to help. But I do like the idea of getting to an answer before she does.”

      “So how do we get Wild Magic to burn out this living Chaos inside me?”

      “I figured you could use your own magic. You have more raw power than any of us in this school. And if anyone could heal himself, it would be you, Jaxen.” Her hand was still on my arm, and she squeezed it lightly. It was the first time she’d really touched me in a personal, if not intimate, way.

      “Well, no one else has come up with any other options. I don't have anything better to try.”

      I knew I would die if this didn't work. I was too weak, to drained. If there was another answer or solution, it would have to present itself soon.

      I closed my eyes and summoned what little energy I possessed. Using my magic always made me weaker, and I wondered that if this didn't work, that I would just die right here trying. Forget about other solutions.

      But I would always rather die trying than die without doing anything at all, and that thought made up my mind for me.

      My magic was still in there, burning weakly, but I thought about it and imagined it seeking out the Chaos inside me and destroying it. I felt a small rush of strength and power, but then it left. And I felt weaker than ever.

      I kept my eyes closed, not wanting Ashlee to see my struggle, and not wanting her to feel bad for me. I'd never wanted pity, even when life got tough, and I wasn't starting now.

      I tried again, but with the same result. I felt like I had one more try in me before I'd have to give up and rest for a while. But instead of getting right to it, I thought of something Ashlee had said.

      What was the saying? Only a fool kept trying the same thing over and over, expecting different results—or something like that. And Ashlee had given me an idea. Something different.

      “Ashlee,” I said without opening my eyes. I was trying to conserve my energy. “Will you take off my amulet?”

      I felt her hands around me, removing the amulet and gently lifting my head to pull it off. I heard her set it on the table beside the bed.

      Burning out this Chaos Magic was going to take raw power. And that's what I had. Raw power. Ashlee had just said it.

      So I tried again, summoning every last bit of strength I had into seeking out the Chaos in my body. I felt a rush, as if the Wild Magic was flowing around me and through me.

      It was working. There was a burning happening in my body. Some of it I recognized as Wild Magic. It was strong and gave me courage. But the other felt dirty. Not pure and bright and joyful, but dangerous and ominous and evil. That was the Chaos Magic.

      I concentrated on overwhelming it with Wild Magic. For a moment, the Chaos put up a good fight. It was stubborn and didn't want to leave my body. Internally, I even felt its cry of pain as the Wild Magic assaulted it. My whole body shuddered, and was like an earthquake. There was a return of the nausea, and for a moment, I didn't think I would have enough strength to make it happen.

      But then the Wild Magic began overwhelming the Chaos Magic. It was winning. I felt its death throes inside me as my body shook from the battle. The Wild Magic was burning out the Chaos, and as that happened, I felt my strength return. First in small increments, and then exponentially.

      With a yell, I opened my eyes and felt the last bit of the corruption disintegrate. If it could have turned into ashes like that breach monster, I knew it would have.

      Immediately, my strength returned. I sat up suddenly, causing Ashlee to lean back in shock.

      “Holy shit,” I said with a grin. “It worked.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      My health returned to normal so quickly that there was no reason to remain in the hospital ward. Word of my recovery spread throughout the academy, and my first meal back in the cafeteria was full of students and staff congratulating me and wishing me well.

      After that, there was a return to normal, for the most part.

      One exception.

      Now that I had a clear head to think, I’d been doing a lot of it. I’d wondered before if the frog monster was a deliberate attack.

      But now, with a mysterious Chaos illness almost killing me?

      Now I was more certain than ever that it was somehow deliberate. It was too coincidental to have two near-death experiences within such a short amount of time. Even though using magic could be dangerous, it didn’t explain what had happened to me.

      I didn't know who was trying to kill me, nor did I know how they managed to poison me with Chaos Magic. Which meant there was nothing stopping this mysterious person from trying again.

      So I attended my classes, same as before, but constantly kept one eye on my surroundings. I had lost some time, but I'd been behind when I started, so it just made me work that much harder.

      I spent many nights studying late.

      Finally, I took my exams and passed with flying colors. Genesis and I were just planning to go to my room to celebrate when Ashlee joined us at our table in the library.

      My illness had had one positive effect. Ashlee had been a regular presence at dinner and the library. And she and Genesis, while not being overtly friendly, at least refrained from arguing in front of me.

      Genesis had been furious that Ashlee had found a cure first. Oh, I knew Genesis was happy I was feeling better. She didn't want me to die, of that I was certain.

      But I could tell it burned away at her insides to tell Ashlee she did a good job.

      Ashlee plopped down in her seat, looking haggard. It was the first time I'd really seen her shirt untidy, and her hair gathered up into a bun at the top of her head in a messy sort of way, with the purple ends sticking out the top. She still looked good though.

      “Congratulations on your exams,” she said to me as soon as she caught her breath.

      “Thanks. I'm glad I was around to be able to take them.”

      Genesis rolled her eyes. Ashlee reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “Me too, Jaxen. And I hear you've been doing better than ever in your classes.”

      I sighed. Before my illness, my presence at this school had always been noted. Now, after killing a frog monster in the hall and overcoming a serious malady by the effort of my magic alone had gained me newfound respect and notoriety.

      It’d had an interesting effect on a few people. While before I'd always had curious looks, now they outright stared. But most of it was friendly, and I ignored a few of the jealous looks I got.

      Peony had stopped coming around altogether. Genesis said it had something to do with Ashlee. Obviously, Ashlee was spending more time with me even with Genesis there. And she’d done the research to cure me, after all. I wouldn’t have been surprised if Peony was backing down in the face of two strong women who vied for my attention—because Genesis and Ashlee took most of it.

      Daphne was different, too. I’d hoped to catch her alone so we could talk, but she always ducked her head and went the opposite direction whenever she saw me coming. And in our weather-controlling class, she never sat next to me anymore. I had no clue what that was about. Genesis didn’t, either.

      Ashlee pulled a mirror from her bag and began tidying her hair. “I saw that look on your face just now, Jaxen. But you deserve every bit of respect you get. I'm not sure that anything like that has ever been done before.”

      “So I've been told,” I said.

      Elsa had visited me just as I was leaving the ward. She'd been happy that I was better and had asked some very specific questions about the feat. She reminded me of an older version of Genesis—someone who was always curious and taking notes. It explained why Elsa had such a fondness for Genesis and had taken her on as a mentee.

      Professor Misha had also seen me after class one day, congratulating me on my wonderful use of experimental magic. I’d thought she would try to grill me about it as well, but she merely told me she hoped there were great things in store for me.

      “Aren't you going to study, Jaxen?” Genesis asked. She had stacks of notes and books in front of her and was eyeing my relatively clean spot at the table.

      “I thought we were going to celebrate,” I said with a wink.

      Now it was Ashlee’s turn to roll her eyes.

      “Well, if we're sitting here, we might as well make good use of the time,” Genesis said as she buried herself in a paper she was writing.

      “Jaxen,” Ashlee said, drawing my attention away from the way the candlelight reflected off Genesis’s bright red hair. “I've been meaning to ask you about that day in the ward. Since then, it's almost like you're even stronger than you were. Does that amulet have anything to do with it?”

      I'd only ever told Genesis about the Amulet of Limitation, but now that I wasn't using it anymore, I explained it to Ashlee.

      “But I don't wear it now,” I said at the end. “It stays in the pocket of my cloak in case I feel like I need it. But it doesn’t work unless it’s around my neck.”

      “Why not?”

      “I've had a minor breakthrough in how I use my powers. With the lessons before, I was learning. But now, without the amulet, it's like I have a new understanding completely.”

      Ashlee leaned forward eagerly. “And?”

      “Wild Magic, in particular my Wild Magic, is different from what the Druid’s are most familiar with. It's something that I've been trying to figure out. But after the issue with the Chaos magic, I knew I had to be correct.

      “When I used Wild Magic to burn the Chaos out of my own body, I wasn't gentle. I didn't try to work with it, to guide it the way Druids do. I don’t store it in my body. Instead, I just move it around with my mind. In a way, it’s a more direct connection. More masculine, if you'll forgive me.”

      “I hate it when you say it that way,” Genesis offered without looking up from her paper.

      I grinned. And then I shrugged. “It's just how I describe it. I was just making it do what I needed it to do, but at the same time, it felt like I was setting the Wild Magic free. And in turn, it gives me control. As if my intent lines up with the magic’s, if that makes sense.

      Ashlee was looking at me in a new way, as if she'd suddenly spotted something shiny and wanted to touch it. That was all right with me.

      “The Druids might think that's a step too close to Chaos for comfort,” Ashlee said thoughtfully.

      I nodded. If anything, I had learned how truly afraid the Druids and others were of Chaos Magic. The healer Sandi had been terrified. And this had been something I’d worried about right from the start.

      “I controlled it, yes, but you see, I understand something that I think is fundamental. Control is the exact opposite of chaos. And that's what I did. I'm confident that I have it right. Anyway, I prefer to think of it as working in tandem with the magic. After all, control is only truly powerful when you have the consent of the controlled.”

      “And Chaos Magic only controls through corruption,” Ashlee added. “You control through consent, to mutual satisfaction.”

      “Yes.”

      None of this was new to Genesis, as she and I had already had this discussion multiple times. She got up and disappeared between the bookshelves to retrieve a reference for her paper.

      “Thank you for helping me,” I said to Ashlee. “I'm not sure I've actually said that.”

      “You're welcome, Jaxen Kade.” Ashlee reached across the table again, and this time I took her hand and squeezed it. She gazed into my eyes, and I saw, possibly for the first time, her drop the wall she had put up in public. The one that made her a leader, that made her strive for perfection. That gave her control. And I realized that, in a way, the discussion pertained to Ashlee almost as much as it did Wild Magic.

      She wanted to be free of whatever was holding her back. But corruption wasn’t going to help. Neither was brutal control. She wanted to see what needed to be done and then let loose to do it.

      There was need in the depths of her gaze. Raw, wanton need. I returned it, thinking that I'd like nothing better than to get to know her more intimately.

      After a long moment, Ashlee withdrew her hand and cleared her throat. Then she averted her gaze. “I feel I should tell you something. It might seem like oversharing, but… I really like you, Jaxen.”

      “I like you too, Ashlee.” I smiled. “Is that all you wanted to say?”

      Her cheeks blushed a delicate pink, but she still didn't look back into my eyes. “No,” she muttered.

      “Say it,” I said with a shrug. “I’m not sure there’s anything you could tell me that would change my opinion of you.”

      Ashlee bit her lip and shot a glance at me. When she spoke, her voice was small, not the voice of a determined woman, but that of a frightened child.

      “When I was young, I witnessed a horrible attack. Chaos Mages attacked my grandparents out in the open, in the middle of the day in the street. It was a bold move, but it was to send a message. My grandfather had been instrumental in stopping an incursion not unlike the one that brought you here. That day, he was spending the day with family—with me and my grandmother. They died fighting, and the mage responsible got away. I hid behind a cart, too afraid to even move. No one found me until after they’d taken the bodies away. When I returned to my parents, things were different. My mother drank herself to death, and my father looked at me strangely, like he didn’t know whether to be happy I survived or to wish I’d done something to help.”

      “You were a child,” I said angrily. “How could you have helped?” At the same time, I couldn’t help but think it was a recurring theme among the students here. Genesis had lost her parents as well. So had Vivee, if I remembered correctly. And then there was me. If I still had a dad, I didn’t know where he was, and my mom had died when I was a teenager.

      “Even then,” Ashlee continued, “I’d demonstrated a strong talent for manipulating Wild Magic into things. But you are correct, if I’d have even tried, I would have died, too. I didn’t have the power necessary to fight off an assassin. It doesn’t mean I haven’t had to live with guilt.”

      I nodded. Guilt could be a weird thing.

      “If anything, it’s made me a stronger person. You don’t witness horror like that and not come out changed on the other side.” Ashlee looked up into my eyes. “I know the Chaos Mages are growing stronger. I mean, I've been hearing that all my life, but now I can see the evidence for myself. And I feel responsible for it. I have a responsibility to fight that Chaos with everything that I have. For my grandparents, my parents, and for myself.”

