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  Dedication


  The list of people who helped with this book is very long indeed, but two above all deserve credit for its existence:


  My husband, who may have had ulterior motives related to asking me out, but gave the best early critiques just the same; and


  Pamela Dean, whose beautiful retelling of Tam Lin inspired this story in the first place.


  


  Chapter One


  Arguing with my advisor over my class schedule was a familiar ritual. We’d done it six times before, like clockwork, once for every quarter of my freshman and sophomore years, and without it, my junior fall at Welton would not have been ready to start.


  But usually the argument went the other direction.


  Rodriguez had leaned forward to study the list on his screen, but as he read, he sagged backward until he was slumped in his chair. “This … is not what I expected from you, Kim.”


  I shifted self-consciously in my own seat. “Sorry—I know I should have sent it to you earlier. But I kept waffling, and didn’t make up my mind until pretty late.”


  That fell short of describing the situation. My roommate Liesel and I had ended our summer vacation by visiting her parents in Dusseldorf, and only got onto campus yesterday, with classes starting this morning. Instead of the normal pre-quarter meeting with my advisor, I was basically presenting him with a fait accompli: the courses I had already signed up for, which I’d have to file requests to change. And this time, it wasn’t at all the usual spread.


  Rodriguez ran a thumb over one eyebrow and sighed. “Well, at least you’re not trying to take six courses this time. Unless there’s another you want to add, and need me to sign off on it?” I shook my head, but it didn’t blunt his wariness. “That’s two changes from the routine, then. What brought this on?”


  I shrugged, hoping it looked casual. “I have to get to my distribution requirements eventually, don’t I?”


  “An excellent point,” Rodriguez said, in an amiable tone I didn’t trust in the slightest. “One I believe I’ve made several times now. And every time, you’ve waved it off, saying you’ll get to them eventually.”


  “That’s not fair,” I objected. “I did my language and pre-Manifestation history courses freshman fall. And my telepathy requirements that winter and spring. Last year—”


  Rodriguez stopped me with a raised hand. “Yes, yes. But there are three branches to the psychic sciences, Kim, and you’ve been avoiding two of them like the plague. I expected a list full of whatever divination courses you haven’t already taken, with maybe one mundane class as leavening.” His mouth was set in an ironic line. “To be honest, I was practicing my speech about how you don’t want to leave your CM and PK distribution until your senior year, and how the time will slip by before you even know it’s gone.”


  “Well, there you go,” I said cheerfully. “I listened to your advice before you even gave it.”


  He should have looked happier. But Rodriguez was in the telepathic sciences, too, and by the frown on his face, he could read me well enough to tell there was something more to my decision than simple common sense.


  Possibly I had just been a little too gung-ho about it. “Ceremonial magic and pyrokinesis, in the same semester,” he said, glancing at the list once more. “And you haven’t exactly chosen lightweight options for either one. Are you sure you want to tackle both at once?”


  Yes, and at the same time, not at all. But I’d gone over all of this in Dusseldorf, with Liesel as my sounding board, weighing the pros and cons—a lot of cons. Not enough to scare me off, though. I grinned at Rodriguez, doing my best to make sure none of my doubt leaked past my shields. “I tear off band-aids in one go, too.”


  His resigned sigh was familiar, and welcome. It meant he was about to approve my course choices. I wondered sometimes whether advisors at MIT or wherever suffered through the same debates with their students. Probably; I couldn’t imagine that science nerds were much different from psychic ones. And Welton, being the best psychic sciences university in North America, attracted a lot of high-grade nerds.


  Of which I was one. “I’ve still got Historical Tarot,” I pointed out. “So you know I haven’t been replaced by a golem or something.”


  “Or something,” Rodriguez said, leaning forward once more. “Well, you haven’t died from lack of sleep yet; I suppose you’re not likely to start now. Though if you’d tried for six courses again, this argument would be a good deal longer.” He tapped briefly on his keyboard, then nodded. “All right, Kim. You’re all set. Just do me a favor and remember that you can drop a course if you need to. You’re not exactly hurting for the credits, and you still have two years to go.”


  “Sure,” I said, and meant it. I would remember. That just wasn’t the same as being willing to do it.


  My grin faded, though, as I stepped out of Linwood Hall. Campus myth held that Welton had a weather-control office in charge of arranging sunshine for graduation, prefrosh weekend, and the start of fall quarter, but if so, the staff was out sick this year. The sky had clouded over while I was inside talking to Rodriguez, leaving it a flat plate of grey, and the breeze was cool enough to pass for chilly on what should have been a hot summer day.


  I’d come out the back entrance of Linwood, and the gardens there were deserted. Everybody must be in class, or at lunch. Which sounded like a good idea, and never mind how much unpacking I still had to do. Brushing my hair from my eyes, I set off through the gardens.


  Ten steps in, I felt like I’d slipped into a different world. The hedge blocked much of the wind, leaving the air hushed and still, and the grey sky felt too low, like a ceiling masquerading as open air. The flowerbeds were in full August bloom, tall lupines fencing off bushes exploding with roses, and their colors almost glowed in the flat light, as if someone had dialed up the saturation.


  The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and not from cold. Welton’s campus was a familiar place, and these gardens were one of my favorite parts, but today they felt alien and strange. I tried to tell myself it was just the jet lag talking, but didn’t quite believe it.


  The answer, I thought, was to get out of the gardens. Back to the wind, back to people and noise and the rest of the world. And food, I needed food. The central fountain splashed quietly on the far side of the inner hedge, the only sound other than the crunch of my feet in the gravel. I quickened my steps as I rounded the tall bushes—


  And almost ran into Julian.


  I didn’t even realize it was him at first. What I registered might as well have been a ghost: pale skin, fair hair, clothes that lost their color in the odd light, as if drained by the flowers around us. I yelped and jumped back, and only after that undignified reaction did I realize the ghost was a person, and I knew him.


  “Gods!” I exclaimed, pressing one hand to my collarbone. “Don’t do that to me.”


  “Sorry,” Julian said, keeping his distance. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


  I wanted to say I hadn’t been startled, but that was pure lying pride. My heart was still going four times too fast. “What are you doing here?”


  “Looking for you.”


  It sent a new chill along my arms. “How did you know where I’d be?”


  Julian’s eyebrows rose. “I called Liesel.”


  His prosaic answer brought me back to earth with a thump. No doubt Julian could find me with one psychic hand tied behind his back, but he wouldn’t. Whatever people thought of wilders, they had better manners than that.


  No, I’d just muted my port while I was meeting with Rodriguez, so he’d called my roommate. Like a normal person would. I drew in a deep breath, grounding myself, settling my jumpy nerves. “Let’s start this conversation over again. Hello, Julian; how are you?”


  He smiled. It softened the sharp lines of his face, banishing the unearthly ghost of a moment before, replacing him with the guy who had been my friend since freshman year. The hairs on my the back of my neck still refused to lie down, but that was normal; that was Julian. It was just that I hadn’t seen him since May, and it was easy to forget what his presence was like. Skin-crawlingly weird—but I would adjust to it soon enough. I always did. “I’m fine,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d like to get lunch with me and Robert.”


  “As long as it’s quick. I’ve got class at one.”


  Julian checked his watch. “That shouldn’t be a problem. What’s the class?”


  “PK 310,” I said as we circled the fountain, heading for the far side of the gardens. “I’m facing up to my pyrokinesis requirement at last.”


  He let out a soft breath of amusement. “You sound so derogatory.”


  “I don’t want to earn my way through life blowing things up for Hollywood directors.”


  “Special effects aren’t the only application, you know.”


  I did know, but it didn’t much change my opinion. “I’m not going to turn myself into a human crash cart, either. What else is there, combat? Not something I’m likely to need. And they don’t teach those uses to undergrads, anyway.”


  Julian was only half-attending. “Wait—isn’t 310 Effect Limits?” I nodded, and in my peripheral vision I saw him frown. “If you don’t like pyrokinesis, what are you doing in 310? They design it for PK majors, not divination specialists. Why aren’t you taking something lighter, like Small-Scale Control?”


  “Small-Scale Control is parlor tricks,” I said with a sniff. “Lighting people’s cigarettes with a snap of your fingers, crap like that.”


  “Effect Limits will flatten you. It flattens everyone. What possessed you to sign up? Don’t tell me Rodriguez suggested it.”


  “No,” I admitted. “But Liesel convinced me it’s better not to leave my requirements until senior spring, and I figured, I might as well do it right.” Which applied to more than pyrokinesis, so I headed Julian’s next question off at the pass. “I’m taking Structures of Ceremonial Magic, too.”


  He stopped dead at the edge of the gardens. “Are you, now.”


  I stopped, too, and faced him. Julian was almost impossible to read on any level; his impeccable shields blocked all the empathic traces I might pick up from an ordinary person, and his expression didn’t give away much more. I’d surprised him, though. “It’s a standard introductory course for CM.”


  “But not the only one you could’ve chosen.”


  No, it wasn’t. I couldn’t admit my reasoning, though, not even to Julian. Admitting it to Liesel had been hard enough. Easier to take refuge in annoyance than to face it again now. “So what? Yes, it’s a hard class. Yes, Grayson’s an iron bitch. She’s also an amazing professor, and I’ll learn more from her in one quarter than I would from any other teacher in a year.” Assuming I didn’t fail out.


  Julian remained still for a moment, not blinking. Then he started walking again, leaving me to catch up. “True. As long as you know what you’re getting into—and I’m sure you do.”


  His back almost communicated more than his face did. Was he really sure? I didn’t know what he was hiding from me, but there was something, or he wouldn’t have turned away. Maybe he knew I hadn’t just been avoiding CM out of laziness or prejudice.


  I didn’t ask. He probably wouldn’t answer, and I didn’t want to talk about it anyway.


  We arrived at Hurst, whose glass-fronted dining hall looked out over a charming little pond edged by trees. Inside, those trees’ dead cousins were pinned or taped to every vertical surface, a gauntlet of flyers advertising campus clubs and start-of-year events. The lunch rush was in full swing, but Robert was parked at one of the small window tables, feet propped up on two empty chairs to defend them against poachers. He nodded a greeting to Julian, then rose when he saw me. Taking one of my hands in his and planting a chaste kiss on my fingertips, he beamed down at me from his considerable height. “So you’ve returned to us at last, my lady.”


  If Julian had unnerved me, Robert made me want to laugh. The Irish accent was genuine; the courtly speech wasn’t, and in any other person it would have been annoying as hell. But he took pure delight in showy behavior—a trait I blamed on his love affair with ceremonial magic—and I wouldn’t dream of raining on his dramatic little parade.


  “Congratulations,” I said, dumping my bag onto a chair.


  He blinked. “Congratulations?”


  “Deirdre.”


  His blue eyes widened, then narrowed in suspicion. I laughed. “No, I did not peek. Liesel heard it from Michele this morning. Normal people, you know, send messages when their little sister manifests. They don’t leave their friends to hear it from the rumor mill.”


  Robert collapsed back into his chair, disgruntled. “I hoped to tell you in person. Unfortunately, your person was in Germany, and arrived here inconveniently late.”


  “Blame Liesel. We stopped in Dusseldorf to say hi to her parents.” I shoved my bag onto the floor and sat down, while Julian headed for the serving line. I was leaving myself perilously little time to eat before PK, but Robert doted on his sister; he needed a chance to brag. “How’s she doing?”


  Robert’s grin split his face. “Very well indeed. The doctor said—” His breath caught audibly, and his expression became a comic mix of horror and apology.


  I could guess why. “Don’t sweat it. I’m glad she’s turned out okay.” Psi-sickness was a concern for any gifted family, all the more so because no one knew what caused it, and whom it would choose to strike. My younger brother Noah was one of the unlucky ones. But it was five years since he’d died, and I no longer broke down crying whenever the subject came up. “I hope she hasn’t wreaked too much havoc.”


  The tension in his shoulders drained away, but when Robert went on, his manner was more subdued. “My parents are agile enough with their gifts to suppress most of the damage, although one unpleasant nightmare broke most of the windows in her room.”


  I shrugged philosophically. “It comes with the territory. At least she hasn’t set the house on fire.”


  “Pyrokinetics do not appear to be her havoc of choice, no. Mostly poltergeist activity, and mostly at night.”


  Julian came back with a tray full of food. I eyed his selections dubiously—salad, some unappetizing preparation of chicken breast—and wondered if they were the best the dining hall had to offer. Probably. I excused myself from the table to forage for edible fare, and when I returned, Julian and Robert were discussing courses.


  “You’re in what class?” I demanded, catching the tail end of a comment Robert had made.


  His eyes twinkled with unholy glee. “Lo’s. Dr. Powell, with whom I worked this summer, put in a good word for me.”


  “I thought Powell’s specialty was feng shui.”


  “It is, but they’re good friends from their own college days. And since golems are a such an important field within technomagic, he offered his aid with Dr. Lo. I believe I impressed him with my maturity and control.” Robert put on a serious face.


  “You? Controlled?” I rolled my eyes, and he threw a grape at me.


  “Bite your tongue,” he said. “They must not learn the truth until after they’ve taught me to build a golem.”


  I had a vision of Robert at the head of an army of constructs—a sorcerer’s apprentice with an unseelie sense of humor. The thought made me shudder.


  “What of you?” Robert asked me. “I already know what my fool of a roommate intends for himself. Pray tell me you are not likewise suicidal.”


  “Grayson,” Julian said. He didn’t look up from his salad, where he was apparently on a quest for healthy lettuce.


  Robert looked at him, then back at me. I watched comprehension register on his face. Then he gave an abrupt bark of laughter. “Witchcraft 101! Are you at last giving up on that silliness known as the Department of Telepathic Sciences and coming over to where the real power is?”


  “No,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m not a bloody sorcerer like you.”


  “So you’ve said, on many occasions. And yet you choose Grayson. Your mother will be pleased.”


  She would. And that was not a conversation I was looking forward to. My very sorcerous mother had been disappointed beyond words when my gifts kicked in, and a talent for ceremonial magic was conspicuously absent from them. Especially after all the effort she’d put into preparing me.


  But no force in this world or any other would get me to admit that to Robert. “I did it just to shut you up,” I said instead. “Every time I tell you I don’t like CM, you fold your hands and intone, ‘You know not whereof you speak’—” Julian laughed quietly. “By the time this quarter’s done, I will know.”


  “You got my accent entirely wrong,” Robert informed me loftily. “I would tell you to practice it, but I suspect you’ll lack the time. Are you familiar with the term ‘overwork’?”


  “Yes,” I said. “It’s what happens when you take classes and waste time worrying about your friends, who are perfectly capable of taking care of themselves.”


  Whatever response Robert would have made, it got cut short by Julian. “Kim knows what she’s getting into,” he said.


  A test of myself, was what. Because if I couldn’t do CM, there was no point in dreaming; I’d take the obvious path, make use of the talents I did have, and be happy with that. Or try to.


  A glimpse of the clock on the far wall distracted me. “Shit,” I said. “I’ve got to hurry, if I want to get to Frazer by one.”


  “Frazer,” said Robert, very precisely, “is a pyrokinetics building. What torture are you submitting to there?”


  “PK 310. Effect Limits.” I grinned at his appalled look. “For an explanation, apply to Julian. I’ve got to run.”


  ~


  Professor Townson hadn’t gotten the memo that nothing important should happen on the first day of class. “I assume you can all read the syllabus without my help,” he said, once he’d sent the file to our ports. “If you have any questions, you can ask them after class.” And without any further ado, he launched into a lecture on thermodynamics.


  I was sitting with Ana and Geoff, two friends from Liesel’s Wiccan circle, and trying not to ask myself whether Small-Scale Control might not have been a better choice after all. Geoff, a telekinetics major, didn’t even seem to be paying attention. The way his brown fingers danced over his port looked more like he was playing a game than taking notes. My own hand ached with cramps, and class was only half over.


  “We’re going to see Mindstorms with Michele this afternoon,” Ana murmured to me, while Townson scrawled an equation on the screen that dominated the lower end of the lecture hall. “Want to come?”


  It took me a moment to place the title. “Is that the one about First Manifestation?”


  From the far side of Ana, Geoff gave an affirmative grunt. “And her ‘we’ doesn’t include me. Too many dead people, too many crazy people. Sheffield’s class was bad enough.”


  I would be starting that class tomorrow morning. I wondered idly if Sheffield would give extra credit for seeing the movie.


  Did I want to see it? I remembered my grandmother’s stories about living through First Manifestation as a little girl, and believed that any retelling of that history had an obligation to the truth, no matter how harsh. It was the chaos of Robert’s sister Deirdre, replicated on a worldwide scale: half the adult population suddenly in possession of psychic gifts they had no idea how to control. In the weeks after that moment, before the first rush of power faded back to more manageable levels, whole cities had gone up in flames. The violence might bother Geoff, but it had to be included, or the story was a lie.


  But violence wasn’t a guarantee of truth. “Is it accurate?”


  “Very,” Ana said. “Or so Michele says. They had a whole team of people doing postcog on Welton’s old house, things like that.”


  “Oh, shit.” The words came out involuntarily, and too loud; a buzz-cut Latino guy in the row ahead twisted in his seat to glare at me. I lowered my voice. “I forgot it was about Welton.”


  Geoff snickered quietly. “Got a problem with our saintly founder?”


  “No, I have a problem with the actor.”


  “Gosselin?” Ana said in surprise. Then her eyes widened in understanding. “Because he isn’t a wilder.”


  The irony was that Henry Welton—geneticist, wilder, and namesake of our university—was the very man who identified the source of our gifts. His colleague Alexander Krauss designed the test to measure its genetic cause, the newly-activated sequences in previously junk DNA, but Welton realized what those genes represented, and why people treated him as if he were no longer entirely human.


  He wasn’t. And to a lesser extent, neither was anyone else.


  The entire human species carried a genetic inheritance from the sidhe.


  It was just a theory, of course. Welton, operating as much on psychic intuition as science, posited another realm—the Otherworld—that separated from ours ages ago, probably during the earliest years of the Iron Age, leaving behind no clear record of their existence. Just remnants of legends, some of them more accurate than others. The Celtic legends came the closest, and so he called the strangers of that distant past the sidhe. They interbred with humans, and after their departure their legacy spread across the planet, eventually diluting to a tiny remnant, a blip in our long chain of DNA.


  You’d never guess it, looking at somebody like Geoff. His wrestler’s build wasn’t at all what we envisioned of the sidhe. But wilders’ Krauss ratings were so high their gifts kicked in at birth, and it showed in physical ways, too. You couldn’t come within ten feet of a wilder, couldn’t even look at one, without knowing there was something inhuman about him.


  As I’d just been reminded that morning. And nobody had yet invented the technomagic that could convey a presence like Julian’s in a movie.


  Down at the bottom of the lecture hall, Townson was saying something about convection. I hadn’t caught a word of it. “Sorry,” I whispered to Ana, shaking the stiffness out of my hand. “I can’t really bring myself to watch some actor in makeup pretend to be Henry Welton.”


  “They could hardly get a real wilder,” she pointed out. “They’re all busy with more important things than movies.”


  Like being Guardians, running the government facilities that raised and trained wilder children—and in one anomalous case, going to college. I wondered what Julian thought of Mindstorms. Robert’s doomed freshman-year attempts to find his roommate a hobby had established that movies weren’t Julian’s cup of tea, but he probably knew about this one. Was it an insult? Did he even care?


  I had more immediate things to worry about. Fire leapt over Townson’s desk. He’d conjured an asymmetrical flame into being, demonstrating how it licked against but didn’t melt the block of ice in his hand. Effect limits, indeed. I wondered if he’d planned that to grab wandering attention like mine, or to scare away the faint of heart.


  I wasn’t so easily scared. PK didn’t worry me the way Grayson’s class did. My pyrokinetic abilities more or less ended at a candle’s worth of flame, but I didn’t need power for this, just control. And that, I could get with practice.


  If I paid attention. “I know,” I said sideways to Ana, focusing on Townson and applying my stylus once more. “But I’ve got to unpack anyway. Let me know whether it’s any good.”


  Her shrug was just visible out of the corner of my eye. I wondered if she thought I was being sensitive, because of my friendship with Julian. Ana wasn’t among the people on campus who had a problem with him—if she had been, Liesel wouldn’t have hung out with her—but neither were the two of them more than acquaintances. I doubted she knew the full extent of the problems he’d faced when he came to Welton, and how many of them lingered even now.


  Well, class wasn’t the place to point it out. And if I was sensitive, than so be it. I had enough to keep me busy anyway, without spending an afternoon watching a fake wilder.


  ~


  The stacks of Talman Library were standard college issue, which meant they were gloomy and full of shadows, the perfect setting for a creepy suspense flick. Despite the atmosphere, though, I liked Talman. The musty scent of books reminded me of home, and my parents’ library room.