      I waited because it seemed Ashlee was building to something.

      “I've been performing a regular ritual. An ancient rite that allows me to grow in power the longer I keep it up. But the ritual requires a certain... State of being. Some would call it purity, although I think that's nonsense.”

      Suddenly, I thought I understood why Ashlee was so uptight sometimes.

      “So, to sum up,” she continued, “I want to be with you. But I can't. Not yet. I want that extra power. I may never be as strong as you are, but I need this ritual. So I'm telling you upfront because one day I will have finished it. And that day, there won’t be any reason to keep my distance. I might come find you, if you want me.”

      “I want you,” I said with a smile.

      She smiled back, and she seemed to regain her usual confidence.

      “So did I understand you correctly—have you never...”

      Ashlee shook her head.

      “Makes sense,” I said with the teasing grin.

      Rather than acting offended, Ashlee laughed. “I just wanted you to know,” she said, “that I think about you, but I'm just not ready to stop the ritual yet. Not when so much is at stake.”

      “I respect that,” I said. “I look forward to the day when you run into me and jump my bones.”

      We were still laughing when Genesis returned, but she didn't ask what was so funny. However, something interesting happened when she sat down.

      The real reason she's a virgin has nothing to do with the ritual. If she'd take that stick out of her ass, she might find someone willing to fuck her.

      I laughed before I even realized that Genesis hadn't spoken aloud. She looked at me strangely, and I thought about what had just happened. It was as if she’d made that comment loudly, in her voice, for all to hear. But Ashlee hadn't heard it, I was sure. She was looking at me like I was crazy.

      However, Genesis was watching me shrewdly.

      “Do that again,” I said.

      Do what again? Did I say that aloud?

      Ashlee looked confused as Genesis and I exchanged glances. This time, I'd been looking directly at Genesis. Her lips hadn't moved, but I’d heard what she said.

      Holy fuck, I thought.

      Holy fuck is right, Genesis thought.

      Holy. Fuck. We could read each other's thoughts.
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      “Hello? Jaxen? Genesis?” Ashlee was waving her hand at us to get our attention. “Did you hear me? What do you have planned for the monster class tomorrow?”

      I dragged my gaze away from Genesis to answer Ashlee’s question. “I’ve been working on focusing my magic to move things that are out of my line of sight.”

      The monster class had become increasingly difficult, but I still did better than the other students.

      But that wasn’t on my mind just then. I began packing up my stuff. “Hey Ashlee, will you excuse Genesis and I for tonight? There’s something we need to discuss.”

      Ashlee rolled her eyes as Genesis packed up, too. “Sure,” Ashlee said. “I get it.” Her tone suggested she thought we had something else in mind other than a discussion.

      Genesis and I left the library and found an empty classroom where we could talk privately.

      “It has to be from the ritual,” Genesis said excitedly.

      “I thought it hadn't worked.”

      Genesis began pacing back and forth in front of the closed door. “Your illness—it must have caused a delay.”

      “And now that I’m feeling better—now we have telepathic abilities.”

      Genesis slowly nodded and stopped her pacing to look at me. “Maybe. With us, yes. Will everyone get telepathic abilities if they use the ritual, or will it be different for other people? Or even different between say, you and someone else?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “I know you said you were okay with sharing, but I didn't know that you would outright suggest it.”

      She smirked. “Well, in the interest of science...”

      The redhead glided up to me until she hovered so close that I could feel her body heat, even though we weren't touching. “The question is, are you going to help me, Jaxen Kade?”

      “I'm guessing that you would need to be there... for science.”

      “Of course.”

      I leaned down to kiss her, pulling her in close. We spent a few moments heatedly making out, but then I wanted to try something.

      Who were you thinking of? I asked.

      Anybody but Ashlee, Genesis said.

      That was interesting. I’d hoped they were getting over the bad blood between them. I took care not to let the disappointment show on my face. But it didn’t matter, really. Ashlee was currently unavailable. She’d just told me.

      Do I get to pick, or are you just going to pimp me out? I asked.

      I was planning on letting you pick, but that's an interesting possibility. Perhaps I need to have a say in the matter. For science.

      For science. Right.

      We went up to my room and spent the rest of the evening experimenting with our newfound abilities. The first thing we did was it use it to communicate while we had a quick round of sex. But after we’d taken the edge off, we tested the limits of the telepathy. If we were both in my room, it worked. But if one of us walked into the bathroom and we lost our line of sight, it disappeared.

      “The question,” Genesis said, making a note in her notebook, “is if the ability can be exercised, to be stronger at better distances and through walls, you know like a muscle. Or if we need to complete the ritual again to enhance the connection. Although I don't think it can be leveled up in that manner, so to speak. I can't see the benefits of completing the ritual over and over on the same person.”

      “What was it you said about the moon phases, before I got sick?”

      Genesis frowned. “That was only if the ritual didn't work, but it did. Would our telepathic connection be stronger if we’d selected a different moon phase? I guess the best option is to repeat the ritual between us, at a different time, and then of course to repeat the ritual on someone else during the same moon phase as our first time. If that makes sense.”

      I'd had a hard time following her since she'd been speaking so quickly, but I nodded. Genesis was completely in her element with this, and I was just along for the ride.

      And what a ride it was.

      We spent the next several hours practicing some more, got a few hours’ sleep, and then practiced again before breakfast.

      By the time we'd finished eating dinner that evening, we’d noticed a definite improvement in both the clarity of what we said and the distance from which we could say it.

      At this point, Genesis was confident we wouldn't need to repeat the ritual between the two of us, and that all it would take was practice to enhance the ability.

      But she was still interested in what the effect would be between me and another. I was, too.

      We joked about it all the way down to the monster maze. It was dusk, and the first time we were to work the maze at night. Some of the monsters in there were bigger than they’d been before, new monsters that had been captured. None of us knew what they were.

      Peony? Genesis said as she smiled at the pink-haired woman. She's been eyeing you for a while, and she practically threw herself on you that one night.

      She's shy around me now, remember? I don't see that changing anytime soon.

      Daphne, then. The way she looks at you makes it obvious what she's thinking. She might be a good candidate. Strong, athletic, experimental. Perfect for a new type of sex ritual.

      I saw Daphne ahead of us, her short shorts exposing her long, muscular legs and tattoos. But true to form, she didn’t even look my way. I wondered what the deal was, but now wasn’t the time to talk to her about it.

      Genesis and I didn't have time for anymore banter. A roar sounded from somewhere in the maze, drawing our attention to the task ahead of us.

      The group was small today. Some of the students weren't ready to face larger monsters. So it was only Ashlee, Peony, Daphne, and Vivee, who normally worked the maze with another class. True to form, she had the hood of her cloak pulled low over her head and face. I thought it’d be interesting to see what she could do, but the maze was big enough that that wasn’t likely, since we’d each be fighting our own monsters.

      “Right then,” Hyacinth said when everyone was gathered. “The goal today is quite simple, as you know. The monsters we have herded into the maze are wilder than their counterparts that live here on castle grounds. Wild, and a little bigger. You will find that they are a lot smarter when it comes to fighting. And yes, you will likely have to fight them. Since these are not castle creatures, they will probably try to kill you. And if you must kill them to save yourself, then do so. But I would prefer that you don’t blow them up.”

      For some reason, everyone looked at me. I smiled.

      “A quick, clean kill, however, is always best. These Chaos monsters were brought here because they have already terrorized villages of Druids and other folk. They are not innocent, and they will not show you mercy. I hope you all have been thinking about how you’re going to approach today's challenge.”

      Truthfully, I'd been so wrapped up in mentally communicating with Genesis that I hadn't given it thought since yesterday afternoon. But my plan remained the same. Try to manipulate things that were out of sight.

      “Now, if you are already, you may begin.”

      “Good luck, everyone,” I said. It was clear that this was getting more dangerous, and at least some of the girls seemed nervous. I winked at Ashlee, who was standing to my right. Peony looked back, saw the wink, and blushed. Daphne and Vivee remained looking stoically ahead.

      Then I turned to Genesis. Want to place a bet? I asked.

      Of course.

      If I take down more monsters than you, I get to pick the next girl. And if you happen to take down more monsters than me, you pick.

      Genesis nodded, a look of determination on her face. You're on.

      With that, we marched into the maze. As always, this wasn't a group exercise, but more about honing individual strengths, with the help of a group member if necessary.

      This wasn't a children's academy in any way. It was a training ground for people who would be fighting Chaos Magic for the rest of their lives. They knew the stakes.

      At the same time, I wondered if this kind of training wouldn't be good for all magical folk at some point. It could likely save their lives one day, if it meant being able to take out a monster that was rampaging through a village.

      I took the middle path today. Although I knew a lot about the maze now, I still hadn’t explored it all. And with the setting sun, I had even less direction than usual. However, I knew as the night wore on that I’d be able to look at the stars and tell what direction I was facing.

      Ashlee followed me a while before diverging onto a different path. I kept my eyes and ears open in the darkening maze, but every turn I took brought up nothing. Either the monsters were hiding, or I was just unlucky.

      I figured it had to be the latter, because after a few minutes, I heard a girl shouting some distance to my right. There was a loud roar and then a scream. I paused in my hunt, listening. I’d never heard a girl scream in the maze before, and it was unsettling.

      There were more sounds of a struggle, and then silence. Even though I knew Professor Hyacinth was on hand to help if needed, I decided to circle back around to where I'd heard the scream. It wouldn't hurt to check that everyone was all right.

      Before long, the sound of voices caught my attention, and I followed it.

      I took a couple more turns and ran straight into Peony and Ashlee. Peony was sitting on the ground. She had a nasty cut on her forehead, and it looked like Ashlee had been staunching the blood because her hands were covered in it.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “What happened?”

      Peony was clearly shaken, but she answered anyway. “I’m okay. I ran into a monster. It was acting strangely.” She made a rude noise. “I should have been able to handle it anyway, but it was almost like it was scared of something else.”

      Ashlee nodded, as if agreeing. “It ran away when I got here. But I don’t think it was because of me.”

      I was relieved to see that, even though they were shaken, both girls seemed to be essentially okay. Even so, I wondered that Hyacinth hadn’t turned up in response to Peony’s screams, and thought maybe someone should let the Professor know what had happened.

      Before I could make the suggestion, the hair on the back of my neck rose. I spun around. At the same time, Ashlee let out an involuntary noise of surprise mixed with fear.

      “Holy shit!” said Peony.

      An enormous monster stood behind me. Fifteen feet tall at the minimum, it looked vaguely familiar, and it took me a moment second to realize what it reminded me of.

      The monster I’d met inside the castle—the one that had tried to eat me. At first glance, this one didn't seem to have a long, poisonous tongue, but it had frog-like feet with large powerful muscles, long claws, and an anthropomorphic shape. It was far bigger than the other one, and its jaws could have picked up a small car.

      I instinctively put myself between the monster and the girls.

      “What the fuck?” I breathed.

      The girls were scrambling to their feet behind me, their fear palpable.

      “That doesn't look like anything the professor would have brought in here,” said Peony. Her voice shook as she spoke. “That's the biggest monster I've ever seen.”

      I didn’t have a moment to waste. The monster was too big, too close, and its intentions were clear. Holding my hands in front of me, I directed my power so that the monster was pushed back. I meant to levitate it but hadn't given it enough force. It was like trying to lift a small building.

      Ashlee and Peony could have turned and fled. Instead, they came to stand to each side and just behind me. Peony, who had more experience than most, began concentrating on the hedges, trying to wrap branches around the monster.

      Ashlee conjured a blue fire that sparked and coiled out from her palm like a snake. It crackled and popped in her hand, and she let it grow until it filled the space in front of us.

      The monster growled and swiped through Peony’s vines like they were made of tissue paper, then advanced on us.

      “It's not working,” I said, my hands still extended in front of my body. I strained to hold it back, but it was like the monster was made of lead.

      “I've never dealt with anything this big before,” Peony cried. Her voice shook and broke.

      “Stay behind me,” I said sternly, leaving no room for argument. I concentrated harder, visualizing the monster lifting off the ground and flying through the air. For a moment, nothing happened, but then it scooted back, its clawed toes creating deep gashes in the dirt as it tried to get to me. It snapped a few times, leaning forward, spittle flying in all directions.

      Gross, I thought.

      I concentrated harder, pushing with my arms as if trying to move an elephant on my own. I felt the monster strain against my magic, like its hide was slightly impervious to it. If this was another frog monster of some kind, it had been paired with another, much tougher creature.

      Ashlee caused her magical fire to spark electricity that leapt toward the monster’s face. The creature jerked its head away and roared so loudly my ears rang.

      My strength was holding up, thanks to all the practicing I’d been doing. But my muscles were quaking, and knew I was going to have to give it more. I let out a yell as I felt more Wild Magic flow through me. It was so much that I strained to kept keep control on it. While the girls kept the Chaos monster at bay, I wrapped it up as if in a tight ball of magic, trying to do what Peony’s vines could not.

      But it was gaining on me, clawing toward me steadily. So I changed what I was doing, shifting the ball of magic into a hard, round weapon. It shimmered in the air, and I threw it, hitting the monster squarely in the jaw.

      It was like I'd thrown a punch.

      The monster’s head snapped left, and it stumbled backward. I used the opportunity to hurl more magic at it, trying to levitate it off the ground so it didn't have any purchase.

      This had worked many times before, and I found it a great tool for dealing with Chaos monsters, but this one gripped the ground with its claws.

      I was going to have to find another way.

      “What the fuck was Hyacinth thinking?” Peony screamed.

      “This can’t be her doing,” I said with confidence. I felt that my muscles were going to burst with the effort of holding the beast. “Somebody else sent this monster here.”

      “Get a grip, Peony!” Ashlee yelled. She was still working her own magic, now using sparkling, glowing ropes that began to wrap around the monster’s legs. Black blood poured from its wounds, as if the sparks had turned into razor wire.

      It roared and snapped again.

      I took a deep breath, calmed myself, and then demanded that my magic hold the monster down while also trying to slit its throat. But I didn't have anything to use as a weapon and had yet to really conjure any on my own. The ball of invisible magic didn’t really count, in my mind. So I severed one of the thick thorns Peony was sprouting from the ground, a sharp piece of wood as long as my arm, and threw it with my magic toward the Chaos monster.

      With an uncomfortable-sounding splat, it pierced the monster’s eye and went straight into what I hoped was its brain.

      The monster roared and stumbled. The razor-like ropes now holding it up caused even more damage, and the monster began bleeding from a dozen different wounds all at once.

      I thought we'd won, and was getting ready to sever another thorn, this time trying for its heart. Before I can do anything, though, Peony screamed.

      I glanced behind me. The pink-haired woman was being pulled away by another frog monster with a long tongue. I literally saw her skin begin to smoke and sizzle, and she screamed again as it dragged her away.

      The first frog monster was dying. “I've got this one!” Ashlee yelled amid the fading croaks. The monster fell on its knees, and she continued to wrap it up, weaving one thick one rope around its throat.

      There was no time to think. I hurled myself toward Peony. She was already being pulled around a bend, and I slid around it, my feet almost going out from under me as I tried to reach her. She screamed and yelled my name, her pink hair dripping blood from the re-opened cut on her forehead.

      “Let her go, you ugly motherfucker!” I grunted. Without even thinking, I conjured a large fireball and threw it at the monster's legs. It hit its mark, and the monster roared, but it didn't drop Peony.

      I didn't want to burn her, so I tried something different. This monster was even larger than the other. Levitation wouldn’t work. Instead, I concentrated on prying its tongue off Peony, using only my magic.

      Peony was screaming non-stop in agony. All I could think about was getting that acid-like substance off of her.

      Slowly, inch by inch, I forced the tongue to unravel from around her waist. It fought me, trying to draw her closer into its mouth. One bite from its toothy jaws would be worse than that of a Great White. Peony wouldn't live through it—she’d be torn in half.

      I gave the fight everything I had, unleashing as much Wild Magic as I dared without blowing us all up, and watched as the tongue finally pried loose.

      Peony fell to the ground, and as soon as she was out of the way, I unleashed a Wild Magic-backed punch to the creature’s abdomen.

      I was angry. Angrier than I'd been in a long time. And I let that feeling flow through me to summon every last ounce of strength I had.

      I remembered being sick and burning the Chaos away.

      I remembered dying in that classroom as I unleashed a burst of Wild Magic that not even I could survive.

      I’d learned too much to unleash in all directions. Focusing on the frog monster in front of me, I envisioned it was like that little wooden doll going up in flames.

      It didn't matter that this thing was a million times bigger and heavier. Because Wild Magic didn't care how big something was. Only the control I had mattered.

      Right here and now, it had to do my bidding. And I was pissed.

      I punched again, and again. Each time the monster stumbled backward. Finally, my power burned a hole straight through the beast as if it had been stabbed with a giant lightsaber.

      It stumbled backward into a hedge, trying to growl but unable to breathe. It put a clawed foot to the hole in its abdomen, and then fell over, taking out most of the hedge.

      I was still angry, so I jumped on the thing and drove a band of Wild Magic across its neck like a sword. There was a brief delay, and then there was a tearing, crunching sound as the head was torn from the body. It rolled away, the trailing tongue making the whole thing look like a giant sperm.

      I laughed at the image and then sank to my knees in weariness.

      I heard moaning behind me, coming from Peony. I wanted to help her, but my legs wouldn't move. I knew it was a side effect of all the Wild Magic I'd unleashed, and I concentrated on breathing slowly and deeply, on letting my body recover from its ordeal.

      Jaxen!

      I'm here. Peony needs help.

      I heard footsteps come around the corner, and then Genesis and Hyacinth found Peony and Ashlee. One of them conjured a light, and I saw how pale Peony was.

      She was moaning now. Her wounds must have been causing enormous agony.

      Genesis was already busy brushing her hair away from her face. “Don’t worry, we’ve got you know, Peony,” she said soothingly. “We’ve got you.”

      Ashlee was trying to help Hyacinth deal with the worst of the damage. Hyacinth was breathing hard, as if she’d run all the way here.

      The monsters shouldn't have been there. It was all I could think about as I eased to my feet and stumbled over to the others. Hyacinth was giving Peony a potion, tipping the entire contents of a bottle into the young woman’s mouth. Peony sputtered and coughed, but some color returned to her face.

      “We’ve got to get her to the castle,” Hyacinth said. Her face looked wild and dirty. For the first time, I noticed blood on her own face, coming from several cuts near her hairline.

      “I’ve got her,” I said. Still in a weakened state, I lifted Peony into my arms, but hadn’t even taken a step before Genesis conjured a portal to take us straight to the healing ward.

      As I stepped through, I thought again that those monsters should not have been in the maze. And it couldn’t have been a coincidence that they’d both ended up near me.

      It was too much to believe that it had been an accident of some sort. Not with all the other things that had happened.

      Someone was summoning these monsters on purpose. They were trying to get someone killed.

      And, given that it always seemed to happen around me, it wasn’t hard to guess who the target was.

      If there had been any doubt before that somebody was trying to kill me, there wasn’t any more.
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      I was pissed.

      More than pissed. It wasn't a fluke, but I was still at a loss as to who had been attacking me.

      We got Peony to the hospital ward, and Sandi immediately got to work pealing the girl out of her clothes, hunching over her patient protectively. Peony was in a lot of pain. I sat beside her and held her hand as she moaned in agony. The injuries to my arms had been painful enough, but I couldn’t imagine it to this extent.

      Genesis, Ashlee, and Hyacinth came through the portal and were standing next to Peony's bed, their expressions mirroring my own inner turmoil.

      We were worried, helpless, and angry.

      I leaned over Peony. “You're going to be okay now,” I said. I took her hand and squeezed it.

      She opened her eyes and looked at me, her expression filled with pain. “Is it bad?” she asked weakly. “The burns.”

      “Nothing that can't be fixed,” I said, but I didn’t look at her wounds. It didn’t feel right to gawk at her. The healer Sandi might have been a fearful person, but she knew what she was doing. Me staring wasn’t going to help.

      I thought of the scars on my arms, but those had faded a lot in the past few weeks. I hoped that in time, Peony’s scars would also fade. Not that it mattered. Battle scars weren't anything to be ashamed of. I glanced at Professor Hyacinth, who was pacing back and forth at the end of the bed, muttering to herself.

      “Thank you,” Peony said with a sob. Then she closed her eyes and seemed to feel a bit of relief as the healer began soothing her burns with salve.

      I got up to give her some privacy, but Peony reached out a hand to me, her eyes open once again. “Stay.”

      Sandi looked up at me and nodded. “She could use a distraction, as I'm sure you can understand.”

      I nodded and sat back down. Genesis and Ashlee dismissed themselves, with Ashlee wiping away a tear as she left.

      “What happened to you?” I asked Hyacinth.

      She stopped her pacing, seemed to remember she was injured, and put a hand to the long cut on her forehead. The bleeding had mostly stopped, but the gash was already turning green.

      “You better put something on that,” Sandi said, glancing up from her work with Peony. “Top shelf, far right, a potion for infected wounds. The jar is green.”

      Hyacinth went over and helped herself, using a small mirror on one wall to apply the potion.

      “I heard the shouts,” she said grimly. “I heard Peony scream and ran into the maze to help. But there was a Chaos monster right inside. Like it knew I would be coming, and had waited for me. It was the biggest damn thing I’ve seen in years. I had to fight it before I could go anywhere else.”

      “So there were three of them,” I said. Then, without letting go of Peony, I told the professor what had happened to us.

      When I was done, Hyacinth finished treating her wound, which was already looking better.

      “I hope you’ll excuse me, Jaxen. I need to let Headmistress Elsa know what happened here tonight. But,” she added before leaving, “I don’t know what would have happened if you hadn’t been in the maze tonight. Peony is very lucky. Thank you.”

      She’d turned white, as if realizing just how close we’d all come to disaster. As she left, I didn’t have the heart to tell her that if I hadn’t been in the maze, the monsters probably wouldn’t have, either.

      Later, when Peony was finally sleeping, I left the ward and went to find the girls. News had already spread about the attack, and students were huddled together in solidarity at one of their own being injured.

      I found Genesis and Ashlee in the crowded library.

      “How is she?” Genesis asked. It was clear she’d been crying—her eyes were puffy and red. She still looked beautiful, but the worry on her face was telling.

      “Sleeping,” I said as I sat down. “This wasn't a coincidence.”

      Genesis sighed heavily.

      “We were just talking about that,” Ashlee said. “It's clear someone is after you, Jaxen. Nothing like this has ever happened before in the castle or on the school grounds. Not that we know of, anyway. Not since the Opposing Balance wing was destroyed.”

      I slammed my fist down on the table, causing a bunch of heads to turn toward me. But I didn't care.

      “I just want to know who the fuck they are. When I find out, I'm going to rip them limb from limb.”

      “Me too,” Genesis said.

      “Save some for me,” Ashlee grumbled.
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        * * *

      

      The next couple of days passed without any new developments. Peony spent most of her time sleeping, but I visited her anyway, along with Ashlee and their other friends.

      Genesis hung back, choosing not to go to the healing ward while Peony was recovering.

      “Why not?” I asked her on Friday evening.

      We had been studying in my room, which at this point belonged to Genesis almost as much as me. These days, she spent more time at the top of my tower than she did in her own, shared space. We’d grown close over the last few weeks, and the most recent attack had only drawn us closer.

      I was only glad that Genesis hadn’t been injured like Peony. I didn’t want anyone to get hurt because of me, but the red-haired Druid meant more to me than anyone else, myself included.