  I could find my way to the divination section blindfolded, but had to check the map for the CM shelves, when I went after class the next day. They took up most of the fourth floor, row after row of books: mostly recent works, but also some pre-Manifestation antiques, useful mostly for historical interest, but occasionally applicable to modern magic. I trailed my hand down a row of spines, fingertips tingling with the faint psychic traces left behind by previous readers. Sometimes those helped me understand the texts. I could use their aid now.


  The section I wanted was small, just two shelves near the floor. I spotted the familiar blue spine without having to check call numbers, and pulled it out. The old alchemical symbols for the elements decorated the cover. I wondered, as I stuffed it into my bag, whether I was making a mistake. Revisiting the past might not be my brightest idea ever.


  This time when the hairs rose on the back of my neck, I anticipated the cause. I rose to my feet just as Julian walked by in the main aisle. He saw the movement and turned to face me, robbing me of the fun of startling him in revenge. “Hey,” I said, coming forward, so Julian wouldn’t look at where I’d just been, and wonder what my interest was in childhood CM pedagogy.


  “Kim,” he said in greeting, and scanned the shelves around us. “Extra research already? Or an assignment from Grayson?”


  “Just being prepared. What about you?”


  A nod of his head, toward the back of the building. “Theories of power containment.” He paused, then said, “You’re going to be fine, Kim.”


  It stopped me dead. I blushed, staring blindly at the shelf to my right. “Am I that obvious?”


  “Midway between Liesel and Robert, I’d say.”


  Meaning one would notice, the other would not. I didn’t need Julian to tell me I was an open book to my roommate; Liesel had made that clear in Dusseldorf. “I just … this is new to me.” Which was a lie, but I made sure my shields were good before I said it, and crouched to scan a bottom shelf, so he couldn’t see my expression.


  Julian either believed me or was willing to let it pass. “Most things are, when you start learning them. Though I guess divination was different for you.”


  “That was new to me once, too.”


  “Not like this,” he said. “You’ve got a natural talent for divination—a strong one. One of the strongest I’ve seen.”


  Stronger than a wilder’s? But they tended to be good at everything, not great at one thing. Still— “I’m not that good. Not in the same league as, say, Madison, or Bradley.”


  “They’re professors; they have more experience. But give it time.”


  He was standing close to me, now, and I didn’t quite trust myself to look up. The flattery was a nice boost for my ego, but it only made me dwell more on CM. I reached out to grab a book, to cover my embarrassment, and realized just in time that I’d been staring at a row of Arabic-language texts. Sighing, I pulled my hand back, and tilted my head inquiringly toward the exit. Julian shrugged agreement and followed. “Yeah, well,” I said. “I’m not spending much time on divination this term—Historical Tarot on Fridays, and that’s it, other than Div Club. Assuming I even have time for meetings. How about your schedule? What have you been up to today?”


  “Combat Shielding this morning, Power Reservoirs in the afternoon. You?”


  And I thought my schedule was ambitious. If I didn’t miss my guess, both of those were grad-level courses. Julian, with years of training behind him, had tested out of the basic requirements and gone onto bigger things. “Sheffield’s class and CM.”


  We reached the circulation desk. I slid my book across face-down, so Julian couldn’t see the title. “What did you think of Grayson?” he asked.


  “She scares the crap out of me,” I admitted. “But it’s weirdly reassuring, in a way. I honestly believe she could do the basics she’s teaching us in her sleep. And I like her style. Very simple, no flashiness or wasted time.” To Robert’s eternal disappointment.


  Julian nodded, leaning against the desk, facing away from the student there. “That’s because she was a Guardian.”


  The word sent a thrill down my spine, which I tried to hide. Guardian. I’d grown up on the same stories everyone else had, outrageous action flicks wherein the hard-bitten, lone Guardian single-handedly defended New York City against some sorcerer’s unleashed demon. Then I’d looked further, into the reality, which was more like the magical equivalent of an EMT. Not as glamorous, but a lot more useful.


  And a dream that wouldn’t let me go.


  But you needed a strong background in CM to qualify. At present, I wasn’t even within spitting distance. Hence the book in my bag, and my schedule for this term.


  “How do you mean?” I asked Julian as we went out into the bright sunlight. Our nice first-day weather, a day late. “Do they teach Guardians to work like that?”


  “Teach, no. It just happens. They usually work under pressure, so they don’t waste time on a fancy personal style. After a while, they strip everything down to the bare necessities.”


  “To them, and past,” I said. “I swear I saw Grayson cast a circle at the end of class with about half the usual process.”


  Julian’s eyes weren’t on me. They rarely were. “She’s strong. That’s part of why she can do it that way. Most people don’t have the power to operate on a reduced procedure. But it’s strength of mind, too, as well as strength of gift. New Guardians have trouble, until they’re in a situation where they have no time for the full thing. Then they cut it down, because they have to.”


  Strength of mind. I bit my lip, thinking. How much could it make up for lack of gift?


  By the end of this quarter, I’d have my answer.


  As usual, our fellow students—with varying degrees of subtlety—were giving Julian, and therefore me, a wide berth. He watched them out of habit, but I’d learned to read his body language, in the absence of the usual empathic cues. His attention was on me. Which was not where I wanted it, not while I was thinking about something so personal. What had he been talking about? Stripped procedures. “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Robert may want to be the next de la Vega, but I like Grayson’s way better.”


  A faint smile touched his lips. “Yes,” Julian said, “I think Grayson’s the right teacher for you.”


  Because she’d train me, or kill me trying. I sighed. “I guess I’ll find out.”


  ~


  I’d wanted a cobra for my birthday, and I’d gotten one.


  That image—last night’s dream—made me think of the quote I had taped to the top of my screen, Professor Madison paraphrasing Mark Twain. There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and prophecy. Not words you expected to hear out of the woman teaching your intro divination class, but I knew what she meant. Like statistics, you could twist prophecy around to mean practically anything you wanted it to. The point of divination, she said, was not to find some fixed truth, but to open your eyes to possibility, and to help yourself think ahead.


  The question wasn’t what the cobra foretold, but rather what I was going to do about it.


  I recalled it distinctly: me, sitting in my old green armchair, holding the snake just behind its head so it couldn’t bite me. I’d been stuck between triumph at finally getting what I wanted, and a sneaking suspicion that wanting it had been a Bad Idea.


  I chewed on the meaning of the snake in between classes, and tried to put it out of my mind during. Ceremonial magic, or Guardianship, or maybe something more. Parental approval? Whatever it was, the cobra hadn’t bitten me. I’d taken no harm from getting my desire.


  Or maybe I’d just woken up too soon.


  I fished in my bag and pulled out the library book I’d gotten the day before, gliding one hand across the familiar blue cover. The Yan Path, by Yan Chenglei. Subtitle: Early Foundations in Ceremonial Magic.


  Inside, the pages were just as I remembered. Some parents sent their kids to math camp or Suzuki violin lessons; my mother got me a Yan Path teacher. Child-sized lessons in the principles of Western ceremonial magic, designed to familiarize your daughter or son with the basics before their gifts even kicked in.


  It worked just fine, too. Right up until I manifested, and tried to do the exercises for real.


  Loud music from across the hall covered the sound of Liesel’s key in the door, so that I jumped when she came in. I didn’t bother to try hiding the book, though. She knew about the Yan lessons; in fact, she was the only person I’d ever told about them in any detail. When she cocked a curious eye at the open text, I held it up so she could see the cover.


  Echoing my own thought from the library, she asked, “Is that a good idea?”


  “Who knows. I can’t decide if it’s comforting or stressing me out.”


  Liesel took the book from my hands and paged through it. “Doesn’t look like much.”


  “It isn’t, really. You learned more than this from Charbonneau last year. It’s just….” I gestured, trying to shape the words I couldn’t find. “The book isn’t the problem.”


  “Your memories are.”


  “Yeah.” I watched as she put away her shoes and bag and fetched her hairbrush. Tidy as always. That our suite was at all livable so soon was her doing; she’d even stacked my half-empty boxes neatly in the corner, out of the way. Liesel’s pictures—a mixture of family and the Alps—were already arranged above her desk. Me, I hadn’t unpacked my books yet.


  The lamp haloed her golden hair as she brushed it out. Saint Liesel, I’d dubbed her during freshman year. Martyr Liesel, if you let her. She was the most seelie person I knew, helpful and kind to a fault.


  And her empathic gift meant I didn’t bother trying to hide much from her. “What if nothing’s changed? What if I go to do my first practical for Grayson and it fizzles like before?”


  She paused in the middle of braiding. “What if it does?”


  My gut clenched at the words, a familiar mix of dread and disappointment. I’d spent a year living with that feeling, after my gifts manifested, before telling my mother I was done with Yan lessons, and fleeing with gratitude to divination.


  But I had to know whether I stood any chance of becoming a Guardian. And that meant facing up to the dread, and seeing if I could push past it.


  If my attempts fizzled … Liesel let me think it through, her fingers going about their task without needing her attention. “If I rock the theory, and fail completely at the practical,” I said, “I can still get a C plus. And I won’t fail it completely. I’m not baseline incapable; I just suck. So I guess I’ll work my ass off and see what happens.”


  “And when will you tell your parents?”


  By which she meant my mother. I let out a noise that was half-sigh, half-grunt. “When I have to?” Liesel gave me a chiding look, and I said, “Yeah, I know. But if I tell her now, there’ll be all the expectations again. She’ll try to hide them from me, because she really doesn’t want to put pressure on me—”


  “But she does it anyway.” Liesel tied off her second braid. She looked like a sweet German milkmaid, except for the t-shirt that said Empaths Do It With Fühlung. “You can’t hide it forever.”


  I bit my lip, then said, “How about this. Let me get through the first practical. See how that goes. Then tell her.”


  “That makes sense.”


  Her agreement sent a wave of relief through me. I shot her a suspicious look. “Are you playing mind-healer on me?”


  She put one hand to her cheek, all innocence. “I have to do my homework, don’t I?” My sudden jerk made her laugh. “That was a joke. We’re not allowed to use fellow students as guinea pigs without you signing a waiver—at least for class purposes.”


  “Comforting,” I muttered. “It’s freelance meddling.”


  “And free for the asking,” she said. “I don’t like you being stressed any more than you do.”


  Most strong empaths grabbed at the chance for private rooms as soon as they could. Liesel had stayed with me, despite the strain of living in dormitory conditions with another person. I made a special vow to watch my shields this term. Between CM and the less-fraught but more advanced challenge of PK, I was going to be a walking ball of stress, and if I broke, the last thing I wanted to do was take Liesel down with me.


  ~


  Grayson, I imagined, was the sort of woman who would throw a baby into a lake to teach it to swim. Glad as I was to be getting the first major practical out of the way early, it still seemed appallingly abrupt.


  “Your athame is one of the most important pieces of ritual equipment you will ever make,” the professor said in the third week of classes, placing both hands on her desk and leaning forward to pin each of us with her gaze. She was a tall woman, with a profile carved from walnut; despite the solid white of her cropped hair, she was not what anyone would call old. Nobody sat in the front row of her class. “You’ll use it to cast and banish circles, to direct and sever your power, and countless other tasks. If it’s well-keyed, it will become an extension of yourself. If not, everything else you do will suffer.


  “The materials for this class included a black-hilted knife. If you haven’t obtained one by now, do so. Your assignment for the weekend is to cleanse and dedicate the knife as your athame. I’ll inspect them in class on Tuesday.” She scanned the rows of students, mouth set in a forbidding line. “Do this carefully. If you create a shoddy athame, it will set the tone for all your future workings. Class dismissed.”


  Her words left a cold stone in the pit of my stomach. Judgment Day. Couldn’t we have started with something smaller?


  The small assignments were all in the fluff class, the one I’d oh-so-cleverly decided not to take. But if I had to be an idiot, I could at least be smart about it.


  I couldn’t skip the Divination Club meeting that night; it looked bad if one of the co-presidents flaked, and besides, I’d promised Akila, the other co-president, that I would give a talk on tarot for our freshman recruits. But once that was over, I begged off the post-meeting ice cream run. All my classmates would be lined up in the Arboretum come Monday, doing their athames at the last minute, and I didn’t want the distraction of somebody impatiently waiting their turn. Besides, if I botched it tonight, I could ask Julian or Robert to wipe the thing clean so I could start over.


  If my pride would let me.


  “You aren’t going to botch it,” I said to my silent, empty dorm room, and started throwing equipment into my bag.


  I didn’t have to use the Arboretum. There were nice, modern sorcery labs in Adler, with all the amenities I could want. Like lots of people, though, I preferred the natural environment. Welton’s biggest selling point was its world-class faculty, but its location ran a close second: out in the Minnesota countryside, far from the pre-Manifestation steel architecture, which disrupted the magical atmosphere.


  Witchlights marked the path as I entered the forest. The first ritual glade I came to was roped off, but the next was empty. I dumped my bag on the edge and took a deep breath.


  My home in Atlanta backed onto a couple of acres of woodland, with a glade at their heart. It was more a bit of landscaping than anything else—my mother had her own well-stocked workroom on the third floor—but I’d used it for my abortive attempts after manifestation. This was familiar, very familiar.


  The longer I stood thinking about it, the worse my nerves would get. I pounded a stake into the ground at the center of the glade, tied a rope to it, and walked the perimeter of my circle, marking my path with stones taken from a rough pile near the entrance. The knife went in the middle, where the peg had been; candles went at the cardinal points. Then I paced three more circuits, moving outward with each one and scattering salt as I went, muttering a brief invocation under my breath. French was my ritual language; it helped to pick something foreign to you, because of the way it focused the mind.


  I needed focus tonight.


  Third circuit complete, I sent out a flick of energy to light my candles, melting an inch off each one—my precision left something to be desired. Maybe I should’ve taken Small-Scale Control. But it did the job; the energy hummed against my skin, an invisible field. External energy, not like the internal disciplines of the telepathic and telekinetic sciences. Not something I’d played with in years.


  So I had a circle. This much, I could do; anybody with enough sidhe blood for gifts could consecrate a bit of space, banishing foreign influences, though it wouldn’t hold up to stress. Had I done it well enough? Or would something contaminate the dedication of my athame, warping its resonance and crippling all my future efforts?


  Tell yourself the truth, I said inwardly. My mother had taught me not to cheapen a ritual with random chatter. You’re afraid nothing will happen at all. Just like before.


  Power and willpower, Julian had said. I could bring at least one of them to bear tonight. Before I laid one finger on that knife, I had to banish all the emotions that could disrupt my efforts, all my fear and self-doubt and yes, my anger at my mother, who had been so sure her daughter would follow in her footsteps.


  She was a Ring Anchor for the southern United States, doing workings so large most people couldn’t even conceive of them. Welton’s University Ring monitored campus activity, issuing permits for dangerous tasks and cracking down on the dumber segment of the student body, but my mother dealt with regional weather patterns, negativity from the cities, and similar high-level problems. It was dull work in many ways, and she didn’t necessarily want me to end up with her exact job; just something in that vein. Sorcery was a prestigious field, like medicine or law. Not, as she had said many times, that there was anything wrong with divination.


  It just wasn’t what she envisioned for me.


  She also didn’t envision Guardianship. Not after losing Noah to psi-sickness. That was the other reason I hadn’t breathed a word of my dream to anybody, for fear it would get back to my mother. She wanted me to swim in the safe end of the sorcery pool. No sense worrying her if it might all come to nothing.


  Time to find out.


  I opened my eyes, holding hard to the cool focus within. The knife lay before me, and for one instant I thought I could see the energies clinging to it: mine, the store clerk’s, others too faint to identify. Breathing carefully, I began the ritual.


  With each pass of my hand, I gathered up the wisps and tatters of energy, balling them up and then banishing them beyond the circle’s perimeter. Every handful stripped away, though, revealed more beneath, like water seeping out of a sponge. Would I ever get it all clear? I had to. And so I worked my way methodically from one end of the knife to the other, flipping the blade over halfway through—not necessary, but if it helped me visualize, then so be it.


  Except that visualization was the problem. That was the heart of the Yan Path: learning to visualize the magic before it came to you. But once you got good at it, how could you tell your imagination from the reality?


  I had nothing to guide me but my perceptions. So when they told me the knife was clean, I rolled my shoulders to loosen them and re-established my concentration. The copper blade lay before me, cold and inert. This was the key moment. If I’d gotten it perfectly clean, and could imprint it with my own energy, it would be mine.


  If.


  I took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and with my breath I poured my power in.


  The metal flared to life. I kept exhaling, kept the power flowing steadily from my outstretched hand. I ran out of air just when the blade was full, shimmering with the energy I’d imparted to it. I inhaled again, then locked the power in place, just as Grayson had taught us.


  Dizziness made me float for a moment, before I came back to myself. Looking at the knife told me nothing; this wasn’t a familiar Yan exercise, and I didn’t know the techniques that would let me evaluate the result. Until the professor checked it for me, I was working blind.


  Or maybe not. I blew out the candles, turning the clearing grey with starlight, and considered my options. If I were smart, I’d go home and get some sleep. I had a PK test tomorrow, and wasn’t remotely prepared.


  Since I wasn’t smart, I took up my athame, breathed deeply, and started in on the last exercise in the Yan book—one I’d walked through in practice, but never tried with my gift, because I bombed everything before it.


  I had to change things. Yan’s method was originally designed for Chinese magic, and later adapted for Western traditions; nothing in his book required an athame. But the prevailing theory was that all of it was a crutch anyway, mental systems to help us do what the sidhe had done naturally. If I wanted to test my blade, all I had to do was rebuild the exercise based on principles. And those, at least, I had a good grasp on.


  So I gathered up icons of the four elements and placed them about my circle: water from the Copper Creek to the east, a fist-sized stone in the north, a stray feather in the south, and a relit candle in the west. With the tip of my athame, I touched each one in turn, and invoked the powers they represented. As Grayson said, the purpose of the tool was to direct power. As I drew the blade back into the center of my circle, I drew the energies with it.


  That left me at the crux of two very different axes of power, holding—or at least envisioning—all four elements in my psychic hand. Somehow they had to be made to work together, forming a solid shield for the circle. Yan advised blending—but these resonances, however much I tried to visualize differently, were about as eager to blend as oil, water, lead, and a rabid weasel. Lines from the book yammered through my head, in my old teacher’s voice: When it is proper to stand, stand; when it is proper to bend, bend. I stopped trying to force, started trying to—what? Channel it through me?


  The instant I thought that, everything I’d been holding in my psychic hand slammed into my skull instead.


  I fell to my knees with a bone-jarring thud, and only by instinct flung the point of my athame skyward. My thought was to keep from falling on it, but the movement sent the energies yowling up my arm and out the blade, flaring briefly in the air before burning out again.


  “Gods and sidhe,” I said, and dropped my athame.


  How stupid was I, trying that before anyone had checked my work? And with an untried circle technique, no less. A badly-keyed blade could have really burned me. Maybe it just had. Or was that the consequence of changing the exercise?


  I was certain of only one thing. Whatever I’d done wrong, I hadn’t imagined that energy. The flare of light was still imprinted on the inside of my eyelids. I’d drawn more power tonight than I’d managed in a year of trying when I was thirteen.


  Drawn it—but not controlled it.


  Exhaustion overwhelmed my ability to decide if that was a victory or not. Sending that mess out my athame—not to mention the creation of the athame itself—had drained me more than I realized. And I had PK tomorrow.


  I hauled myself to my feet, groaning. My blade went into a swatch of blue silk, shielding it from contamination for the time being, before it went into my bag. The rocks went back onto their pile. Then, my flashlight leading the way, I went home, with a head full of unanswered questions.


  


  Chapter Two


  My PK professor was telling us every rule of thermodynamics was wrong when the beeping finally penetrated my sleep. I rolled over, hit the clock with one numb hand, and discovered my alarm had been going off for forty-five minutes.


  I arrived at Historical Tarot fifteen minutes late and out of breath, and got an unpleasant look from Professor Madison. I sat down and tried to be invisible. Embarrassing myself in front of one of the best diviners on campus: what a great start to my day.


  By the time I got to Hurst for lunch, the flood of adrenaline that propelled me out of bed had long since faded, leaving me sluggish and more than a little worried about the day ahead of me. But I’d made one decision in my sleep. If I’d screwed up my athame, I’d rather find out from friends than from Grayson.


  Robert unwrapped the blue silk, taking care not to touch the metal. I was already embarrassed by asking for the favor; now I spared a little for my choice of knife. Rather than a simple kitchen tool or a wide-bladed hunting knife, I’d picked something for which the closest word was “dagger.” It wasn’t as flashy as a sorcerer’s sword, which some people used for big rituals, but watching Robert examine it, I wished I’d chosen something more mundane.


  Robert would be the last person to twit me for a flamboyant choice, though. He just sat back and looked thoughtful. I bit my lip. Julian came up then with his tray, and Robert gestured for him to inspect my athame. I shifted in my chair.


  Julian bent over the knife, one hand hovering a scant half-inch above it. He remained like that for a long moment, then sat down with a motion so abrupt it made me jump.


  Unable to bear the silence any longer, I asked, “Where did I go wrong?”


  Robert shook his head. “Nowhere. Grayson will send two-thirds of your classmates out to try again, but this one, she will pass.” He spread his hands and gave me a seated half-bow. “Congratulations, my lady.”


  My surprised pleasure didn’t last for long. “But then why—”


  I cut the sentence off, but not fast enough. “Why what?” Robert asked, eyebrow raised.


  Julian was eating roasted potatoes with methodical precision, not looking at me, yet I knew I had his attention, too. “It just felt weird,” I said, covering my lapse as best as I could. “And I thought that meant I’d done something wrong.”


  “External discipline,” Robert said, with a hint of smugness. “You are accustomed to the internals, the telepathic sciences in particular. Of course it feels odd.”


  But Julian laid his fork down and said, “I can check it more closely, if you’d like. It could be something crept in—not a flaw, but a resonance you weren’t expecting. Was the strangeness while you were keying, or after?”


  Had Robert not been there, I might have considered admitting my problem with the circle. Or not; it was like telling a native speaker how you turned a basic greeting from their language into a mortal insult about somebody’s pet hippo. With Robert there, it was out of the question. “No, don’t worry about it,” I said. “Gods know you’ve got enough work of your own, without adding some of mine.”


  “Indeed you do,” Robert agreed, to my surprise. Was he trying to save me from Julian’s curiosity? “You looked like a corpse when I came home last night. And you look not much better today. What have you been doing to yourself?”


  “Combat shielding,” Julian said. “It’s more draining than I anticipated.” A bland enough answer, but a thread laced through it, that in a less restrained person might have been annoyance.


  “And you, being a damn fool, are taking it in the same quarter as two other heavy CM courses. You’re going to bloody kill yourself.”


  I almost cut my thumb on my athame, wrapping it back up. Robert’s tone was still light, but the edge it carried wasn’t. He wasn’t diverting attention from me; he was truly worried, enough to have this conversation in front of me, and screw Julian’s pride.


  And now that I was paying attention, I saw why. Julian did look drained. He was naturally very pale, but there was even less color in his face now, and his eyes, when I risked a glance at them, were faintly bloodshot. This didn’t prevent him from directing a level, unamused expression at Robert. “I’ll be fine. That’s why I’m taking Power Reservoirs in the same term. It’s tiring, but soon I’ll have a source I can draw on. Then things will be all right.”


  “And what will you do until then?”


  “Survive.” Julian drank down half a glass of milk.


  I glanced at his tray and kicked myself for not noticing it before. He was eating amazing quantities, a sure sign of heavy energy use. At least he had the sense to balance his diet to compensate, which was probably the only thing keeping him going. That, and sheer stubbornness.


  But for what purpose? I knew why I was driving myself: a rabid and not entirely rational desire to face and maybe overcome my weakness with CM. Julian took on a herculean load every quarter. There had to be a reason for it. Hoping to draw him out, I said, “Why not Power Reservoirs first?”


  “Grayson only teaches Combat Shielding once a year.”


  “You have another year left at Welton,” I reminded him.


  Julian shrugged. Him not meeting anybody’s gaze was habitual, but sometimes—like now—it felt evasive, too. “Schedules change. I don’t want to miss my chance. Besides, she’s thinking about offering a seminar on experimental shielding theory next fall, and I stand a better chance of getting in if I take this class now.”


  I narrowly avoided saying “bullshit.” Grayson would take him in a heartbeat, pre-req or no. But it was entirely possible Julian wasn’t sure he’d be at Welton next year.


  I didn’t know of any reason he would leave—but then, I didn’t know why he was here to begin with. For all the press releases freshman year about Welton’s commitment to diversity, political correctness didn’t begin to explain it. Robert’s brick-bat attempts to get an answer had all failed; so had my more subtle ones, and Liesel wouldn’t push for anything he didn’t want to say. But whatever the reason was, maybe it could go away as inexplicably as it came. And Julian was either making the best use he could of the time he had—or trying to convince someone he should stay.


  Hell, even I didn’t know why he should. Wilder training was to a normal college education what military boot camp was to intramural sports. Whatever brought him here, it wasn’t the learning opportunities.


  But I was glad he’d come. I might have had more of a social life if I spent less time with the campus’ only resident wilder, but I wouldn’t trade if I could. Even if being friends with Julian meant swallowing half my questions, out of respect for his privacy.


  Robert had taken advantage of my silence to start an argument over Julian’s stated logic—or to try. Julian, ignoring him, had gone back to eating. And when he finished, he jerked the conversation onto another track without bothering to invent a plausible segue.


  But now I was paying attention, not just to my own difficulties, but to Julian’s. Any thought I had of asking him for remedial CM help was well and truly dead—he really didn’t need the added work—but I could and would make sure he didn’t collapse.


  Assuming I didn’t collapse first. After all, I still had that PK test to get through.


  ~


  Every heartbeat made my whole body shake. I took a deep breath and tried to relax, tried to find energy somewhere deep inside. This was PK, not a ritual; I couldn’t draw power up from somewhere else and use it for this exercise. Besides, even that would use some of my own strength, and right now I had very little left.


  I exhaled. One more try.


  The flame burned steadily in front of me. I focused on it, trying not to blink, and concentrated. The flame wavered, bent, and slowly flattened out into a disc. My jaw creaked from my gritted teeth.


  A ruler floated over the flame and hovered briefly, just long enough for Townson to measure the diameter. I tried to hold on, but an instant later I lost control of the flame and it shot upright once more.


  My professor gave me a searching look, then scribbled something in his notebook. He was in the telekinetics department, but I hoped he had enough empathic skill to sense how tired I was. Then again, he probably didn’t need empathy to figure that out. I just prayed he’d be lenient. My first two tries had failed even worse than this last one.


  I didn’t watch as Townson moved on to Ana and Geoff, and they, thank the gods and sidhe, didn’t say anything about my test. When class ended, I parted company with them and went back to Wolfstone, where I threw my book bag onto the couch with a snarl. My eyes took in the state of the room, and my mood worsened. My stuff was everywhere. Between CM and PK, I’d done little more lately than read, practice, and sleep. Not enough sleep. And we were less than a month into the quarter.


  What the hell had I gotten myself into?


  My favorite tarot deck lived in a small box on my desk. I excavated it from beneath a stack of books, shoved everything else onto the floor, and began to shuffle the cards.


  Most of the time, if I had a question that hit close to home, I got Akila or somebody else in Div Club to read for me. It was too easy to misinterpret things otherwise; my preconceptions got in the way of my gift. All my attempts to figure out where I was going wrong with CM, for example, turned up nothing but confusion. But this wasn’t a question I wanted anybody else answering.


  Where was this little crusade leading me?


  For path questions of this sort, I generally used a modified Celtic cross layout, with a branched final position. After setting my significator, the Knight of Cups, on the surface of the desk, I began to shuffle the cards, letting the familiar motion soothe and center my mind. Grayson’s class. Tackling the problem of CM head-on. What did I stand to lose if I gave it up, and what did I stand to gain by sticking with it?


  Those answers would come at the end. The first card up, symbolizing my environment, was Strength. More or less what I expected; Grayson’s class definitely qualified as a challenging situation. The woman wrestling the lion even looked a bit like her—not physically, as the figure on the card was white—but they shared a certain cool determination. I crossed that with the obstacles card, and frowned at the five of cups thus revealed. Its interpretation varied between decks, but none of them were good. An excess of emotion, maybe? It got in the way of working magic. I’d learned way back in high school to center myself, though, so that couldn’t be the problem. The cloaked figure brooded over five goblets, some of them knocked over. Sorrow? Obsession? Regret? I nudged my gift, hoping it would cough up something of use, but no luck. This came too close to the question I could never answer: why I failed.


  I moved on. For tools, I had the Lovers. Friends could help me? I thought of revealing my difficulties to Julian, and grimaced. I knew better than to argue with the cards, though. And it was reassuring to hear I didn’t have to do this on my own.


  The fourth card was more puzzling. Generally that position signified hopes or ideals. In this case, it held the Knight of Swords. An active person, highly skilled, brave in the face of danger; the obvious interpretation was a Guardian. After all, that was why I was doing this: to see if that dream was attainable.


  But the obvious interpretation felt wrong—no, incomplete. Court cards usually indicated people, but who? By the traditional physical associations, swords should represent someone like me, with dark hair and blue eyes. But then again, I used cups for myself, which wasn’t traditional at all.


  Julian? The Knight of Swords certainly fit him—the Guardian type, even if he hadn’t gone that route professionally. Did this mean I wanted his approval? Or to be like him? Not a wilder, but someone that strong? I didn’t think so, but I couldn’t ferret out the proper reading.


  The next card, by contrast, took no interpretation at all. My past: the Queen of Pentacles. “Hello, Mother,” I muttered. She’d come up that way too many times in my readings for there to be any doubt. Sighing, I flicked the next-to-last card out with my thumb.


  The Chariot, reversed. I didn’t know what I’d been hoping for. Something signifying happy relaxation, the avoidance of stress? But no: this was the future that awaited me if I abandoned my current course, and the cards were calling me chickenshit. If the Chariot upright signified triumph, this was defeat. More, it meant quitting wasn’t going to make me any happier. Maybe the opposite. I didn’t like the idea of giving up on anything.


  So what would I get by sticking with it? That was the second half of the branch. I turned last card over, hoping for an improvement.


  Death.


  After a moment of staring, I laughed. This was the problem with divining for yourself. You got invested in certain expectations, and the upsetting of those expectations could be … well, upsetting.


  I wasn’t some head-blind freshman, though. I knew Death, in its divinatory sense, wasn’t inherently bad. Still, its presence in the spread surprised me. Profound change, even to the point of beginning a new life. Was that what lay behind door number two? I stuck with Grayson’s class, and came out the other end a different person?


  It seemed excessively dramatic. This was just a class, after all. But maybe it wasn’t; maybe it was a stepping-stone to something bigger. Like Guardianship. Which should have been pleasing. My gift, however, working through its impressions, wasn’t sure that the change foretold was even one I was going to choose for myself. That worried me. My mother seemed a likely candidate for the one pushing change on me, and I knew where she wanted me to go.


  Lies, damned lies, and prophecy. On the other hand, forewarned was forearmed; the reading didn’t mean my mother would win out, and it might help me prepare to resist her.


  If I was right about it being her at all. I wasn’t sure of that, either.


  Frowning, I swept the cards together, preparing to stow them once more in their box. As I moved to tap them straight, though, something caught my eye.


  The Moon.


  I pulled it free, staring. The Moon hadn’t been anywhere in that spread, had it? Sometimes cards stuck together, though—fate’s way of telling you something was more complicated than it looked. Only, which card had the Moon been stuck to?


  An involuntary shudder ran through my shoulders as I looked at it. Deception. Danger. Hidden enemies. Was it an obstacle, or something linked with my past? The reversed Chariot took on a more ominous cast in my mind. Not just a quitter, but unprepared.


  That word echoed up from the instinctual depths of my gift. Unprepared. For what? I had no idea. But whatever was coming … I might need to become a different person, if I wanted to be ready for it. Somebody like a Guardian.


  Or at least somebody who could cast a circle properly.


  I shook my head and shoved the Moon into the middle of the deck, where I wouldn’t have to look at it. That interpretation was a house of cards, both literally and figuratively; I wasn’t at all sure I had it right. And there were lots of things still unexplained. It had carved itself into my memory, though. This was going to be one of those readings that kept prodding me at odd moments, I could tell.


  It had given me this much, at least: no way in hell was I quitting Grayson’s class. Whatever the rest of it meant, I didn’t want to accept defeat.


  And I definitely wanted to be prepared.


  ~


  Common courtesy meant most students placed shields over their dorm rooms, to keep everyone from sharing in the drama and adventures of their neighbors. The minute Liesel walked in, though, she caught the brunt of my frustration and annoyance. “Problems?”


  She’d been out doing a volunteer shift for Open Door, one of the campus peer-counseling groups; I hated to unload my problems on her, too. But after two years of rooming together, I knew Liesel wouldn’t ask if she weren’t willing to listen. “Parents. Of the maternal variety.” I sighed and yanked my hair into a fresh ponytail. “She called a little bit ago. I told her about Grayson’s class, and made her day. But then I brought up Julian.”


  Liesel didn’t need me to explain why that was a mistake. She sighed, setting her bag gently on the floor. “Why does she hate him so much?”


  “She doesn’t hate him,” I said, knowing it sounded defensive. “I mean, she’d never call him a—a changeling or anything. She just doesn’t approve of me associating with him. It’s a social issue.” One plenty of people shared. Robert had once let slip that he wasn’t the first person the University asked to room with Julian, though he refused to say how far down the list he’d been. It could have been a terrible pairing, with Robert all impulsiveness and extroversion, and prone to planting his foot in his mouth. But it had worked out well in the end, dragging Julian into enough of a social life to keep him from self-destructing out of sheer isolation.


  By way of Liesel, as it happened. “Your mother takes it further, though,” she said, fetching her hairbrush from the bathroom. “I mean, I understand the basic problem. Robert invited me to dinner that first night because of my empathy; he trusted I’d at least be nice to Julian. But you were the one who turned it into friendship. Without you, I might not have gotten that far. He’s very … off-putting.”


  “That’s a polite way to put it.” I dropped my shoulders firmly, trying to relax them, and scrubbed at my eyes. “He makes people’s skin crawl. His Krauss rating’s got to be through the roof.”


  “And everything about them is so secret,” Liesel said. “At least in Germany. All I really knew, growing up, was that wilders are dangerous, and that’s why the government handles them.”


  “They aren’t dangerous, not once they’re trained.” I could hear the frustration in my own voice, and tried to moderate my tone. Venting at Liesel was not going to make the world get over its stupidity. “That’s the whole point of them being wards of the state: the government can keep the wilders from torching themselves and everybody else while they’re learning control. But once that’s done, they’re fine.”


  Liesel nodded, then stopped so she could twist her hair into a bun. “I understand that, intellectually, but on a gut level it makes no difference. Julian still feels like he could take the roof off Wolfstone if he wanted to.”


  I wondered briefly if he could. He could survive both Combat Shielding and Power Reservoirs at once, while still taking three other courses. And passing them all. “Anyway, my mother just doesn’t like me being friends with him. It’s a mild social taint among her peers. I frankly don’t give an iron damn.”


  “What does your father think?”


  I shrugged. “Who knows. He’s wrapped up in his work. He does less of the high society thing than my mother does.”


  Talking about her wasn’t making my mood any better. I brooded at a small stain in the rug while Liesel plugged in her port and woke her screen to check for messages. Then she said, out of nowhere, “Grayson was going to assign the first big practical yesterday, right? Have you tried that yet?”


  Either her tact had just failed in spectacular fashion, or her empathy told her I needed to talk about this whether I wanted to or not. My head fell against the back of the couch with a thump. “Yes. And it was … weird.”


  Liesel perched on the armchair and listened to my description of the previous night, and the guys’ verdict on my athame that morning. I kept it as clinical as I could, not to hide anything from her—a lost cause—but to help myself think through it. When I was done, she mused, “So they said you did it right. The athame, that is.”


  “Yeah.” My failure with the circle had dominated my thoughts, but that was something to be proud of, I supposed.


  Liesel had on what I thought of as therapist face, attentive and kind, which meant her mind was whirling behind those big hazel eyes. “This was a modified Yan-style circle?”


  I nodded. “The principle of it was sound enough. The problem wasn’t in the method. And according to the guys, it wasn’t in my athame, either. Which means it must be in me.”


  “What does that mean, though?” Liesel asked. “What kind of problem?”


  “I’m just never going to be good at CM.” The words came out with difficulty. I didn’t want them to be true, because of what they meant.


  “But didn’t you say you were able to channel the power?”


  “Draw it,” I corrected her, but frowned as I said it. “Which … I don’t know. Usually people with small talents can’t pull much power to begin with, like I can’t light much more than a candle. But I guess there’s other ways to be untalented.”


  Sounding for all the world like a Socratic philosopher, Liesel said, “What’s talent, though?”


  I rolled my eyes. “What you’re born with. Or what you manifest with, in this case. As opposed to what’s learned.”


  “Do you think the difficulty with your circle is one you could learn your way out of?”


  I started to answer reflexively, then stopped myself. I’d drawn power—more than I ever did when I was a teenager. That had to count for something, right? The problem wasn’t what I’d thought it was a month ago. And in that case…. “Maybe,” I said. I wasn’t at all sure, but it was worth believing in, at least for now.


  And then I remembered the cards. “But I think I might need help.”


  “Help?” Liesel echoed. “How so?”


  I got up and fetched my deck, mostly to feel the reassuring weight of it in my hand. “You don’t have to remind me what I’ve got taped to my screen. But I did a reading for myself, and it suggested I look to other people for assistance.”


  Liesel tilted her head in thought. “I don’t think you mean Grayson’s office hours.” She laughed at my vehement gesture of refusal. “But I bet Julian would help, if you asked.”


  “No.” That bothered me almost as much as the prospect of Grayson. “I’m not going to him with this. He’s a wilder; it would be like asking a fish for swimming lessons.”


  Amusement curled the corners of her mouth, but she didn’t push it. Then one of her hands rose to hover in mid-air, as if about to close around an idea. “Would you like to join the Palladian?”


  “Your circle?” I pulled back in surprise. “I’m not really Wiccan, though.”


  “Neither are half our members—Rafael’s practically an atheist. Those of us who care about the religious aspect take center stage on the holidays; the rest of the time it’s a social thing, and some low-grade ceremonial magic. Good practice for you, in a context where people are used to helping each other out.”


  I busied myself putting the cards away in their box, buying time to think. The Palladian … they were Liesel’s friends, much more than mine. I knew them all, well enough to sit with them in class or eat the occasional meal together, but we weren’t close. And I knew their leader well enough to foresee one potential problem. “Michele wouldn’t like having me there. Agnostic and unreliable with ritual magic? She runs a tighter circle than that.”


  “But would you like to? If you do, then I can talk to Michele, and see what she thinks. The others would be fine with it, I’m sure.”


  Would I like to? No. It would mean admitting my weakness in front of others, after years of pretending I just had no interest in CM. But maybe this was what I needed.


  “Sure,” I said, and crossed my fingers as Liesel went to call Michele.


  ~


  Robert cast the circle with an easy competence I envied. It was no big deal; tonight’s ritual wasn’t anything requiring authorization from the University Ring. We weren’t summoning imps or ghosts, or messing with the weather. We were just doing a quiet little initiation.


  We. The seven members of the Palladian Circle, and myself, about to become the eighth.


  The members of the group were a motley bunch—from all three psychic sciences departments, with several international students—but they’d had been going strong for nearly two years now. Most freshman circles bit the dust much sooner.


  The difference was probably Michele. The circle’s French leader was exactly the kind of person every organization needed, the one who made sure things got done. How Liesel had convinced her to let me in, I didn’t know. Michele and I had shared a few classes and swam together at the gym every week last spring, but we’d never quite warmed to one another, even though she and Liesel had dated sporadically since freshman year. With the baggage I was bringing along, I would have expected her to say the Palladian wasn’t the place for me.


  Her opening invocation showed no hint of reserve, though. It was all about friendship and the strength we gave each other. Next came a bit of call-and-response, with Robert, Liesel, Geoff, and Ana presenting symbols of the four elements, and then the focal point of the ritual: the binding itself, the connection that linked us to one another, transforming the seven-plus-me to a stable ring of eight. I wouldn’t have trusted myself to handle that personally, but I didn’t have to. Michele, who despite being a postcog clearly knew her way around ritual magic, had it well in hand. All I had to do was say, “By this I seal our bond,” and prick my finger with the tip of my athame.


  A crimson drop welled up immediately. Health Services had certified all eight of us clean, and so Michele pricked her finger in return and touched it to mine. An electric jolt ran down my arm to my heart. Only a touch of blood, and only the lightest of bindings through it. But the element that made all this possible was there, invisible: the sidhe blood in our veins. A tiny genetic legacy, yet one which shaped all of our lives.


  It took a few more stabs with the athame to get enough blood for the six remaining members. I was fleetingly glad the circle wasn’t even bigger. Drop by drop, I felt the connection grow, until a fragile web hummed between us all, a channel through which we could share power more easily.


  Or I so I imagined. If it was there, and I thought I felt it, was that any different from feeling it in truth? Yes, because what I expected to feel might not be accurate. Study could fix that, though. I should have asked Liesel—or better yet, Robert—to break down the specifics of the binding for me. I liked knowledge. It made a good shield against uncertainty.