      The studying had gone in its typical direction, and we were laying on the bed, naked, after a quick round of hot, wild sex.

      Genesis sighed and put her head on my chest. “I don’t know—well, maybe I do.” She sighed heavily. “I feel guilty.”

      She went silent, and I stroked her hair, waiting for her to continue.

      “I’ve known Peony since we were kids—the Druid community is relatively small. But since all this shit with Ashlee, I seem to have lost Peony, as well. I know she’s feels torn between us, but Ashlee was always able to give her something I wasn’t.”

      “What?”

      Genesis shrugged and rested her chin on my chest to look at me. “Confidence? A sense of belonging? I don’t know for sure, but when Ashlee and I split, Peony chose Ashlee. I shouldn’t care, but when I saw her lying there in the maze—” Genesis’s voice broke, and she sat up to turn her face away. She raised the sheet and used it to dab her tears.

      I sat up too, kissing her shoulder.

      “Is there something wrong with me?” she asked, turning back. “Am I a horrible person?”

      I smiled and brushed a strand of hair from her freckled face. “Not in the least.”

      Genesis bit her bottom lip and half-smiled through the tears sparkling on her face. She was pretty when she cried. She was pretty when she smiled. She was pretty anytime.

      “Hold me,” she said, wrapping her arms around my chest. I did, and kissed the top of her head. “When I saw Peony laying there,” Genesis continued, “I knew I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if she died. All that time wasted on a silly argument. And it wasn’t even between Peony and me.”

      “Why won’t you go see her, then?”

      Genesis sat up. The sheet had fallen from her chest, revealing her perfect breasts in the candlelight. “I don’t know. Pride, maybe.”

      “It can sabotage the best of us,” I said, nodding. “And you, Genesis, are the best.”

      I kissed her, tenderly at first. Then, she parted her lips, and I slid my tongue inside. Her taste was exquisite as always, and her tongue danced with mine as the kiss deepened.

      Genesis pulled away first, but it was only to take my hand and put it on her right breast. “Make me feel better, Jaxen,” she said. “Please.”

      I squeezed her breast and brushed my thumb over her nipple, eliciting a soft moan from the back of her throat. She closed her eyes.

      More, please! she begged.

      Laying her back on the bed, I began to play with Genesis’s body. From her lips to her neck to her nipples, and then down to dip my fingers inside her wet center. My lips followed wherever my fingers touched, and I spent several minutes worshipping her, bringing her desire to a panting frenzy as she writhed and begged for more.

      Jaxen!

      She orgasmed three times before I finally entered her. The joining of our bodies was a magical fusion of two souls. Genesis needed me, and I gave her everything I had.

      My body was only part of it. Thrusting into her, I watched her body, felt it convulse around me. She was pinned beneath me, her heels digging into my back to allow me to penetrate even deeper.

      As for the magic, it was like repeating the ritual all over again, only better. At this moment, I knew her mind, knew exactly what she needed. Where to touch her to elicit the best response, and when to do it.

      She came with a strangled cry, her body arching beneath me until I was almost tossed off her. Her walls pulsed around my cock, coating me with fresh cum, and I followed with my own orgasm. It was so intense that all I could was hold on and try not to fall and crush Genesis.

      That round was just the beginning of a night full of sex and fun. By the time we collapsed on the bed at dawn, the fire had burned to embers, our books laid forgotten on the floor, and our bodies were sticky with sweat and cum. But we were completely sated, and completely worn out.

      And yet, there was something I had been wanting to say for some time now.

      “Hey, Genesis?” I said into the relaxed bliss that had settled around us.

      “Hmmm?”

      “You know I won our little bet, don’t you?”

      She roused herself just a little. “I guess you did,” she murmured.

      “And that means I get to pick who is next. Right?”

      “Who do you have in mind?”

      I’d been thinking about all the girls I’d come to know, but really, there was one that stood out among the rest. “How serious were you when you said, “Anybody but Ashlee?”

      It could have gone badly. Genesis could have started to swear, or thrown pillows at me for even making the suggestion. Instead, there was a moment of silence.

      She sighed out loud. “It was always going to be her,” she muttered. Then, “Bastard,” she added.

      But she didn’t turn the idea down flat. Sure, I’d won the bet, and I absolutely wanted to have my pick of the next girl. But if Genesis was adamant, I couldn’t discard her perspective.

      She didn’t say anything else. Instead, her breathing evened out, and I knew she’d gone to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I felt as if I’d just fallen asleep when there was a knock at the door. Grabbing my pants from a heap of clothes, I pulled them on and went to see who it was.

      It was the cute servant girl who often brought our food the tower.

      She took in my appearance without commenting, but her cheeks burned bright red. I knew I looked and smelled of sex, but I was too satisfied and sleepy to care.

      “Yes?” I asked.

      She cleared her throat. “Headmistress Elsa requests your presence in her office. She sent me to tell you.”

      “Oh,” I said, glancing back at Genesis, who was still sleeping with an arm draped over the side of the bed. Her red hair caught the early morning light and seemed to sparkle all on its own. The sheets and blankets were a mess—just a pile in the middle of the bed. “Right now? It’s early.”

      “Yes,” the servant said. “And it’s urgent—there’s a visitor.”
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      Despite the apparent urgency, I still made time for a quick shower, and arrived at Elsa’s office in time to hear voices raised in anger.

      “And he just happens to be there when these incidents occur! Elsa, for someone with your intelligence, I wonder how you’ve allowed him to pull the wool over your eyes!”

      “For the last time, Tyndale, he isn’t causing these problems.”

      I knocked on the door before opening it. “You asked to see me?”

      Elsa’s face was red with anger, her normally tidy hair falling around her face. The silver streak fell on one side, contrasting with the dark hair on the other.

      “Yes, Mr. Kade,” she said, motioning me into the room. “Governor Tyndale was just expressing some concerns about the recent attacks.”

      Tyndale stood there glaring at me like I’d just killed his favorite dog. He looked from me to Elsa, and then snorted in contempt.

      “How can I help?” I asked calmly, aware that the other two people in this room were so angry that the air practically crackled with foul energy. Sweat dripped off the end of Tyndale’s bulbous nose.

      “Young man,” he began, “I find it preposterous that these attacks have had nothing to do with you. Please explain yourself.”

      “I never said they didn’t have anything to do with me, but I’m not causing them, if that’s what you’re getting at,” I said stiffly.

      “And yet you have been at the center of trouble since the day you arrived at this school.” Tyndale seemed to have too many teeth in his mouth and spoke like he had trouble forming syllables around them.

      Elsa threw up her hands in exasperation. “Your memory is shorter than a fly’s, Tyndale. You were the one who brought him here the night you found him dead. Are you saying he did that, too?”

      The governor continued glaring at me. “It’s not outside the realm of possibility, Elsa, as you know very well. And after all the trouble this term, it’s safe to wonder if he planted himself there for us to find.”

      “We’ve already been over this,” Elsa said.

      There was a sharp rap on the door, and Professor Misha entered.

      “Thank you for coming, Misha,” Tyndale said. “I’m glad there will be someone here to back me up.”

      Misha seemed to read the room very quickly before taking up a position beside the desk. She listened as Elsa filled her in on the situation.

      “Governor Tyndale is insisting that Jaxen leave the academy.”

      This news took me by surprise. And Misha, as well, it seemed. She raised her eyebrows and let her mouth hang open, somehow making her face look even rounder.

      “Governor Tyndale,” Misha began, “if you asked me here because you thought I’d agree with you, then you are sorely mistaken. And you have taken advantage of our friendship. Jaxen is one of the brightest students I have ever taught, and the most motivated.”

      Tyndale was now the shade of a tomato. I thought that if he didn’t calm down, he’d pop like a balloon. It couldn’t have been good for his health. He was shorter than Misha—shorter than anyone in the room—and had to look up to glare at her.

      “Governor,” I said, irritated that this was the issue that had cheated me out of waking up with a sexy redhead. “Are you suggesting that I planned the whole thing from start to finish? Because I’d love to hear how that plays out in your head. I’m obviously the target of these attacks—why would I attack myself? Why—or how, for that matter—would I infect myself with Chaos magic?”

      “I’m sure you have your own nefarious purposes. I want you out. Gone from the castle this morning.”

      “You can’t do that,” I said.

      “No, he cannot,” Elsa agreed. “I have the final say in this, Tyndale, and I won’t be bullied into sending Jaxen away.”

      “Bullied, you say?” Tyndale seethed. “You haven’t seen bullied yet, Elsa.” Then he turned on me. “This isn’t over, Kade, and you know it. But for now, I’ll leave you with the reminder that the safety of this school is just as much my business as Elsa’s, and I’m going to make sure you are expelled if it’s the last thing I do for the academy.”

      “Keep up this nonsense,” Elsa spat back, “and you’ll be off the board of governors before you get a chance to expel him.”

      “Is this your idea of protecting the academy, Tyndale?” I said. “Or is it about protecting your ass? Because it looks to me like something is going very wrong in this castle, and instead of looking for the real reason, your solution is to get rid of me. It makes you look like you’re doing something without having to do any of the actual work. Someone out there is out to kill me, but I guess you don’t really care about finding the truth, just making sure you are seen as busy.”

      Tyndale sputtered, and I thought he might attack me right there. Bring it on, I thought.

      With a glance at the two professors and then looking me over, it seemed he didn’t like his odds in a fight.

      “This isn’t over, Kade,” he said through gritted teeth. “Not by a long shot.”

      Then he spun on his heel and stormed out of the door.

      Well, that was fun, I thought to myself.
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      A few days later, Genesis, Ashlee, and I sat in the library. The women were uncharacteristically subdued. We’d just found out that Peony had to spend more time in the healing ward. And if the healer witch couldn’t get her wounds to close up, she might have to be sent to a Druidic hospital, where she would have access to more specialized care.

      At first, there seemed little to say, but then the conversation drifted around to the attacks.

      “Maybe we have enough information to figure out who it is,” Genesis said.

      “Guess it can’t hurt to go over everything again,” I said with a shrug. “First was the attack of the frog monster when I was alone in the castle. Second was poisoning with pure Chaos Magic. And the third was the attack of three frog monsters inside the maze, where there were several others.”

      I summed the problem up with one question. “So, who do we know, if anyone, who could accomplish all three attacks, and knew where I was at the same time?”

      Nobody spoke. While we considered possible suspects, Vivee the half-orc came into the library. She was hooded and cloaked as always. When she spotted the free table behind us, she sat down and began to unpack her heavy bag without saying a word.

      She’d been in the maze with the rest of us, but had apparently made her way out without any problems.

      “None of the male teachers seem to be good suspects,” I said, lowering my voice. “I only have one of them, and I don’t think Eadmon would put his own daughter in harm’s way.”

      “I don't know why you're focused on the males,” Genesis said.

      “Because the monsters are creatures of Chaos,” I said. “And most Chaos Mages are male. That’s what you told me.”

      “Yes,” Genesis said. “Most of them.”

      She let the words hang in the air, and I frowned. “There are some female Chaos Mages,” I remembered.

      Genesis and Ashlee nodded.

      Genesis and I had discussed the ratio of male to female in Druids and Chaos Mages not long after I came to the academy. And just because female Chaos Mages were rare didn’t make them nonexistent.

      I sighed heavily. “Well, that narrows it down nicely.”

      “It could be anybody,” Ashlee said whispered. “A teacher, a member of staff, a student.”

      “Right,” I said. “Fuck.”

      We sat in silence for a moment, contemplating the ridiculousness going on around us. If only I knew who had it in for me. But that was the whole question, wasn't it?

      “Governor Tyndale hates me,” I said after a bit. “And it’s obvious he wants me gone. Maybe he planted everything so he could be rid of me without the hassle of expelling me. And it would throw suspicion away from him, especially if my death looked like an accident.”

      Genesis shook her head. “I don’t know,” she said. “It seems like if that were the case, then he’s making it a little too obvious.”

      “I don’t believe it’s a teacher,” said Ashlee loyally.