  Knowledge, and friends. Liesel touched me with reassurance, and I smiled back at her. It would be rude to whisper telepathically to her in the middle of the ritual, but afterwards, I’d be sure to thank her. Whether this turned out to be the magic wand for my problems or not, I was glad she had suggested it.


  ~


  When I got to Hurst the next day for lunch neither of the guys was there. I stood for a moment, puzzled. Julian was often a bit late, but Robert was usually early. Shrugging, I dropped my bag at our window table to reserve it and got food.


  By the time Julian came, even later than usual, Robert still wasn’t there. “Where’s your roommate?” I asked as he put his things on an empty chair.


  “Having lunch with Dr. Lo. He won’t be here.”


  “Ah, he’s sucking up.” I grinned at Julian, but he returned it only briefly before getting his own tray.


  When he came back, I tried to examine him without being obvious about it. He looked a little more worn, a little more drained. In a way, it was a relief: Julian was human after all, whatever his Krauss rating might be. Still, I worried about him. People like Grayson could handle that kind of load; strength and endurance grew over time, and with practice. Most college students would have been flattened in the first week, though.


  Robert’s absence gave me a good opportunity to pry. “Grayson’s beating shielding into us now,” I said by way of an opening. My soup bowl I shoved aside; the watery excuse for bisque they were giving us today was just inedible. “She explained some of how it works, and it’s fascinating.” Much more so than when my Yan teacher went over it. Even if I was having the usual trouble with the execution.


  Julian just nodded. Come on, I thought, give me more than that. Shielding was one of Julian’s favorite subjects; he’d returned to it again and again since coming to Welton. Come to think of it, the shielding course he was taking this quarter was one of Grayson’s, too. I asked, “So how does the combat version work, anyway? I know they’re different, but not how.”


  He gave up on the bisque, too, but answered me. “Daily shields are just a precaution against ill-mannered people, and ritual shields prevent contamination by outside energy. Neither are built on the idea that someone’s deliberately and repeatedly trying to penetrate them.”


  I could have figured that much out for myself. I had him talking, though, and that was a start. “So you need a mechanism for doing something with the energy thrown at them. If you just let it hit, the disruption in the energy flow makes weak spots, and pretty soon the shield comes apart.” There had to be some way to steer this around to him, instead of magical theory. Peeling an orange as if I might find a clue inside, I asked, “So what sorts of tricks do combat shields use?”


  “Various things.” Julian said. “If you’re good enough, you can absorb the energy into your own shield. But it’s tricky—if you take the power in directly, the negative energy eats away at the shield instead. So you have to transform it as you absorb it.”


  “While in the middle of a fight.” The mind boggled. “What else?”


  Julian gave me a slantwise look I couldn’t interpret. “You can spin your shields, to lessen the force of the attack and deflect it to one side. Or sink it into something that can take the hit, like the earth. Or make your shield reflective, and bounce the attack off. Though that’s not one you want to try when innocents are around.”


  I shuddered. “I would think not.”


  “Or even plants, for that matter. Most of them just die, but Grayson showed us one that was mutated by a reflected attack. It looks like a Venus flytrap gone wrong. It tries to bite her when she waters it.”


  It sounded like the kind of story Robert would make up, but Julian was serious. “Why am I not surprised she keeps souvenirs like that?”


  “She’s got an unseelie streak in her,” he admitted.


  “So what do you think—is Combat Shielding worth taking?”


  His expression shut down again. Did he think I was considering it for myself? I couldn’t even cast a proper circle yet, not that I’d admitted it to Julian. “Yes and no,” he said, his tone carefully flat. “It’s a good class, and Grayson’s brilliant, but there’s no way it’s worth the drain if you don’t have a compelling reason.”


  Now I let him see me evaluating him, judging his condition. “I kind of gathered that from the way you look.”


  Julian grimaced. “I wouldn’t give it up for anything, but no, it’s not easy. She drills us on the basic principles until we have them down cold, but it isn’t just a theory class. Once we’ve practiced a method, Grayson tests us by flinging levinbolts at our shields.”


  My appetite went away with a bang. “So if you haven’t built it well enough, you get hurt? That’s barbaric!”


  “It’s not that bad. She puts her own shields on us, under the ones we’ve built. But she deliberately leaves them weak, so we know when we’ve let something slip through. In real life, failure will have consequences, and we need to understand that.”


  He sounded entirely undisturbed. Was this how wilders got trained? “I’m surprised the university lets her get away with it.”


  “Think, Kim.” The hard edge in his voice startled me. “Everyone in the class is planning to be a Guardian or a bodyguard or something else dangerous. Grayson can’t let us go unprepared. Coddling us could have fatal consequences.”


  “But you’re a student,” I said. “You’re not about to become a Guardian, or you wouldn’t be at college. So what’s your ‘compelling reason’ for putting yourself through this?”


  I couldn’t even tell why I was so upset. Maybe just simple fear, the consequence of imagining myself in his place. But my hands were clenched into fists atop the table, and all thought of food was gone. Julian, for his own part, was staring out the window, as if trying to decide how to phrase “it’s none of your business.”


  When he finally spoke, though, his answer was gentler than I expected. Only his shoulders communicated the tension he kept from his words. “It’s something I need to do, Kim. I may become a Guardian, once I’m done here; I don’t know yet. But in the meantime, this is what I have to do—and I’ll be all right.”


  And what the hell did that mean? I didn’t know, but I knew I’d pushed more than enough for one day. “Just be careful,” I said, defeated. “I don’t want you burning out.”


  Julian seemed amused, but he nodded. “I promise.”


  ~


  The odds of him keeping that promise seemed higher the following Sunday, when he and Robert showed up at Wolfstone with the news that Julian had finally built up a reservoir of power large enough and stable enough for him to draw on it for shielding.


  “It’s about time,” was Julian’s only comment before he sank into the deep armchair and closed his eyes.


  Liesel gave him a bottle of juice. From my perch on the edge of my desk, I surveyed his condition both with sight and psychic senses. He was bone-weary. A few of his shields were down for once, and from what I saw, I could only be glad the reservoir finally worked. Even he could only take so much strain.


  “So now, my ladies,” Robert continued—he’d been the one to announce the news— “it is up to us three to make sure this fool gets some rest.”


  They stayed there for a while, chatting—or rather Robert chatted, and Julian drank down bottle after bottle of fruit juice. Before long he pulled himself together and sat up, but I couldn’t tell if he was really feeling better or if he’d just resumed his pretense of energy.


  I didn’t have much chance to judge, because Robert decided to grill me on how Grayson’s class was going. I hadn’t failed any of the practicals yet—though I’d come close, on our recent shielding test—but I didn’t want to admit I was scraping through only by sheer logic and determination. Instead I focused on the theoretical side, where I had much more success. “Impressive,” Robert acknowledged with a nod of his head. “She force-feeds it so quickly, most students find themselves choking within a month.”


  “Yeah, well, I knew a lot of it from before,” I said—and then cursed my slip.


  Robert’s eyebrows shot up. “I thought you hadn’t taken a CM class before.”


  “Not at Welton,” I said uncomfortably. “Earlier.”


  I could sense Liesel about to steer us away from the rocks, but Robert spoke before she could. “You were not on your high school’s team, of that I’m sure … oh, my lady, tell me you weren’t subjected to that Yan nonsense.”


  Even Liesel couldn’t save me from this now. Making the best of the situation, I said, “It isn’t nonsense. The Yan Path gives you a head start. Hell, I just said it’s the reason I’m keeping up in Grayson’s class.”


  “Yes—but you also waste your time going through the motions of exercises that can have no possible result, because you have no gifts to power them!”


  “Sometimes that’s a good thing.” It took all of us a moment to realize the words came from Julian; we’d pretty much forgotten he was there. He swiped one hand across his eyes and set the latest bottle down empty. “It’s how wilders are trained. We learn the theory and practice the form before we attempt it with power.”


  I nodded. “Yan got his idea from that, I think. I don’t really know the details, but he figured that if early training was good for wilders, why not for ordinary bloods?”


  “Because it teaches you failure,” Robert said. “Go through the motions of calling up energy or what have you, but of course nothing happens, and so by the time your gifts come you expect nothing to happen. It might work for wilders, where non-response of the gift is hardly a problem, but for the rest of us?” He shook his head in disgust.


  Startled, I looked to Liesel. Her expression might have been drawn by a cartoon artist: an appalled wince, the kind someone has right after a clumsy oaf knocks down their house of cards.


  Was Robert right? Was my problem that I’d trained myself to fail?


  Liesel had recovered by the time anyone else looked at her, and diverted Robert into an argument over the specialty schools in Germany. It gave me time to think. He couldn’t be right, not all the time. Plenty of people took Yan lessons and went on to perfectly successful careers in ceremonial magic. The system worked.


  But nothing was perfect. Maybe I was one of the duds—not me, not something innate to my gifts, but the way the training had affected me. All those exercises, all those empty motions, building up a pattern in my head.


  And Liesel knew it. I could translate her wince; no doubt she’d figured this out a while ago, and had been trying to lead me gently down the path to overcoming that block. If she’d said to my face, “Your problem is that you expect to fail”—as Robert had just more or less done—it would have put me precisely where I was now: even more tangled up in my own head. Any doubts I had now would feed on themselves in a vicious circle.


  My roommate’s tactics were good. Since they’d just been blown out of the water by one enthusiastic Irishman, though, I had to fall back on the one thing I knew I was good at: sheer damned stubbornness. This was something I could fix, and I would.


  Fortified by that thought, I glanced over at Julian—and he looked me in the eye.


  The effect was appalling. He rarely met anyone’s gaze, because he knew what it did to them. The strangeness of him, the inhuman presence that set him apart from me and everyone else, grew stronger by a hundredfold. Every hair on my body rose at once. His shields were fully up, and his grey eyes held no expression whatsoever. And I could not look away.


  A hand landed on my shoulder. I jumped. “Kim, tell Robert he’s being unreasonable,” Liesel said. When had she moved behind me? The faint squeeze of her fingers said she’d noticed me caught, and had come to rescue me. In gratitude—and because it was a safe bet—I parroted her words obediently.


  By the time I glanced back, Julian had begun to gather up the empty bottles, gaze carefully averted again.


  He’d known. At least, I thought so. All my determination not to let him see, but Julian was hardly an idiot; maybe he’d even spotted the Yan book in my hand at the library. Why hadn’t he said anything, though? Not as bluntly as Robert, necessarily, but something?


  Maybe out of respect for my privacy. Maybe just to spare my pride a bruising.


  Well, I’d take bruised pride over continued failure any day. Especially when it meant that maybe—if I re-trained my brain—I could do CM after all.


  And maybe become a Guardian.


  My delight at the thought was tempered by a single, small chill. I have to be prepared. Ever since that reading, my gift had been whispering those words in my ear, reminding me that something was coming. I hadn’t forgotten the Moon, and I doubted it had forgotten me.


  ~


  Robert started half out of his chair when the door crashed into the wall. He didn’t relax at the sight of me in the entrance to his dorm room, and I couldn’t blame him.


  He eyed me warily from his half-crouched stance as though debating whether to bolt for cover. “Are you angry at me, my absent roommate, or some poor ill-starred third party?”


  My only response was to show him the tarot deck in my hand. He nodded, lowering himself back into his chair as I shuffled three times, cut, and threw down the top card.


  It skidded across his desk and landed at a skewed angle. Lurid flames leapt forth from cracks in the walls of a crumbling spire. Pieces of masonry fell to earth like burning comets. People fell alongside them, hands outstretched as though that would save them. “The Tower,” Robert said. Sorcerer he might be, but he could recognize the Major Arcana.


  I rammed it back into the middle of the deck, shuffled, cut, and dealt.


  The Tower.


  Shuffle, cut, and deal.


  The Tower.


  And again.


  Robert leaned back in his chair and quirked one eyebrow at me. He seemed more amused than anything else. “Las Vegas would have great use for you.”


  “It’s not me.”


  The harsh words froze his easy grin. Slowly, cautiously, he shifted forward again, not looking away. “I believe you.” He paused. “Do it again.”


  “I was doing class work for Historical Tarot,” I said as I shuffled and cut. The motions were soothingly familiar and kept my hands from shaking. “Trying to, anyway. But every single time, no matter what the question is, the first card up is the Tower.” And once more it held true.


  Robert spun his chair and plunged one hand into a chaotic drawer. He fished around blindly for a moment before coming up with a nearly-new deck. Dropping the cards into his hand, he shuffled more times than he needed to, cut, and dealt.


  Six of cups, reversed.


  He repeated his test. The nine of wands landed on his desk.


  Grabbing a scrap of paper, Robert began to write furiously in his illegible scrawl. “How many times?”


  I closed my eyes and tried to remember. “Five here. One other time with this deck, making six. Four times with an eighteenth-century deck, once with an original Rider-Waite, once with a Manifestation-era Urban Tarot, twice with my Piacenza. And every time it was the Tower.”


  Still writing, Robert extended his free hand. “Do you mind?” I handed him the deck without hesitation; the cards were a library loan anyway. Twice he shuffled, cut, and dealt. The first try turned up the two of swords. The other produced Temperance.


  Robert handed the deck back and shrugged. “It seems to be you.”


  Repeating the test with his cards, I got the Tower again. I sighed and sank into his roommate’s empty chair. “I kind of hoped Julian would be here—no offense.”


  “None taken. He seems the natural audience for such strangeness.”


  I hadn’t seen Julian since he came by my room; he’d missed lunch on Monday and Wednesday. I’d never told him about my own reading, and the Moon. There hadn’t seemed much point: a vague warning in response to a personal question, and nothing indicating Julian except maybe the Knight of Swords. But now this.


  Robert leaned back and looked pensive. “The Tower. A card of destruction, as I recall, or sudden and severe change. Have you tried other tools? What do they turn up?”


  His mind was a gem. “Do you have runes?”


  “Somewhere.” He gave the drawer a vague look. Then his hand dove in again and came out holding a bag. “They’re wretchedly cheap.”


  “I don’t care.” I stuck my hand in and grabbed the first piece my fingers encountered.


  “Well?” Robert asked impatiently. “What is it?”


  I laid the square of plastic down on his desk. He glanced at the figure painted on it—an H-shaped character, with the cross-bar tilted at an angle—and shrugged. “I confess ignorance. Three years I’ve owned these, and never used them.”


  “Hagalaz,” I said slowly. “Sudden change, again, and destruction. It can also mean a bridge between worlds, but its primary significance is like the Tower’s.” I tossed it back in, shook the bag up, and drew. Neither of us was surprised to see Hagalaz again.


  Robert glanced around the room. “I have no other divination tools, and I’m damned if I’ll touch Julian’s things to find any. You might want to experiment further, to see if this continues. Your class meets tomorrow, yes?” I nodded. “Ask then, I suppose. Perhaps others have encountered this phenomenon.”


  “What do you make of it?”


  “You are the diviner, not I.”


  “I know what I think. I want to know what you think.”


  Robert’s brow furrowed. “Well. It must be serious, to produce results this consistent even when you try to ask different questions. If others have experienced the same, be assured the university will set people to investigate at once. More likely, though, the change augured is specific to you.”


  He’d arrived at that conclusion without even knowing about my prior reading. It cemented my growing fear. But then Robert surprised me by adding, “If the change is not personal, and you are the only one to see it, then it’s also possible you are unusually sensitive—or being specifically targeted with a warning.”


  Somehow, that was even less comforting than the thought of the Tower in my life. “Not likely. I’m not going to pick up something everyone else would miss. And no one has a reason to target me.”


  “I should hope not.” Robert dropped the tarot cards and runes back into his drawer. “Ask tomorrow, I would say. And then go from there.” I nodded agreement. Then he frowned in sudden thought. “Not to cast a pall over what should be a happy occasion—but could this be related to your birthday?”


  His question froze me where I stood. I’d been so caught up in homework, and then distracted by this anomaly; I had honestly forgotten what day it was.


  My skin felt as if somebody had thrown a bucket of cold water over me, but I forced my mind to work. “No,” I said slowly, eyes unfocused. “I—I don’t think so. I could be wrong, of course … but that’s the kind of connection my gift would make if it were there. Even if I didn’t get anything else. Until you said that, though, I didn’t even remember that today’s my birthday.”


  “Given your strength of gift, for you not to even think of that aspect does argue against correlation, yes.” Robert snorted then, and gave me an amused, chiding look. “Why were you doing work anyway, silly child? You ought never work on your birthday.”


  “Don’t go there, Robert.” I stood up and stretched, trying to release some of the tension that had taken up permanent residence in my body. “I don’t need another lecture on my course load.”


  “Because it is your birthday, I will concede the point. For now.” He rose to make a mocking bow. The antique clock on his desk chose that moment to begin chiming softly, and our heads both whipped around. “Blast! We’re overdue in the Arboretum.”


  I stared at him blankly. Then memory returned. The equinox: the Palladian Circle was holding a Sabbat ritual. “Crap. I have to get my things.” I grabbed the tarot deck and headed for the doorway, then paused. “Thanks, Robert. I still don’t know what it means, but I feel better anyway.”


  He nodded. “Any assistance I can offer is yours, my lady.”


  ~


  Later that night, when the ritual was over, and the celebratory dinner, and the singing of “Happy Birthday” deliberately rendered in thirteen keys at once—a real achievement, when only seven people were singing it—I went into the Arboretum, feeling my way carefully in the new-moon darkness, stripped off my clothes, and jumped into the Copper Creek.


  It was tradition, dating back to my childhood in Georgia. There, I would spend an hour floating in our pool, thinking over the previous year. Minnesota in late September was not so congenial to that, at least not by my standards. But I kept the practice up in modified form, meditating upon the bank, then jumping into the water at the end. Why should a little hypothermia get in my way?


  My meditation this year was a disaster, though. Happy thoughts about possible Guardianship kept being interrupted by logistics—what requirements would I need to complete before applying to graduate programs?—and personal hurdles—what would my mother say? Once I swept those concerns out of the way, I hit the underlying foundation of tension, the Moon and the Tower, and my gift’s refusal to tell me anything more about them. Finally I gave it up as a bad job and dove in. There was a second tradition to follow, this one dating from my freshman days at Welton, and I wouldn’t miss it for the world.


  Two years ago I’d been hurrying home from my dip, cursing my own idiocy and cataloguing better ways to continue the practice, possibly involving indoor pools or even bathtubs. I hadn’t been looking where I was going, beyond a serious desire to get home before I died. My path cut through the center of campus and the massive monument there: a huge circle of dark green marble, edged with the seals of all the countries that abided by the sidhe-blood laws laid down in the Cairo Accords, and ringed with three grey marble arches symbolizing telekinetic disciplines, telepathic disciplines, and ceremonial magic. I’d been halfway across it and thinking only of home.


  And then something brought my head up with a jerk.


  Someone else was there, approaching from the opposite edge, a wraith all in black, with hair that looked silver in the moonlight and skin as pale as bone. And his eyes….


  I met his gaze before I knew what I was doing, before instinct could warn me away. That we had a wilder on campus was common knowledge, but unlike some people, I hadn’t gone out of my way to gawk. Quite the opposite, in fact—until now.


  Wrenching my gaze down took a herculean effort. And then a second one, to keep walking, to nod as I drew near. As if he were just another student, passing in the night.


  “Are you all right?”


  His voice reflected oddly from the stone. I blinked, and he clarified. “You’re shivering. And wet.”


  I touched my dripping hair and blushed. “Oh. It’s my birthday.” Which didn’t explain anything, so I babbled onward. “I do this every year—go swimming on my birthday—so I jumped into the Copper Creek.”


  He nodded, as if that made sense. I glanced down, saw he had a fistful of battered-looking late roses. “CM assignment,” he said, when he noticed me looking. Then he handed one of them to me. “I’m Julian. I’m sorry to have startled you.”


  No last name given, but I didn’t need it. I knew what he was, and that his surname would be Fiain. It was the Irish word for “wild,” and an international committee formed after First Manifestation had agreed it would be given to all of his kind, who had no families.


  I still had the flower, dried and sitting in a bud vase on the windowsill. And the surreal quality of the whole thing had stayed with me, untouched by our subsequent friendship.


  A year later, when I was on my way home again, full of disappointment that Julian hadn’t come by or called to wish me a happy birthday, I found him waiting in the circle again. This time he gave me a pendant of smooth quartz crystal, intricately wrapped in silver. I’d used it as my focus in magical work ever since.


  So now, even though it was quite out of my way, I headed for the circle.


  He was there, of course, and just as striking in the monochrome setting as before. He rarely wore black. Why he did it for my birthday, I didn’t know. His smile, though, lessened the effect. “Happy birthday, Kim.”


  I smiled back. “Thanks. Fancy seeing you here.”


  He extended one hand. I never quite shook the feeling that he did this by rote, as if he’d read in a book that normal people gave their friends presents on their birthdays. Still, I appreciated the gesture. This time, a black silk bag nestled in his palm; when I lifted it, the contents clinked. Reaching in, I felt stone, and pulled one piece out.