      “It’s a very good possibility, though,” I said. “Sorry, Ashlee, but we need to look at anyone and everyone who might be motivated to get rid of me.”

      “And they need to be familiar with Chaos monsters,” Genesis added.

      “What about Hyacinth?” I asked. Even though I’d dismissed her as a possibility at the time, I was starting to look again. “We don’t have any actual proof that she fought a Chaos monster in the maze, only her word.”

      “What about her injuries?” Ashlee asked.

      “She could have done them herself. It actually makes more sense than most. Hyacinth knows the Chaos monsters better than anyone at this school. So maybe she’s behind everything.”

      “But why?” Ashlee asked. “What is her motivation?”

      I shrugged. “Not sure,” I admitted.

      “Professor Hyacinth was telling the truth about the Chaos monsters,” said a melodious voice behind me.

      Genesis, Ashlee, and I peered over at Vivee’s cloaked form.

      “How do you know?” I asked.

      Vivee sighed and turned slightly in her chair. “Because I saw her. I’d heard screams and was hurrying to the other side of the maze. My route took me past the entrance, where our professor was killing a huge Chaos monster.”

      “Then what happened?” Ashlee asked breathlessly.

      The half-orc turned back to her work. “Hyacinth instructed me to get out of the maze while she went to find you. So you see, the professor tried to help, not to kill anyone.”

      I nodded. “Thanks, Vivee,” I said. This was the first time I’d spoken to her, but I had no reason to doubt her word.

      “You are welcome, Jaxen Kade.” She said my name in a husky whisper. I smirked and glanced at Genesis, who smiled. When Vivee didn’t invite any more conversation and went back to her studying, we turned back to our table.

      So that ruled out Hyacinth. I was glad the wiry, battle-scarred professor was innocent. She was bad-ass, and it was good to know she was on our side. And she was a good teacher, too.

      Everyone had been helpful since I started at the academy. Except that was the problem—except for Tyndale’s outright hatred, no one had tried to discourage me at all.

      Yes, everyone had been very helpful. All the students, which might have had something to do with me being the only male student in the castle. And all the professors and staff.

      “Who in the school always knows where Jaxen is at any given time?” Ashlee said with a pointed look at Genesis.

      I didn’t hear Genesis’s snarky retort, mainly because I was thinking of something. Professor Misha had always been supportive, more so than any other professor. The amulet was hers, after all.

      I took the chain out of my pocket and let it dangle in front of me. The blood red gem at the center caught the light from a nearby lantern and cast it in all directions.

      While useful at the beginning, the amulet had increasingly got in my way of learning how to use magic. It was only until I cast it off that I was truly able to find my power. What if it had been doing more than limiting it?

      And then there were all those things that Misha had in her office. Frogs, snakes—but mostly lots of frogs. She had an affinity for them, and the three large monsters that had threatened my life were suspiciously more like frogs than anything else.

      All by itself, it wouldn't be a great clue, but pair that with the amulet and the fact that I’d direct contact with her before I got sick made me think of her in a new light. After I’d blown up that frog monster in the corridor, she had asked to see the amulet. I hadn’t thought about it at the time, but it was a perfect opportunity for her to try something. I got sick with the Chaos Magic shortly after.

      “It makes sense,” I muttered. “Fuck. It makes perfect sense. But why?”

      “What does, Jaxen?”

      Quickly, I explained my theory to Genesis and Ashlee.

      When I finished, they both looked thoughtful. Genesis’s face was growing red, possibly with anger.

      “It's a better theory than the governor,” Ashlee said after a moment. “Misha has had more opportunities than pretty much anyone else besides me or Genesis. Anyway, if you’ll hand that amulet to me, I can check if there’s something off with it.”

      I handed the chain over to Ashlee, and she muttered some words over it, passing her hand around it and then watching it catch the light. “There’s nothing there that shouldn’t be,” she said. “It doesn’t seem evil in any way. Or tainted with Chaos magic.”

      “Let me try,” Genesis said. She snatched the item from Ashlee before the blond could even protest. Genesis tried a different spell. After a few moments of running her hands over the chain and the amulet, she gasped. “That’s actually clever.”

      “What?” Ashlee and I asked at the same time.

      “It wasn’t in the amulet. There’s a spell on the chain. A simple tracking spell, actually. Well, not that simple, but it’s not evil or tainted.”

      “A tracking spell…” I began. “I’ve been either wearing that around my neck or carrying it in a pocket ever since she gave it to me. That’s how she always knew where I was. And how she could have sent those monsters to attack me.”

      With a smug look at Ashlee, Genesis dropped the amulet back into my hand. “And if she tainted it with some sort of Chaos sickness, that would have already passed to you. It makes sense that it’s not there, now.”

      “It was on me all along.” I shook my head. Suddenly, fed up with sitting around, I stood, leaving my belongings at the table. The amulet stayed grasped in my hand.

      Genesis and Ashlee hurried to catch up with me as I left the library.

      “Where are you going?” Ashlee asked.

      “There's only one way to get to the bottom of this, and it's not going to be from sitting around. I'm going to talk to Misha face-to-face.”

      Genesis fell into step beside me, and Ashlee, after a moment’s hesitation, hurried to catch up.

      It took five minutes to get to Misha’s office. The door was partially open, but there was no one within view. I knocked out of habit and then pushed it all the way open. There were the usual snakes and more frogs, but no professor.

      I walked through the office to the door that led into her main classroom. This time, I didn’t knock but just walked in. Ashlee and Genesis followed closely on my heels.

      Professor Misha stood at the far end of the classroom, attending a large bullfrog that lived in one of the terrariums. She turned when I came in, but if she was surprised to see me, she didn't show it.

      “Can I help you, Mr. Kade?” she asked. She saw Genesis and Ashlee enter the room after me, her eyes passing over them briefly before focusing on me again. Then her gaze drifted to the amulet in my hand.

      I wasn’t intending to confront her directly. At least to begin with, I wanted to find out what she would say. So I started as harmlessly as possible.

      “I wanted to thank you for loaning this to me, and I wanted to ask you something.”

      “Of course,” she said. “Glad I could be of help.”

      Misha, glancing once again at the girls behind me, gestured to a seat. The girls sat down, but I remained standing.

      “What is your experience with the Chaos monsters?” I asked abruptly, but not in an accusatory way. I wanted to sound as if I was just looking for information. “I know you're here in Discovery, but I'm assuming you’ve encountered them before.”

      Misha nodded. “Of course.”

      “Has anyone ever asked you for one of your animals?” I asked, gesturing around the room. That large, green-bellied snake was still crammed into the glass terrarium.

      “Not that I remember,” Misha said. “Frogs and snakes are easy enough to come by, aren't they?”

      I nodded. “Yes, of course. But I'm beginning to suspect that some of these incidents that I've been involved in haven't been coincidental. And I was wondering if you'd noticed anything suspicious.”

      Misha placed the bullfrog back into its terrarium, but she didn’t close the lid. She did it very deliberately and gently, as if she had all the time in the world and we weren’t in the middle of a fairly important conversation. Finally, as if satisfied with the placement of the bullfrog, she spoke.

      “You think someone has been using my animals to create Chaos monsters?”

      “I think it's a possibility. Especially after that conversation with the school governor. He doesn't really like me or think I should be here, but I guess you know that, since you mentioned you were friends.”

      “I won't lie and say that's not the case,” Misha said almost in a bored way, “but as I'm sure you know, we are lucky to have school governors that worry so much about this student body. As a matter of fact, it worries me a little that you would suspect anyone in association with the academy.”

      I looked around the room again. “You can't blame me for wondering. If there was anyone poised to harm this school, it would be someone from the inside.”

      “And we know the truth,” Genesis said hotly. Apparently, my indirect approach to questioning the professor wasn’t working for her.

      “And what truth would that be, dear Genesis?” Misha asked. I thought I saw a finger twitch, but she otherwise kept her poker face.

      “That you had the amulet track Jaxen. That you know where he's been all this time, at every moment.”

      Misha looked amused. “Are you sure? I know portals are your thing, so maybe you’ve made a mis—

      I decided I’d had enough.

      “There’s no point in trying to get out of it,” I interrupted. “The three of us know you’ve used the amulet to track me and send Chaos monsters after me. And before nightfall, the whole school will know, too.”

      This time, Misha’s entire hand trembled. Suddenly, she didn’t seem anywhere near as calm as she’d appeared before. “What could my possible motive be? I have done nothing but help you, Jaxen.”

      I think she's gonna run, Genesis thought.

      I agree.

      I moved just enough to stand between Misha and the doors.

      “How about you tell me what your motive is. Explain why you don’t want me here,” I said, watching her hands. I wanted to keep her focus on me, and not give her a chance to attack the girls. “So, what are you? A spy? A disgruntled employee? Or do you just not like men?”

      Misha scowled. “I’m not going to stand here and tell you anything, Jaxen Kade. And I suggest that you let me out of this room before something bad happens to you.”

      I took a step forward, feeling confident in my ability to stop her.

      Misha raised her hands, and so did I. A split second later, there was an explosion behind me, and the glass from the terrariums exploded into the room.

      Genesis and Ashlee screamed and covered their faces to protect themselves from the shards of glass. But I took the brunt of it, feeling tiny cuts all along my back and neck. But I managed to push most of it most of the debris away from the girls, using my magic.

      Snakes, frogs, and lizards were suddenly everywhere.

      “Watch out for that big snake!” I told the girls as I sprang forward to get a hold of Misha. “It’s venomous!” Misha had described it as “only slightly venomous,” but I wasn’t in any mood to take her at her word.

      Instead of trying to run, Misha grabbed the bullfrog from its home and waved her hand. I expected a monster to appear, but a portal opened in the air behind her. She laughed and stepped through it.

      The portal was not as elegant as any of those Genesis had created. It was dim and murky, and I didn’t know what was on the other side. But I couldn’t let Misha get away. Without thinking, I launched myself after her.

      Genesis and Ashlee yelled at me, and Misha yelled as I tackled her midway. We both fell through the portal and landed hard on grassy ground. The portal closed behind us, and then I was alone with her.
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      “Damn you!” Misha yelled. She hit me with a force of energy that was unlike anything I’d experienced before. It felt like fire, but when I rolled out of the way and got to my feet, it faltered.

      “Is that the best you've got?” I asked. “Or are you just a bit rusty?”

      Misha scowled at me, and for the first time I recognized where we were. The monster maze. We hadn't gotten far, then, and I thought that Misha’s portal magic couldn't hold a candle to Genesis’s.

      “Ah,” I said with realization. “Have you been hiding out in here creating your monsters?”

      Misha still hadn't spoken but was regarding me warily. Finally, she raised her hands in a defensive gesture. The bullfrog was nowhere in sight.

      “You don't know what you've gotten yourself into, Jaxen,” she said. “You should have stayed behind in the protection of the castle.”

      I felt my magic warming within me and prepared to unleash it at her. “Oh yeah? Why is that?”

      She raised her hands to the sky, and then rolled out of the way. There was an unnerving sound behind me, and I suddenly had the horrid sensation of being stalked. I spun on my heel, turning my back to the hedge and keeping an eye on Misha as I glanced back.

      Twenty feet above me was a creature with glowing red eyes. It was still shaking itself free from the hedge, or it would have already snapped me up. Misha must have just created it.

      As I watched, it unfurled enormous wings and took flight. I sent a blast of Wild Magic at it. It dodged, whirled about, and then dove toward me.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Misha disappear into the maze. I cursed. Rolling out of the way, I barely escaped the monster’s long claws. They skewered the ground just where I had been standing.

      In the brief moment it took to get its bearings, I got a good look at it. If I hadn’t known better, I would have thought it was some sort of winged dinosaur. Except it had the distinctive head of a bat, the leathery body and claws of a lizard, and the wings of a bird.

      As it took flight and prepared to dive toward me again, I sent a couple of blasts of Wild Magic at it. The first one grazed its wing, and the second hit it dead in the chest.

      The monster shrieked and then burst into flames. It burned within two seconds, turning into ashes that fell over the maze like dirty snow.

      I sprinted into the lane where Misha had disappeared. She now had an enormous head start on me, but I'd been in this maze a lot over the last few weeks and knew it fairly well. Hopefully, my knowledge would be better than hers.

      Something else whirled over my head, and I hit the ground. Another lizard-bat-monster streaked by me, and the only reason it hadn't got me was its wings were too large to fit comfortably in the maze. I jumped up and sent a burst of Wild Magic at it. This time, the monster was too slow to get away, and it burst into ashes at the impact.

      I kept running, hunting for Misha. There was still daylight left, but the maze was uncharacteristically dark, and growing darker. I knew it couldn't have been natural, so I followed the darkness deeper into the maze. I figured Misha was creating it but had no idea why. Maybe the darkness was a side effect now that she’d revealed herself and was creating monsters.

      This time, I kept an eye on the sky above and glanced behind me every few seconds. Several more creatures dove at me, all of them with glowing red eyes and some amalgamation of bat, lizard, and bird. I killed all of them and moved on.

      But she was getting smarter. The next monster that appeared looked more like an ostrich with an unusually long beak that was more like a sword. It came around the corner at a run, and I barely managed to avoid being stabbed through the heart. It didn’t seem to have any wings, and this proved to be an advantage in the maze.

      It dodged every burst of magic I sent at it. The last time, I missed it by millimeters. Its reflexes were insane, and I had to dodge repeatedly to stay out of danger.

      The final time it dove for me, I moved out of the way at just the right moment and punched it. The Wild Magic I'd sent with the punch dazed the monster, and I used the opportunity to kill it just like I had the others.

      Shaking my head, I ran onward. Misha had an even greater advantage now.

      Then I remembered that the amulet was still in my pocket. That's how Misha was sending these monsters at me. Swearing at my idiocy, I pulled the amulet from my pocket. Instead of just tossing it somewhere random, however, I decided to bury it. I wanted to be able to find it later if I needed proof about what had happened tonight.

      I shoved it deep into the base of the hedge, noted the spot in my mind, and then moved on. A monster might try to dig it up, but at least it would give me time to look for Misha without having to dodge crazy beasts every few minutes.

      Without the cries and growls of the Chaos monsters, the maze became eerily quiet. I took a moment to stop, catch my breath, and consider a plan. There was no point in running blindly through the maze. Misha could be miles away. She could have opened another portal and vanished.

      But I didn't think so. She'd been sending those hastily made Chaos monsters at me the whole time.

      I thought about just blasting a hole through the hedgerows until I found her, and then realized that if I could do that, I could burn away the entire maze.

      I figured Peony, Hyacinth, and especially Elsa wouldn't be happy about it, but it would be a way to just end this right now. The question was, was I willing to burn up Misha like that as well?

      I knew that I was. I was angry at having been attacked over and over, by someone who was supposed to be trustworthy, no less. And I was even angrier that Genesis, Peony, Ashlee, and other girls had been put in danger because of it.

      Fuck Misha, I thought. I was going to take care of this problem once and for all.

      With another glance around to make sure nothing was going to attack, I dug deep into my magic. The kind of power I was summoning was going to be second only to when I had killed the breach monster. The trick with this one was not only to protect myself, but the outside of the maze, as well.

      At first glance, burning the entire maze to get to one person seemed like an inelegant solution to the problem. But it was going to require a good bit of skill, a bigger task than anything I’d taken on yet.

      Burning myself alive wasn’t a good idea, either, so I focused on turning everything to dust and ash immediately, like I had with the later monsters. No time for actual flames.

      The Wild Magic surrounding me wanted to get out. I felt it pushing on my body, wanting to use me as a conduit. I’d never felt it quite like this. It was… awe-inspiring, and also a bit terrifying to know I controlled this much power with just my mind. One big release, and that would be it.

      Jaxen! Where are you?

      It was Genesis. I didn’t know how, but I sensed her in the maze. Her voice in my mind was as clear as day. It wouldn’t be long before she found me.

      Fuck. I couldn’t burn the maze with her in it.

      Jaxen, answer me!

      Before I could respond to Genesis, however, something careened into me from the left, knocking me to the ground. I released a hellish burst of Wild Magic, but I hadn’t aimed properly, and it blasted a hole through several layers of the maze. Twigs snapped and the maze shook, and I rolled over quickly to see what had hit me.

      Or who.

      It was a monster, but also a woman. There was no mistaking Misha’s round face and large front teeth, but it they were no longer attached to a human body. Instead, it was another frog monster very much like the one from the breach in my old world.

      Claws, tentacles, and even fangs in a once-smiling, round face, like she had merged with that bullfrog she’d carried with her. A Misha-monster.

      She hissed and swiped at me with a clawed hand. I ducked and shot a burst of magic at her. But her hide was stronger than anything I’d encountered, even the giant frog monsters I’d faced last time in the maze, and it barely made a mark.

      I hit her again and again, dodging her swift attacks. She didn’t let up long enough for me to kill her with a huge burst of magic, and I figured that after this, I needed to work on my timing.

      If I survived, anyway.

      Misha got lucky and caught my arm with a swipe. Blood poured out, and I immediately lost use of the entire arm from my shoulder down. She must have severed something. I wasn’t going to put poison past her, either.

      Instead of evading her again, though, I threw my good shoulder directly into her chest.

      The Misha-monster grunted and fell backward from the force. We toppled into a hedge, and I got more cuts and scrapes from the thorny branches.

      I got up faster than she did, but not fast enough to use my burst of magic on her. In a moment, we were both facing off against each other in the darkening maze, panting and looking for a moment to strike.

      Even though I hadn’t done much damage to her slippery hide, Misha seemed a bit worse for wear. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly.

      “Are you even a Druid?” I shouted at her. I’d never heard of anyone transforming into a Chaos monster. And if Druids could do that, I’m sure someone would have mentioned it by now.

      Misha smiled, but didn’t otherwise answer. She moved to her right, beginning to circle me like a shark circling wounded prey.

      I didn’t feel like prey, though. The damage to my arm hadn’t made me lose my hold on the Wild Magic. Sure, it would have been great to have both arms, but I was confident I didn’t need either of them to blast this bitch off the planet.

      I just needed a bit more time.

      A confidence rose in me that I’d not felt yet. It wasn’t because of the dangerous situation I was in, but a confidence in my magic. And with it came a realization. I truly didn’t store the Wild Magic like the Druids. It was freely flowing through me and around me—I felt it more strongly than ever before.

      And I could control it with my mind.

      Mind Mage. The title sprung into my thoughts as if it’d always been there. I smiled.

      Jaxen! Genesis called.

      I’m okay, I responded. Stay out of the maze. It’s not safe.

      Of course it’s not safe, but what else—?

      I shook my head to clear it. I couldn’t listen to whatever Genesis had to say. I had to give all my attention to the thing in front of me.

      I only hoped my girlfriend got out of the maze, like I’d told her.

      Go get help, I said to her.

      Hopefully that would give her something to do without getting into the fight herself.

      I was still smiling, and the Misha-monster looked unsettled for a moment, her green brows knitting together. A bird squawked overhead, and she raised her hand toward it.

      Before my eyes, the animal changed. Even in dark, I saw its eyes begin to glow as if on fire. It shrieked and tumbled out of the sky. When it hit the ground at Misha’s feet, it writhed as if in great pain and began to grow.

      Horns sprouted from the bird’s head, and fangs from its beak. Its feathers took on a silvery sheen as if they’d turned to metal, and the claws on its feet grew five times in size. I didn’t think it’d be able to fly, and it didn’t.

      But it did launch itself right at me, even before it finished changing. I hit it with a blast of magic, twice straight in the chest. It blocked the attacks with its wings and then flapped so hard the wind almost knocked me down.

      I dodged an attack from Misha then, almost losing the use of my leg, just like I had in my arm. Her claws grazed me but didn’t sink deep enough to do lasting damage.

      I hit the bird-monster and the Misha-monster again and again, alternating between them so neither had a chance to get to me.

      Side-stepping and ducking, I battled Misha and her monster with blast after blast of magic. The bird-monster died when I finally blasted a hole through its wing and straight to its chest. It went quickly in a rain of ash.

      Misha sent more monsters to me—squirrels, mice, snakes—all of them mutated to incredible levels of hideousness and danger. She threw them at me so quickly that I didn’t have time to do anything other than fight them. I kept an eye on her, though, but apparently creating the Chaos monsters was all she could do. She couldn’t fight at the same time.

      I killed every single abomination, and surprisingly, the more I used my magic, the stronger I felt. It was like I had finally unlocked a level where I wasn’t straining to fight.

      Finally, Misha dropped her arms and no more monsters appeared. I’d fought off every one of them, but I didn’t know if she wanted to regain her strength to create more, or if there were no more animals in the vicinity.

      I took a moment to compose myself and catch my breath, as well, but I didn’t take my eyes off her for a second. My right hand was itching with magic. Just as an experiment, I tried to blast a hole in her chest, as well. At the last instant, she slashed at me with a clawed hand, and I had to roll out of the way. The blast of magic went wide.

      I needed to add defensive magic to my list of things to work on once this was over, too.

      I tried again and again. A few attacks got through, and Misha stumbled back. I followed up with a bigger blast of Wild Magic that would have killed any regular human. Misha fought back with magic of her own, and once again we were embroiled in a dangerous dance within the maze.

      Then, Misha suddenly changed tactics. She tried to run through a hole I’d created earlier, but her monster body was too big to do it quickly.

      “Not so fast,” I said, grabbing her lizard-like tail and hauling her back toward me. “That’s cheating.”

      She pivoted and attacked with incredible speed. So I dropped her tail and faced her once more. Instead of running again, Misha took on the air of a cornered animal. She snarled and put her back to the hedge where it turned sharply to the left.

      If I knew anything about cornered animals, it was that they were more dangerous than at any other time. So I waited and prepared for another assault. But there was no way in hell Misha was getting past me. She’d have to fight.

      The Misha-monster growled and hissed before going quiet. Finally, she took a deep breath and smiled.

      I thought she might have made another Chaos monster behind me, but my gut told me not to take my eyes off her.

      I watched her warily. Feeling my strength join with my magic, I knew that it was only a matter of time before I got her. I could feel it as if it had already happened.

      Misha was no match for me, not if I kept my head. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t make a dumb mistake and die anyway. So instead of hitting her with more attacks, I held back.

      “One thing has been bugging me,” I said conversationally. “Why?”

      Misha still had a murderous look on her face, but she straightened to her full height and stepped away from the hedge. She moved in a tight circle, but I blocked her from running.

      Finally, she smiled, showing those weird, long fangs.

      Then, as if she couldn’t help herself, Misha began to talk.
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      “I’ve wanted to show my hand for months,” she began.

      “So why didn’t you? Why not just kill me when you got me alone in your office for the first time?”

      “Because I was a spy, and a spy doesn’t give herself away unless there’s damn good reason. I never would have had to if you hadn’t come along. However, I suppose I have you to thank. Without your appearance, the other Chaos Mages wouldn’t have seen my value. I wouldn’t have had a chance to prove myself to them. Now, they’ll know how wrong they’ve been.”

      “So you aren’t acting on their orders?” I asked, unconvinced.

      Misha snorted. “I’ve been pulling at the bit, so to speak, for months. I wanted to do more. Not just be a spy, but to be on the front lines of this great war. To use my experiments and talents for the cause. But the Druids had never suspected me of being anything more than a simple teacher. One of them, a sheep whose only purpose was to serve others. And that’s where the Chaos Mages wanted me to stay.

      “But I am so much more than that. I’m a warrior at heart. Not a mere spy. And with your appearance, I had the opportunity to prove it. I should get the glory for all my accomplishments, not the least of which was the greatest accomplishment in Chaos Magic in decades.”

      “Greatest accomplishment…” I said, making the connection. “You opened the breach.”