  It was a rune. Raido, the symbol of movement and journeys.


  Julian touched my wrist lightly. “Are you all right?”


  Fleeting as it was, the physical contact jolted me. He did that even less often than he met people’s eyes, and for the same reason. I looked up, involuntarily, and found his face lined with worry.


  “No,” I said, the admission leaping free of me. “I came to Kinfield this afternoon, but you weren’t there—something weird’s coming up in my divination.” I gave him the story of the Moon reading, in simplified form. The warning of hidden threats. Then today’s second act: the Tower, and Hagalaz.


  Julian didn’t need the significances explained to him. “But you drew Raido this time.”


  “Yes. It seems to have stopped now. But I don’t think anything’s changed. Julian….” There was no rational explanation for the fear lurking in my subconscious, no reading or omen I could point to. Just my gift, whispering in my ear. “I think this has something to do with you.”


  He didn’t move, not even to blink. But in that stillness, everything drained out of him, leaving behind a person I hadn’t seen since freshman year—not Julian, my friend, but the wilder who first came to Welton. Focused. Prepared.


  And not entirely human.


  Then he breathed, and broke the effect. “It’s possible. I’ll try to find out.” Life came back into his face. “You should get home, before you freeze.”


  I curled my hand around Raido. It was inscribed in silver on a flat piece of black onyx, and absolutely gorgeous. He lived off a government stipend. How did he manage gifts of this quality? “Thank you, Julian. For these—not for the mother-henning.” He smiled, and on impulse, I offered a hug.


  He accepted it, surprising me. No skin-to-skin contact, but still, wilders didn’t do that kind of thing. Then he stepped back and nodded me onward. “Good night, Kim.” He turned and walked away across the circle, hands in his pockets. He wasn’t going toward Kinfield.


  I rubbed my shoulders to erase the lingering chill. Then, curling my fingers around the bag of runes, I went home to the bed I so desperately needed.


  


  Chapter Three


  Weeks went by, and nothing.


  No one else had seen the Tower like I had. Nothing leapt up to threaten me or Julian. I went to class, to Div Club, to the library. I fought methodically to think myself past my CM doubts, and made a little progress.


  College. Nothing strange about it.


  Waiting for the other shoe to drop made my temper short. Arriving at Hurst one Monday halfway through October, I snarled, “Papers can bite my ass,” and dropped my bag with an unceremonious thump.


  Robert eyed me from his usual sprawl in his chair. “You’re in an uncommonly good mood, I see.”


  Julian was also watching me warily. No doubt he could feel the waves of irritation coming off me. Everyone in the dining hall probably could. “Did your meeting with Sheffield not go well?” he asked.


  “It went fine. I just don’t want to write the damn thing.”


  “Ah,” Robert said, understanding. “The infamous History 205 paper. First Manifestation: discuss.”


  “In fifteen to twenty pages,” Julian added.


  Exactly. I had to summarize the various theories for the cause of First Manifestation, with arguments for and against. “And add my own opinion on the matter, too. Has nobody pointed out to him that people write their dissertations on that question?”


  “Frequently.” Robert shrugged and passed me the salt. “Ally yourself with Medapati; she’s the safe choice. Some variety of radiation, unmonitored at the time, which triggered the heretofore inactive genes in that portion of the population which possessed them in sufficient quantity for expression.”


  He was quoting our textbook, almost word for word. Three-quarters of my classmates would do the same thing in their papers; most of the rest would paraphrase the physicist’s own article, instead. But I frowned at my chicken nuggets. “If I have to write this thing, I’d rather pick something interesting to say.”


  “Sheffield will love you if you do,” Julian said. “How many Medapati papers do you think he sees every year?”


  I began placing nuggets on my tray, thinking out loud. “Religious explanations. Evangelical Christians trying to shoehorn it into their eschatology, Buddhists claiming half the planet achieved a degree of enlightenment at the same time, Wiccans crowing they were right all along.”


  Robert showed what he thought of that by swiping and eating the “religion” nugget. “Conspiracy and terrorism,” he said, gesturing at one in another corner of the tray. “Biological warfare, or a chemical agent, or radiation attack. But everyone who claimed responsibility has been proved a crackpot.” He looked disappointed when I ate that one myself.


  “A newly-restored connection to the Otherworld,” Julian said. “But we cut back on using iron after First Manifestation, not before.”


  I gave him an opening, but he showed no interest in stealing my food. I nibbled on the chicken myself, thinking. “So that brings me to cousins of Medapati’s theory—like fluctuations in the earth’s magnetic field, only we were monitoring that, and the data shows no change.” No wonder so many people went with the easy choice. “Peprah?”


  Robert looked dubious. “Not very scientific.”


  “Not something we have a good scientific model for at present,” I corrected him. “But the advent of gifts made us rejigger a lot of theories anyway. Peprah could work if you accept the stories about Welton—that he showed faint psychic abilities before First Manifestation. That all wilders did.”


  “And that somehow they called forth the full ability in themselves and everyone else? Without knowing they did so? You haven’t convinced me, my lady, and I doubt you will convince Sheffield.”


  “Wilders believe it,” Julian said quietly. “Not Peprah’s whole theory—but about Welton, yes.”


  A quick glance at Robert told me that was news to him, too. “I don’t suppose it’s written down anywhere I could cite?” Julian’s mouth curled in amusement, and he shook his head. “Damn. Well, I may do it anyway, if only to give myself a treat for slogging through all the summary and evaluation. What about you guys? How’s your golem going, Robert?”


  He looked chagrined. “Well enough, but the class was not what I’d hoped.”


  “By which he means,” Julian said, “that golems are harder than he thought, and it’ll take more than one term to make anything complicated.”


  His roommate conceded it with good grace. “Indeed. So far, I have built a construct to sort candy by color. Cower before my might!”


  I laughed. “What about you, Julian?”


  No immediate answer. The humor went out of Robert’s mobile face like somebody had pulled the plug. “He, being a damned fool, will stake himself out for Grayson.”


  Combat shielding again. I shot Julian a worried look, which he ignored. “Please tell me that’s a joke.”


  “Not in the slightest,” Robert said grimly.


  “It makes sense,” Julian countered. The very lack of expression in his voice told me how bad it was. “How else is she going to measure our skill? You can’t evaluate a shield by looking at it. You have to test it.”


  “To destruction,” his roommate snapped.


  “Exactly.”


  “To hell with that. An undergraduate should not be in a class where his final exam includes being hit when his shields fail—and you know they will. No matter what you think, Grayson is better than you. And she won’t be protecting you this time.”


  “She’s not putting shields on you?” I stared at Julian, appalled.


  “No,” Robert growled. “She’s not. Because, and I quote this bloody idiot, ‘We get complacent when she does. We’ve got to rely on our own strength.’”


  And she’d barred Julian from using his power reservoir in class, on the legitimate grounds—or so he’d argued at the time—that he couldn’t rely on access to it in a crisis. I hadn’t liked the notion then, but at least he’d been able to draw on it for practice, which was probably the only reason he’d made it this far. Now he would face her with nothing but what remained of his own strength? It was madness. And the way Julian avoided our gazes said he knew it. “Julian, you can’t do this. You’re only an undergrad. She can’t do that to you.”


  “I signed the waiver.”


  Shock hit me like a splash of cold water. “You can’t be serious. Julian, it’s not worth it.”


  He turned his head and looked me directly in the eye. I fought not to react. For a long moment he didn’t respond, and I could feel, with what remained of my attention, Robert swallowing half a dozen things he wanted to say. Surely Julian would not be this stupid. No class was worth volunteering yourself to be hit full-force when your protections failed.


  “It’s worth it to me,” he said softly, and left the table.


  ~


  Had I done this to him?


  Standing there in the monument, telling him something was coming. Trouble. That it had to do with him. But no, he’d signed up for his courses months ago; whatever was driving Julian, it predated anything I’d done. And I couldn’t convince myself this was what my readings had pointed at, either. Grayson wasn’t the enemy, even if she seemed like it right now. I found the hard copy of the course catalogue under my desk and flipped through it, missing the CM section entirely three times in a row. Finally I found it, and looked up Combat Shielding. It was in the section for graduate students, marked with the symbol that warned of potential danger.


  “Gods damn him,” I growled, and dropped the catalogue on the couch.


  Unbidden, my mind wove an image of him in the test: facing off against Grayson, defending himself, until he finally broke. He’d said he didn’t know if he was going to become a Guardian. Was this preparation for that future, or something else entirely?


  I didn’t know, and neither did Robert or Liesel, and Julian wasn’t going to explain himself. But there was one other person on campus I could look to for help—even if she did keep mutated carnivorous plants in her office.


  Grayson’s unblinking eyes settled on me the moment I sat down in front of her desk. I hadn’t come to her office hours before, precisely because she made me feel like a bug on a microscope slide. But I made myself say, “I was hoping I could ask you some questions about Guardianship.”


  Behind her was something that might have been the fabled Venus flytrap gone wrong. It made for an ominous background. Grayson said, “You’re not the kind of student who comes here hoping for exciting tales of my past, Kimberly. Why the interest?”


  People came to her office looking for gossip? Braver people than me. Even with my noble purpose, it was hard to say out loud. “I … I’ve been thinking about it. Becoming one.”


  She didn’t have to say anything, or even raise her eyebrows. I grimaced. “I know. I’m not nearly good enough at CM. Yan lessons kind of backfired on me, I think, but I’m trying to work through that. And if I succeed….” Her level stare wasn’t helping. “Things go wrong. Someone has to deal with them. I’d rather be the person dealing, rather than the one standing uselessly on the sidelines.”


  And that was why divination, despite my knack for it, wasn’t enough. After Noah died of psi-sickness, my mother went through a period of rabid overprotectiveness. She later went to therapy and got over it, but it left me with a profound dislike of being wrapped in cotton wool. I wanted to do more than just sit in a room and forecast possible futures. I wanted to be the sort of person who could do more.


  Grayson’s steepled fingers folded gracefully. “I trust you know it isn’t as exciting as it looks in the movies. The reality isn’t half so attractive—an unpleasant truth many would-be Guardians discover when they start the training. It’s long and difficult, and many give up along the way.”


  “What about wilders?”


  Her eyes narrowed. Okay, that wasn’t my most subtle conversational gambit ever. “Their situation is different. You’re friends with Julian Fiain?” I nodded. “He’s an interesting young man.”


  Then a long pause. I tried not to squirm—easier said than done.


  Finally she said, “They follow their own path to that end. Other Guardians must have a Ps.D., but wilders’ education produces the same effect, so that requirement is waived for them. Their natural strength also helps. A wilder, even a young one, is often a match for a Ps.D.”


  Again the question of why Julian was at Welton, getting a substandard education. I doubted that making him more well-rounded as a human being was a worthwhile reason, in the government’s eyes. “But they aren’t required to become Guardians, as far as I know. So why do most of them do it?” They couldn’t all be crazy.


  “That, Kimberly, is a question you’d do better to ask a wilder,” Grayson said softly. “The government encourages them in that direction, but has no legal right to demand it. In truth, the idea for Guardians came from wilders. After First Manifestation, they automatically assumed that role, and since they make up such a tiny percentage of the population, their numbers were augmented with other highly trained bloods. But if you want to know why wilders acted as Guardians in the first place, or why they go on doing so of their own free will, I’m not the one to ask.”


  Julian was. If I could get an answer out of him.


  Then Grayson straightened in her chair and put me back under the microscope. “As far as your own work is concerned, Kimberly, overcoming the negative conditioning the Yan method can produce is difficult—but not impossible. I recommend you stop thinking about it.”


  “What?” That made no sense at all.


  “Stop trying to work past it with logic. You’ll have your best success if you attempt something without thinking, and let your gift respond naturally. It usually only takes one or two experiences to break the pattern.”


  Don’t think about a purple elephant. It was already almost impossible not to think about my doubts; how was I supposed to manage this when logic was one of my best defenses against them? Yet she was probably right. I already knew I did my best work when I got away from anything Yan-related, and listened to my instincts rather than my head. Somehow I had to stretch that to cover everything.


  A timid knock at the door interrupted us. “Come in,” Grayson called out.


  A guy I recognized from class stuck his head in diffidently. Grayson looked at her watch in surprise. “Hiroshi, my apologies. I lost track of the time. Kimberly, I’m sorry to have to cut this off so abruptly—but do come by again if you have any further questions.”


  How do I get myself to stop thinking? Should I really become a Guardian? Why is my friend crazy?


  She couldn’t answer those questions for me. And I doubted she’d take it well if I asked how badly she was going to hurt Julian in the exam. I thanked her and made my escape.


  Exams. They were barely a week away. My safety might not be at risk, but my grades were. I needed to start studying.


  ~


  According to the course site’s calculator, if I did how I expected to on the exam, I’d walk out of Grayson’s class with a B. If I had a particularly good day on the practical, I might get a B-plus.


  Not good enough for Guardian training. But I had no intention of stopping there.


  Rodriguez barely even bothered arguing with me when I went in for my advisory meeting, course schedule for the next quarter in hand. Not only was it going to be a six-credit term, four of those six were CM. Three were lecture courses without lab components—including one on Ring Structure, which would make my mother’s head explode—but the fourth, Lesser Banishing Rituals, had plenty of hands-on work. I was going to break this block, or die trying.


  Assuming exams didn’t kill me first, along with all my fellow students. The thrice-yearly madness had descended, dragging us all down with it. Every ritual workroom and Arboretum glade was booked; even the dismal reading rooms of Talman filled up. Extracurricular groups were forbidden to schedule meetings. Campus felt dead, even at mealtimes, with people darting down to the dining hall only long enough to grab food, then hauling it back to their rooms like squirrels storing nuts for winter.


  By virtue of sheer paper, I’d managed to lay claim to an entire small table in the café on the top floor of Gardner, covering the surface with printouts of my CM notes. I wasn’t looking at them, though; I was staring out the window at the Arboretum. No snow softened its stark edges yet. The forest was all grey and dull brown, broken only by the darkness of evergreens. Not very comforting.


  “I see I am not the only one brooding.”


  I glanced up from my reverie to find Robert looming over my table. His face, guarded as it was, looked like I felt. Somewhere in Adler, in one of the shielded chambers, Grayson was testing Julian. “Have a seat. We can brood together.”


  Robert stole a chair from a nearby table. The guy there didn’t even glance up from his index cards. “She’ll not kill him, obviously. But he was unable to change his exam schedule, and so he will walk into his conjuration exam tomorrow having just survived a one-sided magical duel.”


  “That hardly seems fair.”


  “Indeed it is not. But so it shall be.”


  “And what did Julian think of it?”


  A bitter snort. “What do you think? He shrugged and said that if that was how things must be, then he had no choice but to accept it.”


  Typical. I sighed. “When is he supposed to be done?”


  “I have no idea.” Robert gave me a slantwise look. “I’d advise not looking for him. I gather that he’d prefer not to be civil this evening. And he has that exam tomorrow.”


  Did he think I was going to hunt Julian down? “I have an exam, too—Historical Tarot. Don’t worry, Robert. I’ll leave him be.”


  Robert nodded. “I myself am imposing on Geoff, as we both have the shamanism exam on the morrow. Julian may have the room to himself, if he comes home.”


  “Where else would he go?” I asked. “It’s not as though he can sleep in the Arboretum. What’s he going to do, hole up in the basement of Morrison?”


  “Damned if I know. Sometimes he just vanishes. For all I know, he does sleep in the forest. Or perhaps he doesn’t sleep at all. I don’t know what goes on in his head anymore.” Robert’s tone was strained. I put one hand out to touch his and he grimaced. “My apologies. This term has been a hard one for all. And I’ve been reminded of late how little I understand him.”


  An echo of my own thoughts. “It isn’t our fault,” I said, trying to make myself believe it. “In the end, it’s up to Julian to decide how much he wants to let other people in.”


  “He does, you know,” Robert said. “On occasion. In tiny increments. But it seems to take some crisis to break through, to push him past his self-control, and not always then.”


  “Rarely, I would say. Stress makes him lock down more.” Witness his desire for solitude tonight.


  We sat for a moment in silence. If I’d gone prying in Robert’s mind, no doubt I would have seen the mirror to my own worries. Finally he rose, saying, “Well, I must be on my way to Geoff’s, and you, my lady, must study.” For the first time, he noticed my CM notes papering the table. “I thought it was tarot you had tomorrow?”


  “I’m ready for it. CM’s the one that worries me.” After a month and a half of me in the Palladian Circle, he knew why.


  Robert gave me a reassuring squeeze on the shoulder. “I’m sure you will do well—but I wish you luck anyway. Shall we meet for dinner tomorrow, to celebrate our wretched, exam-ridden state? Liesel as well, and Julian, if he wishes.”


  “Sure. But not a dining hall; I need a real break. Pho Pasteur?”


  “Vietnamese would be delightful. I will see you at seven.”


  I watched him depart and stared at the door for a while, thinking on what he’d said, thinking on Julian, before applying myself to my studies once more.


  ~


  Liesel wasn’t home that evening; she’d ensconced herself in Barnet to read until her eyes fell out. I had the room to myself as I prepared for my tarot exam.


  Looking at old decks wasn’t reassuring. I idly shuffled and cut one, then dealt a card. The Magician. My attempts to get further information on either the Moon or the Tower had turned up nothing; I wasn’t even positive the two were connected. It just seemed impossible that the cards could warn me of hidden danger, and then shove the Tower up my nose, without them being related. But how?


  I pulled out the runes Julian had given me and picked one blindly. Thurisaz. Nothing there either.


  The door to my room opened.


  I thought it was Liesel. Then all the hairs on the back of my neck rose straight up as a chill wave of strangeness washed over me. I yelped and spun my chair, and found Julian standing in the doorway.


  “Am I interrupting you?” he asked.


  Technically I was studying, but even if I’d wanted to keep working, the look on his face would have stopped me. Julian looked dead. There were no physical marks on him, but Grayson’s attacks wouldn’t have left any.


  I realized I hadn’t said anything yet. “No, no, of course not. Come in. Sit down. Let me get you something to drink.” He didn’t seem to mind my babbling. I pulled a power drink from the fridge; as much as I loathed them, I’d started drinking them this term. Their only redeeming quality was their ability to restore energy and nutrients. Julian looked like he needed a six-pack, at least.


  He drank it down in one unbroken gulp, too tired to even grimace at the taste. I sank back into my chair and thought about what Robert had said. Well, I hadn’t gone looking for Julian; he’d come to me.


  Julian leaned his head against the back of the chair and closed his eyes. He wasn’t asleep, though. I watched his shirt rise and fall, telegraphing the movement of his ribs beneath. The stairs had probably taken more out of him then he could afford at the moment.


  “How bad was it?” I said, once his breathing slowed.


  “Bad,” he whispered. “But not unbearable.”


  “Did you at least pass?” I asked, more acidly than I meant to.


  “Yes.” He took the second drink I passed him without opening his eyes and drank that one down, too. “I lost my shields to one hit, and that got partly through, but she only got one more off before I managed to restore them. More than half the class never got their shields back up after they dropped. Then I took one more hit when they fell again, but she stopped after that.”


  I wrapped my arms around my stomach, feeling sick. Grayson hadn’t done any permanent damage; he’d just have a headache tomorrow. But this wasn’t an exam as I was used to thinking of it. School might not be like real Guardianship, but I suspected Grayson brought it as close as she could.


  Julian sipped at a third drink while I wrestled with an idea. His headache had no doubt started already. Aspirin wouldn’t be enough, and he’d categorically refuse anything stronger. Health Services could help—Grayson had probably told her students to go there—but he wouldn’t agree to that, either. Not from strangers. But he might accept it from a friend.


  “Would you let me try to help?” I asked softly.


  He paused. Then he took another long sip, without answering. I crossed my fingers and hoped. If his pride made him refuse, I was going to throttle him.


  “Thank you,” he said at last.


  It took a moment for me to realize that meant yes. When it finally sank home, I rose and perched awkwardly on the arm of the chair. He leaned his head back again and closed his eyes as I laid my fingertips lightly on his temples, shivering at the contact.


  Then he dropped a few of his shields.


  I clenched my teeth. I’d known, by the simple fact that he let me in, that it was bad. But the backlash-headache was worse than I’d expected, far worse. It couldn’t have helped that Julian was tired even before the test began. He should have gone to Health Services.


  But he wasn’t there; he was here, and I had to do something. I couldn’t fix his enervation without a circle to raise power, but I could block some of his headache. He needed a good night’s sleep to have a fighting chance at concentrating on his exam tomorrow.


  I laid the blocks quickly, trying to be delicate, even though I usually only did this on myself. I felt an overwhelming urge to peek at a few other things while I was there. This was a splendid opportunity to judge his real emotional state, behind the facade he projected, and he was glowing with all manner of shields I wanted to inspect, too. But that would violate his trust. I stomped firmly on such ideas and restrained myself to only what I’d offered.


  “Thank you,” he said again when I took my fingers away. Some of the lines on his face had smoothed out, and there was less tension in his shoulders, beneath the thin fabric of his long-sleeved shirt. I stood as he sat forward and stretched his back, cat-like. “That helped.”


  “I’m glad,” I said, throat tight. “I only wish I could do more.”


  “I’ll be fine,” he replied, rising to his feet. My hands curled in frustration. I wanted him to stay. We so rarely got these moments, quiet and open, with his usual defenses and self-control relaxed for once; I prized them, and now this one was ending.


  But he needed sleep. I couldn’t argue against that.


  “Good luck tomorrow,” Julian said as he headed for the door.


  “You too,” I returned automatically. Then he was gone, and I sat back down and put my head in my hands. He was okay. More or less.


  It was enough.


  ~


  Robert could rant at length with little or no encouragement, and at the restaurant the next night I was happy to let him. He described in vivid detail the incomprehensibility of the questions on his shamanism exam, quoting from memory to illustrate the impenetrability of his Israeli-born professor’s grammar, while I picked at my food and tried to find an appetite.


  My tarot exam didn’t go badly, I thought, even though I’d woken up with a headache—probably a side effect of touching Julian’s own. Or maybe it was a product of my dream.


  I could hardly even call it a dream. Nothing had happened, unless I’d forgotten it so thoroughly I didn’t even remember the forgetting. Just a single image, that I still saw whenever I closed my eyes.


  A gauntlet, lying before me on the ground.


  An honest-to-god piece of armor, such as the medieval student group might make, formed of overlapping pieces of metal and articulated through the fingers. A gauntlet, lying on featureless dirt.


  The image awoke in me such a tangle of feelings that I’d barely been able to put them aside for the exam. Apprehension was the strongest; I didn’t know whether people in the Middle Ages had really thrown down gauntlets to announce a challenge, but that was sure as hell the impression I got from this one. But there had been nothing to indicate what the challenge was, or who had issued it.


  Maybe no one had issued it. Maybe it was just the hurdles I’d set myself to clear.


  So there was curiosity as well as apprehension. I didn’t know what the gauntlet signified, and I wanted to: that made sense. How could I explain, though, the sensation I could only describe as joy? Why had the challenge pleased me so much? I had no rationale for it, but every time I thought of the dream, I felt that same fierce gladness. Side-by-side with gut-twisting fear, and that made no sense at all. The fear wasn’t that I’d fail the challenge—or not only that. More like I was afraid I wouldn’t even try.


  Yes. That was it. I was afraid I wouldn’t pick up the gauntlet.


  But wasn’t that what I’d been doing this whole term?


  I became aware of eyes on me, and looked up. Both Liesel and Robert were staring at me. Julian was passed out in Kinfield; we’d decided it was better to leave him that way. “Sorry. My mind’s elsewhere. Which doesn’t bode well, seeing as how I’ve still got three exams left. Two tomorrow, and one Saturday.”


  Robert winced. “My sympathies. Such a schedule should be illegal.”


  I shrugged. Right now my exams were the least of my worries. At least, I hoped they were. CM was tomorrow, and although Grayson hadn’t killed Julian, that didn’t mean she wouldn’t kill me.


  I wondered if Robert knew his roommate had visited me last night.


  “But you will be free Sunday night, and that is a mercy,” Robert pointed out. “You may enjoy the festivities with a clear mind.”


  “Assuming I still have one left,” I said, then paused in confusion. “Festivities?”


  He smiled wryly. “The Samhain ritual, and Geoff’s party.”


  I stared at him. I’d completely forgotten that the end of the month was so close. “I don’t have a costume.”


  “Borrow something from Ceridwen,” Liesel suggested. “She’s always up for dressing you like Christine Rendal’s latest role.”


  I doubted I had the energy for our downstairs neighbor’s enthusiasm. My resemblance to the actress made her far too happy. “Maybe I’ll just come as a dead college student, killed by stress.” Robert sat up straighter, and I made myself smile, to allay his concern. “Don’t worry about me. You’re the one who has exams after the party.”


  “My own suffering does not eliminate yours,” he pointed out.


  “But allow my misery to enjoy company.” The dream felt far too significant to be about something as minor as exams. No, this was the Chariot, reversed in my reading—the defeat I would suffer if I wasn’t prepared. This was the Strength card, the environment of my question, only it wasn’t just Grayson’s class, or learning CM, or even my hopes for the future. It was something more. I knew it.


  I just didn’t know what it was.


  “Are you sure you’re all right?” Liesel asked quietly.


  I met her eyes and smiled again, locking down my worries where even her empathic senses couldn’t read them. “Right now? No. But once I get through exams, I’ll be fine.”


  ~


  The grassy slope of the riverbank seemed to float in the light of the waxing moon, as though it were drifting away from the concrete world of dorms and classroom buildings. On the edges of the clearing, the oak trees loomed dark, marking the boundary of Geoff’s party. Whether Halloween or Samhain, this night was special to many people on campus—even when it fell in the middle of exam period.


  I stood in the shadow of a tree, watching people go by. One last, unexpected warm snap had lured students outside, many of them dressed for the night, though not so fantastically as they would be for my department’s masquerade next term. Even if they weren’t saving their best for then, not everybody had the time or energy to spare for costuming, not with tests still hanging over their heads.


  I had no such worries. Laziness had kept me from going to Ceridwen for something to wear, but I was basking in the deliciously light feeling of a burden lifted. My exams were done. I’d floated through the Palladian Circle’s Samhain ritual earlier that evening, celebrating the harvest and commemorating the long-forgotten departure of the Otherworld, and with that taken care of, I had not a care in the world until next Monday.


  “Enjoying your freedom?”


  I turned around and found myself backing up a step. Julian’s body was unremarkable in the standard college uniform of t-shirts and jeans, but in the clothes he’d chosen for tonight, his eyes were suddenly not the only unsettling part of him. I was very glad he didn’t choose that moment to meet my gaze. Julian looked as though he lived partly in the Otherworld.


  As though he knew how alarming he looked, Julian smiled and smoothed his black velvet doublet with one long-fingered hand. I blinked; the spell was broken. “Nice costume.” Close-fitting black pants, high black leather boots—had he raided the theatre department? His black velvet cloak had a vivid dark green lining.


  He bowed at the compliment. “I could say the same to you.”


  I suppressed the urge to tug at my bodice. “Thank you.” After the Samhain ritual I’d changed out of harvest colors into a dark blue skirt, a snowy white shirt, and a black bodice that might be just a wee bit too snug. As long as I didn’t have to run anywhere, I wouldn’t pop the seams—I hoped. “This is just thrown together out of my closet and Liesel’s.”


  Julian extended one black-gloved hand. “Care to accompany me? I’m in search of drinks.”


  The leather shielded me from his skin, so that I might have been touching anybody. I wondered if Julian was deliberately experimenting with the gloves, so he could lay aside his usual avoidance of touch, or whether the courtly gesture just went with the costume. Maybe his roommate’s mannerisms were rubbing off on him. Speaking of whom….


  “Where’s Robert, anyway?” I asked as we set off across the dead grass. “He vanished after the ritual.”


  “Coming. He’s putting the finishing touches on his costume. The madman is coming as a leprechaun.”


  I laughed. “A six-foot-four leprechaun?”


  “Why not?” Julian released my hand to collect two plastic goblets of punch.


  After making our greetings to Geoff, the party’s host, who was dressed as Friar Tuck’s Thai brother, Julian and I circulated through the party. Robert arrived, costumed as advertised, and we listened to him sing beneath a huge tree, his body wrapped around his guitar. To my surprise, he sang Irish songs—some new, some very old—about the conflict in his homeland, the three-way strife between Catholics, Protestants, and the Wiccan bloods who flocked there after First Manifestation. For all that Robert spoke loudly and at length about wanting to get out of Ireland and away from its issues, those troubles meant more to him than he would admit.


  We moved on at last. I had Julian’s cloak around my shoulders—my shirt, while pretty, was not remotely warm enough—and curling my fingers into its green lining, I wondered how much I could read into the gesture. He’d come to me after his Combat Shielding exam; he’d unbent enough to ask me for help. One tiny step closer. Could I manage another?


  Might as well try. “Mind if we talk?” I asked, and it came out pleasingly even.


  Julian glanced sideways at me, but merely said, “Sure.” Without us discussing it, we widened our latest loop, so that it carried us along the bank of the Copper Creek, away from the party.


  I wasn’t surprised. He never stayed long at those things. And I was just as happy to have this conversation without witnesses. Whether it was his costume or something else, tonight, for the first time in ages, I found myself seriously uneasy in Julian’s presence. Worse even than when he startled me at the beginning of the year. His clothing suited him all too well, with the gloves and the cloak and his hair silver-white.


  Julian paused on the creek’s edge and pulled off his right glove so he could fish an empty beer can out of the water. Holding the dripping can, he frowned in annoyance. “I don’t have any pockets.”


  “It might fit in my pouch,” I said. He crumpled the can, the tendons in his hand standing out, until it was small enough for me to slip in with my port and key. I watched as he stripped off his other glove and tucked it into his belt with the first, and by the time he was done I had gathered my resolve to speak.


  “I know you don’t like people worrying about you,” I said, “because you think it means we doubt your strength. But it’s not that.” He’d stopped, and his posture spoke of startlement even if he let nothing slip empathically. “Julian—you’re the strongest person I know. And I don’t mean your Krauss rating, either. I think you can survive anything. But it has a cost, and that’s what worries me.”


  His lips compressed into a thin line. Then he said, “Combat Shielding.”


  “And everything else on top of it. But yes, that specifically.” I tugged the cloak straight, to give my hands something to do. “I don’t like what it cost you. And I’m not the only one.”


  He walked onward, and again I could tell it was to hide his expression from me. “So what—you think I should back off? Kim, I can’t.”


  “I believe you,” I said quietly. I let him stay a step ahead, enough to feel as if he had a measure of privacy. “But I’d like to know why. What are you preparing for, that makes you half-kill yourself like this?”


  We were well away from the party now, the trees overhanging us and beginning to crowd the bank. I was almost certain Julian wasn’t going to answer when abruptly he said, “You’re thinking about Guardianship, aren’t you.”


  It was one possible reason for his choices, but—oh. “I won’t even ask how you figured that out. Yes, I am. If I can get past my trouble with CM. You’re changing the subject.”


  “No, I’m not. If you’re thinking of it, you’ve looked up the training. You know what it’s like.”


  “But if you’re preparing to be a Guardian, why are you even in school? I need this. You don’t.”


  Julian bent his head briefly, perhaps to watch his footing. “There are things I can learn better here. But Kim—” A muscle flickered in his jaw, as if he had clenched his teeth before going on. “Education is only part of it.”


  “And the rest is….”


  Robert was right; Julian only opened up if something pushed him. Normally I waited for circumstances to do it for me, but tonight I’d taken matters into my own hands, and for once it was producing results. “For ordinary Guardians—people like you—it’s different. A job, like any other. You go where you’re sent, and you fix problems because you can, because you’re the sort of person who wants to.”


  It was more or less what I’d said to Grayson. “So why do you do it?”


  “Because we have to,” Julian said, almost too quietly to hear. “The problems find us. Or we find them. And we can’t walk away, can’t tell ourselves somebody else will take care of it for us, because we have these gifts and we have to use them where we can, to help people. They encourage that in our training, but the truth is they don’t have to; it’s just there. Part of us. Maybe just because if we don’t put an end to the problem, it might put an end to us.” He paused, halting the flood of words, the startling honesty. His next words chilled me to the bone. “My kind rarely lives to be old.”


  My kind. As if the wilders were a race apart—not just humans with strong gifts, but something else entirely. Something more like the sidhe.


  I bit my lip. What was the life expectancy of a wilder? I’d never asked. And no point asking if he wanted that life. From the sound of it, that would be like asking if he wanted to breathe air.


  He stopped, and I walked on another few steps before realizing he wasn’t at my side. Turning, I saw him standing perfectly still, a black-and-silver statue in the middle of the path.


  He wasn’t looking at me.


  I took a hesitant step toward him, and then another. “Julian?”


  No answer. I’d never touched Julian without permission, not once in more than two years of knowing him—but I reached out now to put my hand on his tense shoulder.


  He threw me off with enough force to send me stumbling into a tree. Even as I hit the trunk, something went wrong. Julian twisted, crying out, his whole body contorting. The air around us turned black. Storm clouds appeared out of nowhere, blotting out the stars and moon, and let loose a torrent of cold rain. Julian stumbled, fell to one knee, lurched to his feet. He clawed frantically at his body, as if trying to tear something off his back; his nails caught the velvet of his doublet, splitting the seams, ripping it off. The rain plastered his white shirt to his back before it joined the remains of his doublet on the muddy ground.


  Julian collapsed to his knees on the dead grass beside the stream, raking his own skin bloody. Clinging for support to the tree behind me, I desperately centered myself and threw a telepathic shield over him.


  It had no effect.


  Whatever was attacking him slid through my shield like water, as if it weren’t even there. Dropping it, I gasped for air. Julian convulsed, his hands slamming into the earth. If I didn’t do something—


  Without thinking, I centered myself, drew power, and flung a magical shield over Julian.


  The instant it went up, something slammed into it. I would’ve fallen if it weren’t for my death grip on a low branch. Remembering what Julian said, I tried to sink the energy into the ground, but it was even harder than I’d imagined. This was a magical attack, and the fact that I’d gotten the shield right for the first time in my life didn’t make me prepared. My protection bowed, nearly snapped. I gritted my teeth and hung on, but I wouldn’t last for long, and all I could think of was what happened to a shield—and the one maintaining it—when it took too many direct hits.


  Then a wild surge of power rushed through me, snapping my head back against the tree. I saw stars. For a moment everything was confused juggling, that thing almost breaking through, and then suddenly I wasn’t in charge of the shield any more. I was swept along, energy draining out of me at an unbelievable rate, pulled out by Julian—gods and sidhe, the power in him….


  The force vanished.


  I fell to my knees and hit a rock, but the pain didn’t register. I crouched there, shivering in the still, icy air, my dripping hair plastering my face. Finally I mustered the strength to reach for the tree and pull myself to my feet.


  Julian was still kneeling on the grass of the riverbank. Occasional shudders wracked his body. I could see them chasing across the white, bloodied skin of his back; I had to get him inside, or he’d freeze to death. The rain was gone, the night cooling with frightening speed. But I couldn’t make myself move.


  At length Julian grew still, his tortured breathing going silent. And so I couldn’t stop a gasp when, without warning, he rose to his feet. The way he stood there, how he’d moved, made me suddenly afraid to approach him. Not human. And whatever had just happened … this was his life, the kind of thing he’d been trained for. The Julian standing in front of me wasn’t a college student, not right now.


  Without turning his head, he spoke. “Kim, go home.”


  “Wh—what?” I managed to get out.


  Julian snagged his soaked shirt from the ground. “Go home. It isn’t safe for you to be outside right now.”


  “What about you?” I demanded.


  But he’d already vanished, leaving me alone on the riverbank with only the shredded remains of his doublet for company.


  


  Chapter Four


  When I woke up the next day, I felt like the worst friend in the world.


  It was nearly noon, and I was lying in bed, as if nothing had happened. Never mind that it wasn’t exactly my choice: I’d made it back to Wolfstone last night by dint of sheer refusal to pass out in the mud, but barely stayed awake long enough to give Liesel what I suspected was a horrifically confused account of the night’s events. Then my body pointed out it had given all its energy to Julian, and I went down like a boxer who took one to the jaw. And because I’d been looking forward to an exam-free morning of sleeping in, there was no alarm to wake me.


  Liesel was gone. Right. Exams. But Julian didn’t have one today, so I rolled out of bed, staggered into the main room, and jabbed at my screen with a finger until it woke up and called him for me.


  The first ring hadn’t even ended before the screen leapt to life—but the face on the other end wasn’t him. My heart thudded against my ribs. Robert never touched his roommate’s things. But my mouth carried on anyway, saying words I knew were useless. “I need to talk to Julian.”


  Robert’s mouth twisted. “He didn’t come home last night.” His voice was low, strained.


  “Didn’t—” He hadn’t taken his port to the party; it was still in his room, and if Julian had come home he would have at least picked it up. “Where is he?” I asked stupidly.


  “I was hoping you could tell me that.” Too late, I heard the warning signs in Robert’s voice. “You were the last one to see him, Kim. What in seven hells happened? One minute the party is going marvelously; the next, with hardly a warning sign to raise our hackles, there’s a storm overhead that looks like the opening blast for Armageddon. We ran for cover, but before we’d even made it halfway to a building, the rain just stopped. And no one has seen Julian since.”


  Fear danced along my nerves. Where could he have gone? To Grayson? Off campus entirely? “Robert, I—I don’t know what happened. You know almost as much as I do. We were just walking, and then suddenly there was something….” I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes. “Julian started to scream. I put a shield over him, only he took it over and almost burned me out—gods, he’s like a force of nature, I don’t know how he keeps it under control—but then it was gone, whatever it was. He told me to go home. Then he disappeared.”


  Dead silence from the other end. Then—


  “Fuck,” Robert said, and hung up.


  I stared at the screen in shock. Then, furious, I dialed again. No answer. None on Robert’s port, either. I dropped my head to the desk, stayed there for several minutes, then sat up and called campus security.


  ~


  Would I see Julian again? Yes. When? Soon. Would I get an explanation for what had happened? Maybe.


  I glared at my assortment of divination tools. Some help they were. A magic eight-ball would be more useful.


  Campus security had perked right up when I told them a student was attacked—until I said Julian’s name. I could practically see the word “wilder” rocket through their heads, and after that, all I got was meaningless reassurances. Not that they didn’t care about him; they just figured he could take care of himself.


  And maybe he could. But I couldn’t just leave it at that.


  The danger had arrived, and I couldn’t tell whether I’d been prepared or not. I’d managed a full shield; on a normal day, I would have been dancing with joy. I wasn’t sure whether it was enough, though. And my attempts to play to my usual strength were falling flat. What the hell happened to the days when I could get actual answers from my gift? Dreams I couldn’t remember, vague premonitions, a random Moon in my cards, and then that one flare, the repeated appearance of the Tower—a spotlight, shined straight into my eyes. Too blatant to miss, but too simple to tell me anything of use.


  Either I’d suddenly become inept, or all of this was of a piece, a pattern I’d tried so hard to see that I missed it entirely: the future was so uncertain that no clear pattern could be seen.


  Except one. The Tower.


  Sudden, destructive change.


  Spots swam before my eyes; I jerked and started breathing again. I put my cards into their box, my hands moving mechanically. Then I kept going, picking everything up and putting it away. Liesel would have cheered to see me being so tidy.


  By the time I was done, I’d managed to put together one goal.


  Find Julian.


  ~


  Four days after Halloween, having failed at every method of finding Julian known to polite society, I threw manners out the window and went into the Arboretum.


  Exams had ended, and the next term didn’t start until Monday; I had the place to myself. And though it was cold, this was the best place to work from, without anything to interfere.


  I seated myself on the dead grass and rotated my head to loosen my neck. The trees surrounding me reached for the sky with skeletal branches, forming a delicate lacework arch over my head. I breathed in the stark bite of approaching winter, and sank into a trance.


  Sensations dropped away one by one. I closed my eyes, focusing on the blackness behind my lids. The sigh of the wind, its cold edge against my skin, the chill of the earth beneath me, the scent that promised snow later—all faded into emptiness.


  When I was ready, I sent my mind outward, casting about for any sign of Julian. It was appallingly rude—psychic spying—but I didn’t care. He’d been gone far too long. Yes, sometimes he went off on his own, but never like this. And if he was in trouble….


  If he was, I didn’t know what I would do about it.


  I had no chance to find out. It was a lost cause before I started; Julian’s shields put mine to shame. He could have been sitting next to me and I wouldn’t have known it. Maybe he’d gone too far away for me to reach, but if he was anywhere on Welton’s campus or even in the town, he didn’t want to be found.


  Frustration rippled my trance. I breathed it down and surfaced slowly, restoring my mind to my body, then opened my eyes.


  And nearly choked on my tongue.


  Julian was seated cross-legged on the ground across from me. He was still wearing the boots and breeches from his costume, and the shredded remains of his shirt. It looked like he’d crawled under a few thornbushes in it. I would have wagered good money Julian hadn’t eaten in the four days since I’d last seen him.


  The wind whipped strands of his hair into his eyes while I opened and shut my mouth a few times like a landed fish, searching for words. When they finally came, they weren’t pretty.


  “Where the hell have you been?”


  His grey eyes were as remote as the sky above us. “Around. I’m sorry, Kim.”