      Misha smiled broadly. For the first time, I noticed a madness in her eyes, as if she could no longer hide it. “My experimenting opened the first breach this century. And my methods mean that making breaches will be even easier going forward.”

      “If you get a chance to share it, that is,” I said dryly.

      “Oh, I will. I’ve planned for it to happen with or without me. But of course, the other Chaos Mages didn’t believe I caused the breach. They’re still looking for the culprit, unfortunately.”

      She said it bitterly, then focused her attention back on me. “But when you appeared after the breach, Jaxen Kade, it was a perfect chance to show them how powerful I was, and to take out the threat that you were, without anyone being the wiser. I could finally convince them. But the Chaos Mages have once again failed. They wouldn’t give me permission to act, so I took matters into my own hands.”

      Her lips curled into a snarl. “No one controls me now. And with the breaches I’ll open, the two Realms will tremble—”

      “Yeah, you said that,” I interrupted. “But what I want to know is if the Chaos Mages even want to take me out. It seems that if they had, they would have been on your side all along.”

      Anger flashed over Misha’s mutated features. “They want you out of the picture, but they’re afraid to act. The cowards. Of course, it’ll be too late when they finally figure everything out.”

      “Why is that?” I asked. She’d kept hinting at something bigger at play, and I wanted to see where this conversation was going. I felt my magic growing ever stronger, the Wild strings pulling taut inside my body, ready to be thrummed. If I could just keep her talking a little more, I’d have enough to take her out in one hit.

      “The breaches, of course,” she answered. “Haven’t you been listening? Just like the young, always impatient for the knowledge they’ve already been given.”

      “Sure, the breaches. But are you working against the Chaos Mages now, too?”

      “They don’t deserve me, the little bitches,” she said vehemently. The Misha-monster spat onto the ground, and some of it hung off her fangs in sticky strings.

      Gross.

      “So you’re a lone wolf?” I asked. Just a little more. “How will that work?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re going to take down all the Druids by yourself?”

      “I don’t care a flying fuck about the Druids. It’s the breaches that matter. Now, Jaxen Kade, it’s time to stop stalling and meet your fate.”

      “Right,” I said. “Because I’m the one trapped in a corner.”

      As I spoke, I hit Misha with my burst of magic. However, she’d been ready to do the same thing, and a burst of Chaos Magic hit me dead in the chest at the same time.

      But it didn’t stick. It sort of bounced off me and blasted the hedges around us. They immediately caught fire. The former professor hadn’t been expecting that, and she ducked as the flames almost engulfed her.

      I unleashed my biggest burst yet, and this time, I caught Misha off guard. She screamed and loosed another attack. It was powerful, but she couldn’t seem to control where it went.

      I concentrated all my magic into this mutant. All my power, funneling Wild Magic straight out of the ether and into the woman in front of me.

      This time there was no scream. No dodge, no counter attack. The Misha-monster got a surprised look on her face before she lifted off the ground. Her body glowed like a lantern, so brightly that I had to shield my eyes.

      Then she turned into dust.

      Just like that. The glow disappeared and she exploded into tiny particles that rained down on the maze.
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      “Fuck,” I said into the sudden silence, simply because I had nothing else to say just then.

      Remembering Genesis, I began winding my way back to the front of the maze. There were no more Chaos monsters, and the darkness overhead had changed to something more natural, to dusk rather than danger.

      "Jaxen!" Genesis yelled as I rounded the last bend before the entrance.

      She had clearly just come from the castle, and several people were stepping out of the portal behind her, which she’d left open.

      Ashlee, Headmistress Elsa, and Professor Hyacinth.

      “They were the only ones who could get here on such short notice,” Genesis offered after seeing my face.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “What happened, Mr. Kade?” Hyacinth asked. Her face looked paler than it had after the last attack.

      “It might take a bit to explain,” I said, suddenly feeling tired. But I gave them the whole story, which Genesis and Ashlee backed up, even adding their side of the story. They’d had to deal with Misha’s snake, but the Chaos Mage hadn’t been able to unleash any of her monsters before fleeing through the portal.

      When we’d finished our story, Elsa was frowning deeply, and Hyacinth’s jaw was hung open so far I thought it would touch her flat chest.

      “Professor Misha?” she asked. “I do not believe it. I do not.”

      “Jaxen has the amulet,” Ashlee said.

      “It’s still in there,” I said, jerking my thumb behind me. “I dumped it when I realized Misha was still using it to track me in the maze.”

      “I say we go find it,” Elsa said. “Lead the way, Jaxen.”

      The usually encouraging headmistress seemed pensive. Of course, the occasion warranted it. One of her teachers had been found out as a spy. I wondered what secrets Elsa had fed to Misha over the years. From the look on her pallid face, Elsa did too.

      A Chaos monster must have found the amulet because the hedge where I’d buried it was torn to pieces. It took some digging, but I found the amulet.

      It was broken. The polished stone at the center had a crack that ran all the way through it.

      “Is it because Misha is dead or because a Chaos monster tried to eat it?” I asked.

      Elsa held out her hand for the amulet, and I gave it to her. She passed her hand over it a few times and then gave it back. “Whatever magic was in there, it is gone.”

      “It must have been destroyed when she died,” I said.

      I held out my hand for Genesis, and she came to stand beside me.

      “I’m mad at you,” the redhead whispered. “I know you heard me.”

      I grinned guiltily. “Couldn’t have anyone hurting my best girl.”

      “Your best?” Ashlee had been right behind us. She had an arched eyebrow and was looking at me in a different light. There was fire in her eyes.

      “Best girls,” I amended.

      Looking at Genesis, I saw that she was about to argue with this addition, but then rolled her eyes at Ashlee and squeezed my hand tighter.

      “Headmistress, are we free to go?” Genesis asked.

      Elsa was staring into the maze. She waved her hand dismissively and then turned to Hyacinth. “I would like a quick word with Jaxen first, but yes, the rest of you are free to leave.”

      Genesis stood on tiptoes to kiss my cheek. Her scent of sage and blueberries drifted toward me, and I kissed her back.

      Genesis opened a portal, and the girls stepped through.

      I turned to Elsa and Hyacinth. “If you’re going to reprimand me, or if there are going to be any legal issues, you should know that given the choice, I’d do the same thing again. She was trying to kill me, and she’s already killed others, back in my world. So if there’s going to be a problem, then I’ll pack my bags and leave now.”

      Elsa shook her head, and Hyacinth looked startled.

      “No, Mr. Kade,” the scarred professor said. “Not at all. It seems clear that you acted in self-defense, so I wouldn’t expect any difficulties along those lines. Also, we want you here with us. Now more than ever.”

      “That’s right,” Elsa said. Then she shook her head, looking grimmer than ever. “To think that she’s been here all these years…”

      “What did you want to talk to me about?”

      The headmistress straightened and cleared her throat. Then she glanced at Hyacinth before speaking. “We have a request.”

      I nodded for her to continue.

      “It involves Genesis’s recent… experiments.”

      I grinned. “You know about those, huh?”

      “Not much happens around here without me knowing.” Elsa shifted on her feet, clearly uncomfortable, which seemed out of character. If I’d learned anything at all in this strange world, it was that people were open about sex. “But she filled me in the day after Tyndale made a fool of himself in my office. It’s an impressive bit of magic, as it usually is with Genesis. And you, now, as well.”

      She hesitated. “Would you be willing to do the ritual with others?” she asked abruptly. “This school needs every advantage it can get. We’re on the brink of a change, I think. Something more sinister than anything this school has seen yet.”

      I shrugged. “Genesis and I have already discussed it. My answer is yes. We plan to perform the ritual with other students.”

      Elsa and Hyacinth looked relieved.

      “Were you worried I’d refuse?” I asked.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Then what?”

      Elsa looked at Professor Hyacinth as if she wanted help. The monster fighter coughed politely and looked up at me. “Mr. Kade, we’re hoping that you’ll consider others, as well, not just students, and not just Druids. Of your own age, mostly. Will you consider it?”

      “Oh,” I said. It was kinda funny, really, the way these two were trying to be so delicate about the situation. “Sure. I’ll think about it, at least, but I don’t know why not.”

      Elsa smiled. “Thank you, Jaxen.”

      “Do you expect me to go to a bar and pick up women, or are you going to suggest some to me?” I asked, trying to suppress a grin.

      “Oh,” Elsa said, her cheeks turning a delicate shade of pink. “We will suggest some for you. Other talented people like yourself.”

      “I didn’t think there was anyone else like me,” I said jokingly.

      The professors smiled. Hyacinth shook her head. “You are right about that.”

      “Can I ask why you were so hesitant to ask me?”

      Elsa blushed a darker shade of pink. “I’m sure Genesis has told you that our world operates differently than yours. But I also come from the Earthly Realm and joined the Druids in my twenties. I’m not as comfortable discussing such issues as you seem to be. I didn’t adapt quite as well as you have, Jaxen Kade.”

      My grin grew broader. “I guess I’ve always been open-minded.”

      “Quite so,” Elsa said. She smiled back, and the conversation was done. “Now I should let you go and get that wound tended to.”

      I met Genesis and Ashlee just inside the door, and they accompanied me up the healing ward.

      “What did Elsa want?” Genesis asked.

      When I told her, she practically fell down laughing. “I would have liked to see that. I’ve never heard that old prude even make an inappropriate reference, and she had to ask you to have sex with a bunch of women.”

      “Well?” Ashlee asked. “What did you tell her?”

      The blond was looking at me expectantly.

      I glanced at Genesis. “It was already in the plans,” I said. “So I told Elsa that I’d do it.”

      Genesis looked thrilled. I could practically see her going through the experiments in her head.

      Ashlee, however, hid her feelings behind a smile. I wasn’t sure what she thought, but my answer wasn’t met with enthusiasm.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      Ashlee shook her head and stood tall. “Nothing. I mean, there’s something, but it’s not very important in the grand scheme of things.”

      “Are you rethinking the timing of your ritual?” I asked.

      “No. I mean yes. I mean…” Ashlee blushed and then looked at me with an intense gaze. “I was hoping to be the next one in the ritual, but I’m not quite ready.”

      “Ah. How much time do you need?” My heart was pounding in my chest at just the thought of having sex with Ashlee.

      “I’m not sure. A few more weeks?”

      “We might not want to wait that long for another experiment,” Genesis shot at her. Even though she and I had discussed the idea of Ashlee being my next choice, she hadn’t said much about it afterward. Maybe she still had some misgivings.

      I could see an argument brewing, and I stepped between the girls to stop it before it went anywhere.

      “We’ll wait. A few weeks won’t hurt anything,” I said firmly.

      Ashlee smiled gratefully at me, and Genesis sighed. She offered me a one-sided smile and a shrug.

      Can’t blame a girl for trying, she said. At the same time, there was something in the tone of her thoughts that suggested she had already accepted the idea.

      I found myself grinning uncontrollably.

      Getting my shoulder looked at took a bit of time, but once Sandi had finished treating it with several potions and spells, the wound was healed up and I had the use of my arm again. The healer wanted me to wear a sling, but as soon as she left the ward, I grabbed Genesis’s hand and swung her around. She laughed, and we went to go find something to eat. I was famished. Ashlee parted with us in the corridor, ignoring Genesis but giving me a long, lingering look before going to her tower.

      My strength had returned, and after raiding the kitchens for sandwiches, Genesis and I headed up to my room. Before we went inside, though, she pulled me up a hidden stairway to the top of the tower.

      The stars shined brightly in this realm, more brightly than in my old world. I wondered if it was part of the magic of this place, or the lack of pollution.

      We laid our cloaks on the roof, ate, and looked at the stars. Genesis pointed out constellations to me, and I listened while inhaling her scent and pulling her close.

      The rooftop was slanted on a steep pitch, so sex there was a challenge, but a welcome one. I rolled on top and entered her, planting my feet firmly on the eaves.