  “Sorry? You damn well better be! What the hell happened? You get attacked by something, we get drowned without warning—and if that storm was natural, I’ll eat my PK textbook—then suddenly it’s gone, and so are you, then you don’t come home for four days, leaving us all half-dead with worry! You owe me an explanation.” I glared at him, all the more furious because he seemed so utterly composed.


  “I can’t give you one.”


  “Damn it, Julian—”


  “I don’t know, Kim. Believe me, I’d tell you, if there was anything to tell.” Julian scrubbed his eyes with the heel of one hand. The action made him human, rather than the distant, Otherworldly being that had been sitting across from me. My anger, building since he sent me home like a child on Samhain, drained away.


  “So what now?” I asked, when the silence became too much.


  Julian left off his study of the dead grass, fixing his gaze on its usual spot, just below my own eyes. “I was hoping you could help me.”


  “Help you? How?”


  “Divination,” he said. “You’re the best I know. I need you to look for me, find out anything you can. Knowing something’s after me, that I can deal with—but I don’t know what it is. I’m hoping you can fix that.”


  I almost laughed. He wanted me to help him, when I’d just figured out how useless divination was? His bleak expression stopped me, though. He needed my help. Julian, who was never frightened. Julian, who never asked for aid.


  The future was mud to me, but this was a question about the here and now. That, maybe, I could get.


  The snow would hold off for another good hour, if I was any judge, and this glade would serve my purposes well enough. I didn’t want to wreck what remained of my trance by running to my room, but I needed a few things….


  Julian caught my key when I tossed it to him. “My silver bowl’s in the upper left drawer of the dresser. My focus ought to be on my desk. And grab my scarf—I think it’s on my bed. This coat isn’t enough.”


  He was off without a word, vanishing into the forest. I passed the time by re-centering myself, preparing for my task.


  After ten minutes Julian was back. He’d already filled the bowl with water from the creek. I wrapped the scarf around my neck and put the dish on the ground, letting its contents settle into stillness. My focus, the flawless quartz crystal Julian had given me for my birthday last year, hung from a silver chain. I slipped it over my head and gripped the stone in my cold hands.


  Then I took a deep breath and fixed my eyes on the surface of the water, and the smooth reflection of the black tree branches overhead. The wind had died away to nothing. I collapsed in on myself, looking outward with more than natural sight.


  My final impression of the outside world was of Julian, tense, wary, as if expecting another attack.


  ~


  Consciousness came back gradually. First I became aware of sounds. After a while I identified them as voices, and was pleased with this success. My sleepy brain sorted through them and attached names: Liesel and Julian.


  I decided to open my eyes. They slowly focused on a rectangle—the Celtic knotwork poster on the ceiling above my bed. I contemplated that for a while, tracing its intricate twists with my eyes, before turning my head to look at the rest of the room.


  Liesel and Julian were sitting on Liesel’s tidily made bed, talking in low voices. My movement caught Julian’s eye, and he was on his feet in an instant.


  “Are you all right, Kim? What happened?”


  Everyone’s favorite question lately. My brow furrowed as I tried to chase down my scattered thoughts.


  “Julian showed up an hour ago, right in the teeth of a snowstorm, carrying you,” Liesel said, also coming to my bedside. “You were just asleep, it seemed, but you wouldn’t wake up—”


  She stopped speaking. I had my eyes fixed on Julian, waiting for some kind of answer. I remembered him appearing in the glade….


  “You went rigid,” he said quietly. “I shook you, emptied the scrying bowl, took off your focus—” I could see it on my bedside table, the silver chain snapped. Emergency methods for breaking a trance. “Nothing worked,” Julian continued, mouth grim. “Until suddenly, for no reason I could see, you screamed and went limp. Right on cue, the snow started falling.”


  Snow. Cold. A black void, and in it—


  Now I remembered.


  “Liesel, clear out,” I said curtly.


  “What?”


  “Leave. I need to talk to Julian alone.”


  She was surprised, and a little hurt, but I couldn’t take the time to explain everything to her. She trusted me, though, and I blessed her for it. Without further ado she picked up her purse and left, shutting the door quietly behind her. There were advantages to having an empath for a roommate.


  I didn’t speak immediately. Julian settled back on the edge of Liesel’s bed, looking at the floor. She’d lent him an old, faded grey sweater to replace his ruined shirt; he was lean enough that it fit. It was easy to forget that Julian was only a few inches taller than me. His physical presence was much more imposing.


  “You knew.”


  He shook his head, still not lifting his eyes from the floor. “Not for sure.”


  I pushed myself upright and sat with my arms wrapped around my knees. My memory was clearing up all too nicely. I’d gone into trance, everything normal, looking for whatever we encountered on Samhain.


  Unfortunately, I found it.


  Julian raked his hands through his hair and stood, moving to stand at the window and stare outside. “I don’t know what it is, Kim. I was hoping you could learn that. But yes, I had a feeling you would find it. Where divination is concerned, you have more raw talent than almost anyone I know. And you knew what to look for; you were there for the attack. You were the only one I could ask. This gods-forsaken campus is so remote, there aren’t any other Fiain around to help me.”


  “And so you tossed me out as bait?” I asked acidly.


  He bent his head, gripping the windowsill until his knuckles went white. “I didn’t expect real trouble.”


  That got me moving, uncurling and rising to my feet. “Trouble? That thing was waiting for me! And merrily I go, sticking my nose out, putting myself right in its path! You could have at least warned me—”


  “Of what?” His laugh had nothing of humor in it. “Right now you know as much as I do. Kim, I know you’re scared, but however bad this is for you, you’re a lot safer than I am. It’s after me, not you. You just happened to be in the way.”


  “Because you put me there!”


  His shoulders went rigid. For a moment, I was almost afraid of what he would say. Then the tension vanished, too abruptly to be real. “You’re right.” He straightened, but didn’t face me. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have dragged you into this.”


  Before I could react, he strode out the door and was gone.


  ~


  “Argant-Dubois?”


  “Here,” I said dully.


  “Bailey?”


  I sketched in my notebook while waiting for Domenico to finish the roll for Elemental Correspondences. My pencil produced a collage of staring eyes and spirals—hardly soothing. I hadn’t seen Julian since he left my room, four days ago.


  “O….” Domenico peered at his sheet, unsure how to pronounce the next name.


  “Just say Connor,” a voice said from the back of the room. I twisted around in my seat and spotted Robert Ó Conchúir, he of the infamously difficult last name. When had he come in? I hadn’t spoken to him since the day before Julian showed up. Not for lack of trying; he’d been avoiding me, and I didn’t know why.


  The moment Domenico dismissed us, I leapt to my feet, but Robert had already left the room.


  Undaunted, I hurried outside and saw him walking towards the end of the campus that held the Arboretum. “Robert!”


  If he didn’t stop, I would chase him, and then we’d have a scene in front of all the students hurrying to their next classes. Maybe he guessed that, because he halted in the middle of the snow-crusted grass. But when I caught up with him, I found no welcome in his eyes. “Lovely friend you are.”


  “What?”


  “He comes to you for help, and you tell him to go hang.”


  “I did not say that!”


  Something broke inside him, some leash of self-control. I’d never seen Robert in such a genuine passion. “You don’t understand, do you? I’m his roommate, and that’s turned into friendship over time. But you? You’re the first one he befriended by choice. You know what it took for him to ask for help—but do you have the slightest idea what it cost him when you refused?”


  His anger went through me like a knife. I actually staggered back a step, unable to face him so closely. “Robert—he almost got me killed. I know he didn’t mean to, but—”


  The noise that came out of him was half-growl, half-yell. “Exactly! He put you in danger. For the love of all the gods, Kim, he’s Fiain! Endangering others is their cardinal sin, and you shoved his face in it!”


  All the affectation of speech was gone. Robert’s hands were curled half into fists, and he might as well have used them on me, the effect his words had. He was right: I hadn’t understood. Not well enough. And because of it, I’d hurt Julian.


  I had to fix this. “You’ve seen him. Or at least spoken to him. When?”


  “Three days ago.” Robert dragged his answer down to a decent volume. “There’s been no sign of him since. If you happen to spot him—don’t screw it up again.”


  This time, when Robert walked away, I made no effort to follow.


  ~


  The final salt in the wound was that, for all my efforts, someone else found Julian before I did.


  “Rafael tripped over him in the Arboretum,” Liesel told me breathlessly, two days later. “Julian was just lying there, passed out. They got him to the clinic, but nothing they did seemed to register, until suddenly he woke up on his own. And he swears blind he doesn’t remember anything from Geoff’s party onward.”


  Julian, unable to remember? It made me suspicious. Apparently I wasn’t the only one. “They tested him for every drug they could think of, but he came up clean,” Liesel went on. I snorted. Julian would sooner claw his own eyes out. “No head trauma, either, physical or psychic. So they don’t have any real choice but to let him go. They can’t even file anything, since there’s no sign of any crime.”


  “Haven’t they asked any of the department heads to look into it?” I asked. Surely even our thick-witted university administration would think of that.


  “Madison, Fitzgerald, and Bradley. All drew a blank.”


  Of course they had. I hadn’t been able to come up with anything. And while they were better than I was, I had a personal connection to the events. It wasn’t just that the future was muddy; now something was guarding the present and the past, too.


  I had to go to class then. To my intense frustration, Robert didn’t show up. Our lunch habits had been broken by the new quarter, so I went to Hurst alone. I was staring at their latest offering and wondering whether it had ever been edible when I felt a presence at my side. I glanced up to see Julian—much the worse for wear.


  He looked like he’d been dragged through hell, backward and face-down. After two heartbeats of staring at him like he might vanish again, I wedged my tray on the serving shelf and grabbed him by the shoulders, only just barely stopping myself from flinging my arms around him in a hug. Julian’s hand rose to grip my wrist, and if my sleeve protected me from the effect of skin contact, that touch still said more than enough.


  We stayed that way for a while, ignoring the people edging around us, the not-very-quiet ripples of gossip. I could feel the bones of his shoulders through his shirt—a white shirt that played up his pallor nicely, and made the hollows below the high bones of his face that much darker. Once I collected my wits, I retrieved my tray, forced Julian to get some food, and went to sit by one of the windows. The view of the iced-over pond and dead trees was depressing, but the floor-to-ceiling glass let in plenty of the cold November sunlight. It washed out what little color Julian had to begin with, leaving him ghostlike and unreal, the way I’d seen him at the beginning of the year. I fought the urge to take hold of his arm again, just to make certain he stayed solid.


  The silence between us stretched out while I picked at my lumpy mashed potatoes, trying to figure out how to apologize. Julian didn’t touch his meal. The food might be scarcely edible, but he needed to eat. Before I could bring that up to get a conversation going, he spoke.


  “What happened, Kim?” The question of the month. “I remember nothing. I look back in my memory and there’s a complete blank between listening to Robert sing at the party and waking up in the clinic. I’ve tried every way I know of to break through, but it’s as if there’s nothing there. And that scares the hell out of me.” His voice sounded tight, not scared, but I supposed for Julian that counted as terrified.


  If he didn’t remember anything … then he didn’t remember what had happened to me, and what I’d said afterward. But lying to make myself look better would be an even bigger betrayal, so I took a deep breath to center myself and began right where his memories left off, relating the events of the last week and a half in as much detail as I knew them. The growing shock on Julian’s face had to be genuine; no one could fake that. He remembered nothing.


  He laughed bitterly when I was done, though none of it seemed to be directed at me. “I seem to have been busy. Any idea what I was doing right after Samhain? I didn’t tell you anything?”


  I shook my head mutely.


  He curled his fingers into a tight fist. “Well, what do we know? I’m attacked; I disappear. I reappear, apparently in full possession of my faculties, at least as far as you could tell.” I nodded. “Then I leave you, talk to Robert at least once, and vanish again.”


  “So we go talk to Robert,” I said.


  ~


  Our quarry was on his way out of Kinfield when we arrived. Robert took one look at Julian’s expression and reversed direction.


  I cast a sidelong glance at him as we climbed the stairs, but if he was still angry, he’d shelved it for now. We settled into their common room, and he listened as we told him what we had figured out so far.


  “You said very little,” he told his roommate, leaning his chair precariously onto its back legs. “And answered precious few questions. Mostly you paced and swore at the walls.” That was unexpected; Julian didn’t go in for displays of temper. Displays of anything, really. “Then you went in there—” He nodded at Julian’s room. There were two off the common room, both big enough for a bed and a desk if you didn’t need to breathe. Robert’s desk was out here. “You shut the door behind you and stayed a while. When at last you emerged, you looked calmer. Then you said….” His voice trailed off as he closed his eyes to remember. “You said, ‘At least I’m not the only one imagining this.’ And you snorted, rather cynically. Then you seemed to see me, and said, ‘I’m going to see if her advice is any good.’ Then you left.”


  I closed my eyes to think. After my failure, Julian had apparently decided to take matters into his own hands. Was that where things had gone wrong?


  Then another thought came to me, and my attention snapped to Julian. “You said ‘her.’ Were you referring to me?”


  Julian’s head came up in a swift arc. “Robert—did you hear me talking in there?”


  “Impossible to say. I had music on.”


  The three of us leapt to our feet. Julian reached his screen first. His long fingers flew, waking it and bringing up the call log for the past week.


  “Ariana,” Robert said, just as Julian reached the name. Ariana, no last name given; a call had been made to her at 10:42 p.m. on November fifth. It was the most recent entry.


  Julian hit redial. After two rings, the screen flickered, and brought up a woman’s face.


  I realized then why there had been no last name. A telephone directory would list her under Fiain. There was no mistaking it, even though the skin-crawling effect of her presence couldn’t be transmitted by the screen. The inhuman tinge was still there, subtly, in the cast of her features, the lightning blue of her eyes.


  “Julian!” she said in surprise, then hesitated. She must have seen Robert and me crowding in behind him.


  “Ariana, I need to ask you some questions.”


  “Whatever you need,” she said instantly. “Anything we can do to help.”


  We? The rest of the wilders. I didn’t know for sure, but I would have bet on it. They were set apart from society; of course they would band together.


  Julian closed his eyes. “What did I say to you last time?”


  “What?”


  He opened his eyes and sighed. “I remember nothing. Whatever I did, it must not have gone well. So I need to know what it was.”


  She looked appalled. “Gods and sidhe. I told you to do it—”


  “Do what?” Julian gripped the edge of the desk. “Start at the beginning.”


  Ariana nodded sharply. After taking a moment to compose her thoughts, she began.


  Julian had told her about the attack on the riverbank. I listened to her retelling with interest. He’d described it as an attempt to capture his mind, perhaps more, and credited my shield with giving him the respite he needed to fight back. From there, according to Ariana, he’d slept off a backlash-headache of monumental proportions, put up the strongest shields he could, and made several failed attempts to scan the area for any clues as to the origin and nature of the attack.


  “You didn’t find anything. And none of your theories had any evidence to back them up. You didn’t much want to ask for help—” A wry note in her voice made me suppress a smile. Apparently not all wilders were as obsessively self-sufficient as Julian. “But you didn’t see any other choice. So you went to a friend.”


  “Me,” I murmured. Ariana’s eyes flickered to me.


  “You’re Kim?” When I nodded, she went on. “You were attacked as well.”


  “Sort of,” I said, frowning as I thought over the details. “It sounds a lot like what Julian described from Samhain. Only it didn’t come close to succeeding, even though I’m not as strong as he is.” Maybe because it hadn’t been ready for me. The thought made my gut twist.


  “What then?” Julian asked intently.


  “You called me,” Ariana said. “I’d been hearing from half the Fiain already. You were the only one attacked, as far as we can tell, but everyone seems to have known something was in the wind.”


  Julian’s expression was distant as he fought to reclaim the memory. “I told you it felt … directed. But strong enough that others would pick up on it.” He focused on Ariana once more. “What did you tell me to do?”


  Ariana winced. “I told you to go somewhere safely apart from everyone else, lay down a circle with every binding known to man, and summon something for answers.”


  Silence, except for the faint ticking of Robert’s antique clock. “Anything else?” Julian asked, in a dead voice that made me flinch.


  “No,” Ariana said. “I promised to spread the word. Then you hung up.”


  More silence. “That’s it, then,” Julian said at last. “I summoned something—but instead of answers, I got my memory wiped, all the way back to before the attack.” He sighed and lowered his head. “Looks like I ran into the enemy again.”


  “I don’t think so,” I said, surprising even myself. My subconscious was one step ahead of the rest of me. “The thing that attacked you, and snared me when I went looking—it tried to munch us. We both agreed on that. If you summoned it, why would it stop with erasing your memory? You think it was sorry for what it tried to do?”


  “Maybe the circle protected him,” Ariana said.


  “No, I agree with Kim,” Robert said, shaking his head. “The whole tenor is off. And we’ve yet to explain the missing days. Julian left that night; even if he waited until the next day to cast the circle, why did he not show up again until the early morning of the tenth? What was he doing in that time?”


  Julian answered him grimly. “That’s what we have to find out.”


  ~


  Michele knelt and touched the ground with her fingertips. Robert, Julian, and I waited in a silent ring around her, me trying not to shiver in the biting air.


  “Something … big….” Michele’s accented voice was distant and halting, the speech of someone in a trance. “People … more than one.” Another long pause, and then she surfaced with a sigh. “A healing prayer, I think. Hard to read it clearly, but it wasn’t a summoning.”


  Julian didn’t swear, but he turned and slammed his palm with bruising force into a tree trunk. I put one hand out to stop him.


  “Where else?” Robert asked.


  “I don’t know.” The very deadness of Julian’s voice was worse than anger. Michele backed up a step. “Any of the other glades would have been too public. Even this one was a long shot. I wouldn’t have wanted to be interrupted.”


  “Are you sure you would’ve used a glade?” I asked.


  “I—” Julian said, but that was as far as he got. He stared at me, inspiration dawning. “No. Privacy would have been important, but more than that—gods. I’m an idiot.”


  We ran to the river. Progress along its bank was slow, but I wasn’t certain where exactly we’d been Samhain night, so we didn’t dare back off to more open ground. I paused several times, eyeing a likely spot, trying to remember, moving on.


  “There,” I said suddenly. “The broken branch.”


  The limb in question sagged down to touch the riverbank; I remembered clinging to it. And all of us could feel the heavy residue of power in the air. I kicked myself for not thinking of this before; the laws of sympathetic magic made it the perfect place to try.


  Michele was on the ground and tranced in moments. “Summoning,” she said distinctly.


  “Can you tell what?” Julian waited, tight as a harp-string.


  Her brow furrowed as she sorted her way through the traces. “No. Wards … interfere.”


  Of course. The same protections designed to keep Julian safe from whatever he summoned would also block Michele from sensing the target’s nature. Then again, the wards hadn’t been enough. Shouldn’t she be able to feel something?


  “Anything malevolent?” Julian asked.


  Michele looked up. Her eyes had rolled back in her head until only the whites showed. She scanned the clearing, even though she could not possibly see like that.


  “No,” she said slowly, the word dragged out of her. “I … don’t think so.”


  No malevolence. And yet he’d disappeared for days, and reappeared with his memory wiped clean.


  “Let’s go back,” Julian said. He sounded calm, but the very evenness of his tone made me doubt it. Or maybe it was just that I knew him too well. Biting my lip, I followed him out of the Arboretum.


  ~


  “What other choice have you?” Robert demanded of Julian, frustration tingeing his voice. “You were alone. We have no other way to learn what happened.”


  Julian didn’t answer. He’d come to dinner from a meeting with the Dean, and judging by the stiffness of his shoulders, it hadn’t gone well. She’d never liked having a wilder on campus, and this recent strangeness had only amplified that. I pitied him, having to explain his actions to her when he didn’t remember half of them and didn’t dare admit to the rest.


  “Reason with him,” Robert appealed to me. His anger had vanished as if it had never been; I was an ally once more. “He will listen to you. The memories have to be there somewhere, and Liesel can find them.”


  Liesel was opening her mouth, probably to disagree, when Julian interrupted.


  “They’re not there,” he said flatly. I wouldn’t have wanted the look he was sending Robert directed at me. “I’d know if they were. It’s not a matter of me or someone else having blocked them out; I could find that, and work through it. They’re gone. And no amount of prying into my head will find them.”


  He had to be telling the truth. If it were merely his fierce antipathy to letting others into his mind, he would say so. “I believe him, Robert,” I said. “Let it be.” Robert shot me a frustrated glance, which I ignored. There was no point antagonizing Julian. He’d been through too much already.


  Conversation around the table died. We sat in uncomfortable silence, surrounded by noise, no one meeting anyone else’s eyes. Liesel picked at her food, but ate hardly anything. Stress always killed her appetite.


  My mind continued to gnaw at our problems. If Julian didn’t have information, who did? The obvious answer was, no one. But I refused to accept that. Someone, somewhere, had to know something. We just had to figure out who to ask.


  Questions. Answers. This was a familiar path we were treading. And with that, an idea began to form in my mind.