      It was a wild, quick ride, and we came at the same time. Then we climbed back down to my room and did it again, this time languidly, taking our time. I pulled a sofa closer to the fire, and we used it over the course of several hours, enjoying each other’s company. I reveled in the feeling of Genesis’s body pressed to mine. Of the soft skin of her breasts against my chest, of her moving over and with me.

      By morning, we’d fallen asleep, exhausted and utterly sated. I’d barely opened my eyes when there was a knock on the door.

      Hoping it wasn’t another invitation to speak to Tyndale, I grumbled, “It’s open.”

      Ashlee let herself in and came to sit on the edge of the bed. She had replaced her hesitant expression with the haughty one I was used to.

      “Are you two going to lay in bed all day?” she asked.

      “Good morning to you, too,” I said with a grin.

      Genesis groaned and rolled over, pulling the covers over her head. “Fuck off,” she said into her pillow.

      “I will not. You don’t get to keep him all to yourself, Genesis, and I have something I want to show Jaxen.”

      “Now?” I asked, amused.

      “Now.” Ashlee flashed me a wicked smile.

      Nodding, I stretched and then swung my feet over the bed. I didn’t bother to cover myself. If Ashlee didn’t want to see me in all my glory, she shouldn’t barge in first thing in the morning.

      The blond looked me up and down appreciatively while I walked to the bathroom for a quick shower. The night’s activities had left their evidence on my body, and while I didn’t mind, the rest of the school might not appreciate it.

      After a quick rinse, I walked back out—still naked—and found some clothes. Ashlee had moved to the sofa near the fire, the one Genesis and I had fucked on all night long. I smirked and let her watch me dress. The blond seemed to enjoy the show and was disappointed when I pulled a shirt on and buttoned my pants.

      “What I wouldn’t give for some sweats,” I grumbled. The pants were fine, but sometimes a guy just wanted to let things hang loose. These were a little too restrictive for my taste.

      Genesis didn’t move as Ashlee led me out the door, which I closed softly behind us.

      “Big night,” Ashlee said.

      “Mmm,” I agreed, glancing back at the closed door. It would have been nice to sleep in, since today was Friday and there were no classes, but I was always up for an adventure, especially when Ashlee or Genesis was involved.

      She led me to the library, of all places. “Is this a study session?” I asked. “If so, could it wait until after breakfast and coffee?”

      “Not studying, per se. No.” She took my hand and led me through the teetering stacks of books to an alcove with a lead pane window. The first pixies were fluttering through languidly, as if they were having a hard time getting moving today, as well.

      There was a small desk and inkwell in the alcove, and a hard stool. A book sat on the desk, perhaps the oldest book I’d ever seen. The leather cover was so worn it looked like it would fall apart if it had any more handling, and the vellum pages were stiff and cracking.

      Ashlee sat down and opened it to a marked location. “While you and Genesis were having fun,” she said accusingly, “I was thinking about what you said about Misha. About the breaches and how something was going to happen whether Misha was alive or not.”

      “Yes,” I said, leaning over her shoulder to look at the page, which was handwritten in a language I’d never seen before. “I assumed she meant the breaches.”

      “Yes, I did too, but it could also be part of something else.”

      Ashlee pointed to some of the elaborate-looking text.

      “Translate, please,” I said.

      “Roughly, it says that a new age will happen when the veil between worlds is shattered.”

      “Do you think the breach classifies as ‘shattered’?”

      “Maybe. In the past, there’s always been something to keep the veil intact. Previous breaches were kind of like pin holes in the veil, but they healed over, leaving faint scars. But not this breach. Since Genesis has been so wrapped up with you, I’ve had a chance to talk to Elsa a couple of times. Misha’s breach, the one that gave you your powers, was different. And it hasn’t healed. Sure, the Druids closed it, but it’s like it’s only a scabbed-over wound. And it's festering, so to speak.”

      “So it’s ongoing.”

      “Exactly.” Ashlee looked up at me. “I don’t know exactly what this means, but I’m going to keep digging. This book is the only mention of a new age that I’ve found, but that doesn’t mean there are more out there, with more information.”

      “Misha found a way to get attention, after all,” I said. “What will the Chaos Mages do with this information?”

      Ashlee frowned. “I’m not sure. I’m hardly an expert in that area. But I know that at some point, they will take advantage. It will take a little bit before they find out about Misha, but the whole school already knows, so it’s only a matter of time before the Chaos Mages find out.”

      “So Elsa’s request of me makes more sense now.”

      Ashlee nodded gravely. “Yes, we might be headed for war sooner than we think. And you just might be the key to keeping the Balance, and protecting us all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a lot to think about over the next few days. I also had to answer a lot of questions from my classmates. Everyone knew that I’d killed Misha, but not all had heard the correct version of events. A few girls now turned and walked the other way when they saw me. I found out they’d been Misha’s star pupils. Her mentees.

      The other professors were a mixed bag. During my classes, a few of them had cooled their attitudes toward me, a change from their usual high praise.

      If they wanted to believe that I’d murdered Misha, then fine. But I knew the truth, and so did Genesis and Ashlee. Elsa and Hyacinth were on my side, along with Eadmon. I figured the others would come around, and if I’d been in their shoes, I’d be skeptical too.

      The biggest obstacle was of course Governor Tyndale. The middle of the week, I got another request from Elsa to meet her and the governor in her office. When I entered, Elsa was sitting calmly at her desk, but Tyndale was standing in front of it, scowling as usual. There was no shouting this time, though, so I thought that might be an improvement.

      I took a seat in a wooden chair and leaned back. My nonchalance seemed to get under the governor’s skin, as I’d intended. He practically shot flaming daggers from his eyes as he took in the sight of me relaxed and confident.

      I’d done nothing wrong, after all. “You asked to see me, Headmistress?” I said, choosing to ignore Tyndale’s rudeness.

      “Yes, the governor has a few questions for you about what happened to Professor Misha. I’m assuming you still have the amulet?”

      I reached into a pocket of my cloak and withdrew the chain. I tossed it to the governor, who fumbled it, recovered it from the floor, and finally peered at it with disdain.

      “How do I know you didn’t plant this evidence?” he asked. “For that matter, how do we know that Misha gave this to you?”

      “I guess you can’t know for sure. But I’ve got corroboration from two individuals who witnessed her admit her wrongdoing outright.”

      “These girls you’ve been charming?” Tyndale snorted. “They are hardly credible at this point.”

      I clenched my jaw in anger but did not engage. It was obvious the governor was spoiling for a fight. I’d give him one, if it came to it, but I waited to see how things played out.

      “Then I’m done here,” I said, standing. “If you aren’t going to believe my answers, why are you asking the questions?”

      “Sit down, young man!” the governor said.

      I didn’t sit down. “There’s something I don’t get. After all the things that have happened in the last few weeks, why are you wasting time with a vendetta against me? You should be thanking me for exposing a spy, and a rogue Chaos Mage at that. She could have done anything at any time, and there’s no telling how many secrets she exposed to the Chaos Mages…” Then I had a related thought. “Are you feeling threatened? Did you tell her something you shouldn’t have?”

      The governor had the look of someone who’d just drank rotten milk. “I’m hardly threatened. My interest is in protecting this school, and since you’ve arrived, there has been more danger, more students in peril.”

      “Yes, me in particular. But we’ve gone over this before. I have no intention of repeating myself.”

      A muscle twitched in Tyndale’s neck, but he seemed to be holding himself back from shouting at me this time. “Elsa, you have insisted that Kade stay here, and I do not have the authority to override you. But I’d like it to be known that I am utterly and completely against this arrogant asshole being at our illustrious academy. And mark my words, you’ll rue the day you took him in.”

      He said it like I was a stray dog.

      Elsa stood and placed her hands on the desk. “Consider your words marked, Governor.”

      I smiled. “I hope I’m there when you realize you’re wrong, Tyndale, just to see the look on your ugly face. Have a nice day.”

      The governor turned a violent shade of red and stormed out of Elsa’s office.

      “I don’t like him,” I said conversationally as he slammed the door.

      “Me neither, Jaxen. Me neither.”

      When I left Elsa’s office, I went to the healing ward to visit Peony. I’d gone to see her every day since she’d been injured, but sometimes all she did was sleep. Today, however, she was awake.

      Groggy, but she smiled when I walked in.

      “Hey,” I said, sitting in the chair beside her bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’ve been better, but it’s not too bad. I was able to get up and walk around earlier. But now I’m tired.”

      “Do me a favor,” I said, “next time you try to take on a Chaos monster, do something simple like poke it in the eye.”

      Peony smiled. “I’ll try to remember that. Tell me what’s going on in the castle. I’m so bored. Ashlee was here for a bit earlier, but then she ran off to the library.”

      “Yeah, she’s been practically living there this week. Her and Genesis.”

      Peony swallowed, and I passed her a glass of water from the stand beside the bed. She sipped it and glanced at me, draining the glass slowly before finally putting it down.

      “Did you really kill Professor Misha?” she asked.

      I wasn’t surprised at the question. “Yes.”

      I gave her the brief version of events. “Sorry you got injured because of it all,” I said when I was finished. “I’m just glad you’re going to be okay.”

      “Me too. I can’t believe it. I mean, I believe you. But it’s hard to picture Misha being a spy for the Chaos Mages. Jaxen?” Peony took my hand.

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks for saving me. I don’t think I would have made it if you hadn’t shown up.”

      “My pleasure. Now, you should rest. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

      “Okay.” Peony laid her head back on her pillow, and within a few seconds, she was asleep.

      She looked so peaceful there that I didn’t let go of her hand for a few moments, making sure she was really sleeping before extricating myself and leaving the ward.

      I had just crossed a courtyard, headed for dinner, when a strange feeling hit me. It wasn’t pain, exactly, but a discomfort in my hands. Like they were asleep. If it’d been my left arm, I would have thought it was from my injury, and that it was still healing.

      But both hands tingled as if the blood flow had been cut off and then freed again. I shook them out, and the feeling subsided. But just as I left the courtyard, searing pain hit my entire body. I doubled over, barely able to stay on my feet.

      This wasn’t a burning sensation, like the Wild Magic. And it wasn’t like when I was sick with Misha’s Chaos Magic. It was more like a giant had taken a hammer and broken all the bones in my body at once.

      It intensified, and I fought to stay upright, not wanting to pass out in a corridor. Sweat broke out on my forehead and a wave of nausea passed over me.

      And then, just as suddenly as it’d started, the pain disappeared. In its wake was a tired, sore feeling. I straightened and looked around. There was no one that I could see, but I wondered if I’d just survived some sort of attack.

      Deciding to skip dinner, I made for my room. Genesis must have come looking for me because she met me at the bottom of my tower.

      “You alright, Jaxen?” she asked, a concerned expression on her beautiful face. “You look pale.”

      “Yep. I’m fine.” I put an arm around her, and we went upstairs together.

      “You sure?” Her lips were pouty, as if she didn’t quite believe me. But I didn’t want Genesis—or anyone—to know what had just happened. It was probably nothing. And anyway, I didn’t want her to worry.

      “Absolutely,” I reassured her. “Just a little tired. But I know what’ll make me feel better…”

      I took her to my room for some wild sex. After, I lay on the bed, her naked form pressed to mine with her head on my chest, wondering what the future had in store.

      For some reason—call it a gut instinct—I didn’t think that my troubles with Chaos magic were over.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks for reading! To get an email when book 2 comes out, sign up for my newsletter at jackporterwrites.com.

      Like the book? Here are some ways you can help out:

      So if you liked this book and want to help me out, here are some things you can do:

      
        	Leave a review. (I can’t stress how important these are.) I don’t have an ARC team, and every review you see on Amazon or Goodreads is a reader taking the time to leave a note about the book.

        	Tell your friends. Share the book in your groups. All of them, as many as you can. It really helps.

      

      Beyond that, if you want to get in touch with me (or find a typo or some other monster that doesn’t belong), write me at author@jackporterwrites.com.

      Thanks for your help, and I can’t wait to share more stories with you in the future.

      -Jack
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