  ~


  “This has got to be the craziest idea we’ve ever had,” Liesel said as we picked our way through the shadows along the bank of the river.


  Robert stubbed his toe and swore. “The idea is not bad. Our common sense in trying it on our own—now that is questionable.”


  “Who else would take our places?” I asked, hitching my backpack higher on my shoulder.


  “Somebody trained?” Liesel suggested.


  “What, like Bradley? Madison? Fitzgerald? They all tried, and failed.”


  “That was divination. This is different. Gods, Grayson would be perfect.”


  “I should be doing it alone.” Julian’s voice sounded unearthly, coming out of the darkness ahead. “You shouldn’t be here.”


  “When pigs fly,” I said.


  Robert’s answer came on the heels of mine. “You tried it alone before, and look how well you fared.”


  “He’s right,” Liesel agreed. “You were even more crazy to try this alone.”


  “We’re here,” I said, forestalling further argument.


  The river ran black, with no moon to light its surface. This spot was starting to become familiar, in a way I wasn’t sure I liked. I set down my burden and stretched to relieve a stiff back. Gods, I hoped this worked. All of it, but my own part in particular. One successful shield did not a sorceress make. Could I hold up even my small end of the burden?


  Don’t think about it. Just do it. You owe it to Julian.


  Flashlights and an electric lantern drove back the shadows enough for us to function. From the backpacks came candles, two books, a compass, matches, incense, four thin bundles of silk, rope, several fist-sized semi-precious stones, measuring tape, torches, and more. Everything a good and well-balanced ritual might need.


  Julian and Robert outlined concentric circles on the ground, sketching them into the dirt with sticks. When the largest was in place, Liesel and I planted the standing torches at the cardinal points along its rim. The candles we set at the inner circle. Then, while the guys began the painstaking process of marking the circles with symbols, she and I inspected everyone’s shielding. We would boost it during the ritual, but before that, the everyday shields should be in shape.


  They were still checking their work when we finished our part. Robert was going over the outer ring, a circle of containment that would keep our energies from bleeding into the outside world, and outside influences from coming in. The inner circle, the active one, he left to Julian, the only one of us who actually knew how to work a summoning.


  I looked at Julian, on his hands and knees as he scrutinized the symbols. We’d brought the books for him, but he hadn’t touched them. I hoped he knew what he was doing.


  Something seemed off-kilter, though.


  I glanced around the area, taking in the circles, our bags, the electric lantern—


  “Julian,” I said suddenly, “where’s your stuff?”


  Everyone stopped. They looked at each other, and at me. “What do you mean?” Liesel asked.


  I gestured at the things strewing the area, the ritual circles carved into the earth. “All this. All the signs that a ritual happened here, everything necessary for it. Michele read the magical residue—but what happened to the physical evidence?”


  Julian, sitting back on his heels, gazed at me steadily. “Someone cleaned it up.”


  “Who?” Liesel breathed.


  “Had it been university personnel, you’d have heard,” Robert pointed out.


  “Maybe whoever you summoned,” I said, still looking at Julian.


  “Lord and Lady,” Liesel whispered. “If it—kidnapped you, and destroyed the evidence—”


  Julian rose smoothly and walked past me to the pile of tools. Bending, he picked up one of the silk-wrapped items and stripped its cover away, revealing a slender, black-hilted knife.


  There was a pause. Then Robert snorted. “Kind of them, to put your athame back in your room.”


  I stared at the blade. “If that was back where it belonged … you must have put it there.”


  “And unless it took over your body like a puppet—”


  Julian finished Robert’s thought for him. “I must have gone freely.”


  None of us had a response to that. Julian finally moved, crossing to stand in the west, between the outer protective circle and the inner one.


  “Are you—”


  “It’s ready,” Julian said.


  Liesel blinked, cut off halfway through her question. “You’re sure?”


  “It’s ready,” he repeated.


  A flaw in either of the circles, but most particularly the one for summoning, would put us all in a great deal of danger. And Julian had still been checking when I interrupted him. Liesel looked none too convinced. But I shrugged and took up my post in the east, opposite Julian. Robert stood in the south. Liesel glanced back and forth between the two of us, then sighed and stationed herself in the north. “All right. But if you’re wrong….” She left the sentence unfinished. If Julian was wrong, she’d have bigger things to do than yell at him.


  We cast the protective outer circle with attention to detail. I’d done this dozens of times last term, in class and in the Palladian Circle, but never very well. Earth, Water, Air, Fire: we summoned them from most solid to least. I drew power easily enough, but fumbled the pass to Liesel. She caught it, and then Robert came in and steadied us both. When Julian took up the power and cast the circle, I could see the steady glow of the shield without any effort. For ordinary rituals, it was a negligible thing. Then again, for ordinary rituals, its only purpose was protect the demarcated ground of the circle from any outside contamination. This shield was to that sort what a bomb shelter was to a raincoat.


  With the outer circle finished, Julian took the lead. We followed his direction, raising another shield on the inner circle, this one to keep whatever we summoned away from us. I did better this time, but thanked the gods my only job from here on out was to provide power. That, I was pretty sure I could do.


  I wondered about Julian, though. He’d taken a class on summoning—sophomore year, long before most CM majors were allowed to—but no newly-taught student would be this effortless at something so complex. So clearly he’d known how to do it before he even came to the university.


  Which explained why they let him into the class. But Julian had told me on Samhain night there were things he could learn better here, at Welton. If summoning wasn’t it, then what? Shielding? But why?


  No time to consider it further. I was grounded and centered as firmly as I’d ever been, as were the others, and now both the summoning circle and its containment shield were tied in. Anything trying to get out would have to go through all four of us.


  That wasn’t a reassuring thought.


  The symbols on the summoning circle began to radiate their own light. I didn’t have a prayer of identifying the technique Julian was using, of course, and I couldn’t understand his chant, either; it was in Irish, his chosen ritual language. I could only trust him.


  On Julian’s cue, the rest of us fed power to him. His chanting grew louder, and despite the cold, a sheen of sweat appeared on his face. I prayed to whomever might be listening that this wouldn’t be beyond him.


  “Cuirim toghairm ort,” Julian said in a clear voice.


  A sudden swirl of light focused all my scattered thoughts.


  A glowing mist had spun into being in the center of the circle. It whirled more quickly, slowed down, sped up again, as if uncertain—then it flashed to a vibrant emerald green. But I was no longer watching. My eyes were on Julian instead. His brow was furrowed, more puzzled than worried. He stared at the mist as though this were somehow echoing the memories he’d lost—or someone had taken from him.


  The mist slowed again, and something was taking shape inside.


  Then an explosion sent us all staggering.


  The blow that knocked us back wasn’t physical. It was a strike of pure psychic force, pounding my mind until my eyes blurred. I stumbled, caught myself with one hand, and looked back up at the circle.


  What had been a gently glowing mist was now a vortex of golden light. It surged and battered at the barrier that held it trapped, seeking a weak point. With a panicked cry, I jumped forward. The attack had staggered me, but now I dug my heels in and pitted my strength against the maelstrom we’d summoned. To either side of me, Liesel and Robert did the same.


  And through the fiery golden hell between us, I saw Julian.


  His mouth was open in a silent scream. The tendons in his neck stood out, as though he were fighting some incredible pull. The light lashed out at him more frequently now, ignoring the rest of us, and every time it did, Julian flinched.


  “Shield him!” I screamed through the thunder of the vortex. It was a risk. The light might shift and break through at a different point if we sent our power to aid Julian. But I was deathly certain that its goal was not to escape: it wanted my friend.


  Was this what happened last time?


  “Not again,” I snarled through my teeth.


  He needed power to fight back. Liesel and Robert fed it to me instead of him. I caught it as if I’d been doing this since childhood, focused it, then sent it winging to protect Julian.


  And then, as before, he took it out of my hands. Instead of me feeding him power, Julian was now pulling it out of me, and through me, Liesel and Robert. Dangerous, but I trusted him; I opened the gates and let him take it all.


  For one timeless, perfectly balanced moment, we held our own. But the golden light grew steadily more intense, gaining in power and fury, while our circle of four grew weak.


  Liesel collapsed. I saw it in my peripheral vision; my attention was riveted across the circle, half-blinded by the vortex, locked on Julian’s face. A growl from my left was Robert, hanging on only through sheer goddamned fury. The power he drew from the air blended with his own, streaming into me, merging with the energy I pulled and then flying to Julian, in a never-ending and doomed attempt to hold him.


  We weren’t enough.


  The light flared. Robert crumpled. I heard a cry from my own lips, overlaid by an inhuman scream, and then everything disappeared in a blaze of golden light.


  


  Chapter Five


  “Kimberly?”


  My name. I was surprised I recognized it at all. If only my skull would split in half; maybe it wouldn’t hurt so much then.


  “Kimberly, can you hear me?”


  Opening my eyes was a mistake. Light stabbed through to the back of my head and made me wish for the lesser pain of a moment ago. I tried a second time, more judiciously, and at last managed to see.


  For a moment I thought I was staring into a mirror. But the cornflower-blue eyes receded, and it was only my mother.


  Wait—my mother?


  The sudden thought drove me to try and sit up, which was as big of a mistake as opening my eyes had been. My mother hastily pressed me down, making the idiot noises of reassurance people use with sick patients. Sick … I must be in a hospital. That would explain the antiseptic tang in the back of my throat.


  What was I doing in a hospital?


  Julian.


  I made it upright this time, and almost passed out again. Vision disappeared in a wave of dizziness. My mother’s hands were on my shoulders, and then my father was there, a soothing, blue-green presence that brought me back to reality.


  “Kimberly, you mustn’t try to move,” he said. Now I could see again, and I looked up at him blearily. He was using his doctor voice: kind, but impersonal. “You’re suffering from backlash, and the effect’s spilling over into your vision. But it’s all temporary damage.” He got me to lie down again, though I was half-heartedly trying to resist. “We’re keeping the lights dim, and there are heavy shields on you to protect you from more shock, but you’ll continue to suffer dizzy spells and weakness for a while.” The lights were dim? So they were. Even so, they hurt. “The best thing for you will be to rest.”


  “Liesel? Robert?” The names came out thickly. Damn my father; he was “encouraging” me to go to sleep. I tried to fight it off, but I was no match for a healer like him.


  “Sleeping,” he said. “As you should be.”


  I wanted to argue, but the words never made it past my lips before I slipped away.


  ~


  I thought the lights had been raised some when I next woke up, but it was hard to be sure. They hurt my eyes less, though, and that was something.


  Remembering my father’s advice, I didn’t try to sit up. But an attempt to rub my eyes left me staring blankly at my hands, which were swathed in bandages, and aching to the bone.


  A soft step sounded near my head, and I turned to see my mother.


  “Kimberly—”


  “Are my hands—”


  “No,” she said, and sounded relieved. “They’re not burned, although I’m told it feels as though they are. Or rather, they are burned, but only psychically, and it’ll fade quickly. The bandages are there to remind you to be careful until they’re healed.”


  “Psychically burned?” I had never heard of such a thing.


  My mother nodded. “Your father said it was as if your hands had been in a magical fire.”


  Fire. The vortex of light. I stiffened and closed my eyes.


  Eyelids were a pathetic defense against my mother. “Do you want to tell me what happened, Kimberly?”


  From another woman the tone might have been sympathetic, caring. Not that my mother didn’t care about me; she did. But she was also relentless when she set her mind on something, and right now, she wanted to know what stunts her only surviving child had been up to.


  “I’m not sure,” I whispered, and was aghast at my own lie. Well, not completely a lie; I didn’t know what had happened. I did remember what we’d been doing—but I wasn’t going to tell her.


  I couldn’t articulate why. It was partly the thought of Noah, dying of psi-sickness in a hospital, and partly the desire of any college student to keep a parent from meddling in her life. But that wasn’t all, not by a long shot.


  Mostly it was how she’d react if she knew I’d landed myself in the hospital trying to help a wilder.


  “You don’t remember?”


  There was more than a bit of acid in that question. I ignored it. “Liesel? Robert? Where are they?”


  “Here, in similar condition,” she said.


  I was only half-attending to her answer. I hadn’t acknowledged it, but my subconscious knew what I hadn’t yet admitted to myself: Julian was gone. I hadn’t even thought to ask after him. My memory of those last few minutes was chaotic, but I knew, without asking, that whatever had been in that circle had gotten Julian.


  “Kimberly, there are people who can help you remember—”


  “Please. Don’t,” I whispered, closing my eyes. A tear leaked out from under one lid. I didn’t want to think about it, not now. Not yet.


  Julian was gone.


  “All right,” my mother said, but there was steel in her voice. “You’ll have to speak to the Dean eventually, though, and she may require you to remember.”


  I didn’t answer. Finally my mother left. And then I lay there, my eyes squeezed shut, trying to silence the guilt that whispered, you weren’t prepared.


  ~


  They interviewed us together, which was a miscalculation. Alone, I would have been an easy target. But Robert, Liesel, and I were summoned before the Dean and her flunkies as a group, and that gave us strength.


  “Would you like to explain what you’ve been up to?” Dean Seong asked us, in a tone that made the question into a command.


  “We were trying to help our friend, ma’am,” Liesel said.


  Her seelie response didn’t go over well. “Help him? By causing his disappearance—again—and flattening a ten-meter area of forest to the ground?”


  “That wasn’t our intention,” I said stiffly. “We were looking for something to explain his first disappearance, since Julian himself didn’t remember anything.”


  “Julian Fiain, yes. From your own words, and from the magical signatures we picked up at the site, he was with you when this mess began. The four of you are responsible for the destruction of university property and the endangerment of other people’s lives. The residues—what can be read of them—tell us you worked a summoning on university property, without the requisite training, supervision, or authorization.”


  “Not true,” Robert countered. “Julian led our circle. As a wilder, he is more than qualified to conduct a summoning. He is also permitted to draft whatever assistance he deems necessary to aid him.”


  I stared at Robert, then jerked my attention forward. Liesel shifted next to me, and I decided she hadn’t known any more of that last bit than I had. Was Robert serious?


  The Dean behaved as though he was. “Perhaps. But Julian Fiain waived most of those rights when he applied to this university. He hasn’t taken active duty as a Guardian, and so he’s treated like any other student here.”


  “You know as well as I do, Dean Seong, that the concept of ‘active duty’ is meaningless to wilders.”


  She glared at him. Seong was by no means a stupid woman, but it was entirely possible that Robert was as intelligent as she was, and a good deal more stubborn. Dealing with him must be hell. I hadn’t considered the problem of permits, but Julian must have had something, or the University Ring would have stopped us before we got anywhere.


  “We’re suspending judgment until this matter has been more thoroughly investigated,” the Dean said coldly. “Until then, you’re to consider yourselves on probation. Do not speak of these matters to anyone except myself or other university staff.” She paused to fix her gaze on Robert. “And do not cause trouble again.”


  As we left, I wondered what the odds of that were.


  ~


  My textbook flew across the room and smacked satisfyingly into the wall before falling onto the chair. I glared after it, breathing hard. “Gods damn it.”


  It was appalling. Julian was gone—to where, no one knew—and yet the day-to-day mundanity of life plodded on. I still had class. Professors still assigned homework. What did it matter that Domenico was firmly in the camp of those who believed the swords in the Tarot deck should be associated only with air, when I thought they had a secondary resonance with fire? And yet it did matter, because I had to make a convincing argument for my case. My life had been turned upside down, but I still had to pass Elemental Correspondences.


  At least my parents were gone. They were both needed too much back home to leave their jobs for long. I loved my parents dearly, but right now, I didn’t want to face them and their questions.


  Questions. I had too many, and no answers. Divination was only helpful when you didn’t need it; at times like this, when you needed it desperately, it was useless. The future was unreadable. Julian’s location was unknown. I scryed for him, and found myself staring into mist.


  Hidden enemies. Sudden and catastrophic change. If I’d pushed myself harder, read the clues better, could I have prevented this?


  My hands skittered restlessly over my desk, picking up objects and dropping them, not making a dent in the clutter. The room was a mess; Liesel and I hadn’t cleaned since before Samhain. I found myself leafing through one of my textbooks for Necrodivination, and tossed it away with a strangled curse. Julian wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be.


  What I wanted to do was take over a sorcery lab in Adler and build a golem to find him. Never mind that I lacked the first clue how to do that. Besides, the university had no doubt tried it already. Where Julian was, no construct could follow.


  Instead, I began to pick up the room.


  The mundanity of the task steadied me. I turned off my brain and let my hands lead the way, shuffling chaos into order, filing review notes left over from Historical Tarot, sorting my sketches for this term’s lecture on Ring Structure. That made me think of my mother, and I put them down hastily. I tossed clothes into the hamper to be washed. More books were on the floor than on the shelves; I shoved them back where they belonged. The trash can bulged with empty pretzel bags and gum wrappers. The room began to emerge from beneath the mess.


  Liesel walked in on me two-thirds of the way through, and stood observing my activity. “Enjoying yourself?”


  “It needed to be done,” I said, dumping an armload of bottles into the recycling bin.


  “And it saves you from having to address certain things.”


  Hanging up my coat, I glared at her.


  “Kim, you should go talk to Robert.”


  “Why?” I slammed a desk drawer shut. “What could we possibly say to each other?”


  Liesel stacked her books on her own desk, all neatly aligned. “He feels guilty.”


  “So do I.”


  “Exactly. It would be good for the two of you to talk, get some of this out in the air. Lord and Lady know we can’t talk to anyone else, after what the Dean said.”


  We flattened a sizeable chunk of forest and they told us to keep it quiet. Our administration was wonderful. “I don’t need to talk to him.”


  “Yes, you do. Otherwise you’ll never get over this.”


  “Why should I?” Liesel flinched when I rounded on her viciously. “I was party to—no. I came up with a stupid idea that’s caused Julian to vanish. That may have cost him his life. Why should I ‘get over it’?” She looked as though she was going to answer that, but I didn’t give her a chance. “Don’t you dare go all seelie on me. Pointless guilt is wrong, and I won’t argue that. But I am responsible. And I don’t want to forget it.”


  She just stood there, sad-eyed. I almost dropped my shields and rammed my emotions right up in her face, forcing them on her so she’d feel them into next week. Such an act would have been unconscionable.


  Instead I grabbed my coat and gloves, and left before I could do something I’d regret.


  ~


  The stacks of Talman were even less cheery than usual. Very little light came in through the windows, and the ceiling lights were lethargic and flickering. The snow blanketing the ground outside muffled all noise. There was no one on the entire floor, and my skin crawled at every tiny sound.


  I flitted from section to section, glaring at rows of books that couldn’t help me find my friend. I found books on golems, but not advanced ones, and they were incomprehensible to me anyway. I walked through the divination section twice. Nothing suggested itself as a solution.


  I stopped in the middle of one aisle, where I had not bothered to turn on the light, and stared sightlessly ahead. The silence around me pressed in.


  “Damn it,” I said distinctly, and listened to the words be swallowed up by the books.


  This was accomplishing nothing. I headed downstairs into the Dungeon.


  The main reading room of Talman was quite possibly the one place on earth most uniquely unsuited to inspiring productive effort in students. It was as dim as the stacks, and nearly as claustrophobic. The chairs at the tables were hard and unforgiving; those at the study carrels, replaced three years ago, were already sagging and lumpy. Its low ceiling and insufficient light made it seem like the room was constantly closing in on the unwary fool stupid enough to wander within its reach. Officially the Helen W. Edelman Reading Room, the Dungeon was a marvel of bad planning and worse execution.


  Which made it perfect for my current mood.


  Bad planning and worse execution; that summed up my recent antics quite well. But whereas the misadventures of the architect had merely resulted in a depressing and uncomfortable room, mine had backfired on one of my dearest friends. We hadn’t stopped to think, any of us.


  The back of the Dungeon held machines dispensing soda, potato chips, and every revoltingly sugary concoction an overworked and underslept student could wish for when finishing his psychology paper at four o’clock in the morning. Since I wasn’t minded to drown my misery in alcohol, poisoning myself with the most disgusting food I could find seemed a bizarrely appealing alternative.


  The machines were wedged into the room’s dimmest, gloomiest corner. Which explained why I didn’t see the figure slumped in a chair until it spoke.


  “Who goes there?”


  I screamed.


  Had I been anything like rational, the ridiculous phrasing of that question would have told me who the speaker was without looking. Then again, had I been rational, I would’ve seen Robert before he roused from his stupor enough to ask it.


  Instead, I screamed. He barely reacted, remaining apathetically collapsed in the clutching embrace of the sagging armchair. He was glaring at me malevolently, I saw, once I was calm enough to look—glaring with the expression of one facing the last person in the world he wants to see.


  I sympathized. I didn’t want to talk to Robert any more than he wanted to talk to me.


  But fate and the gods seemed to have other ideas. And now, having found him, I couldn’t make myself turn and walk away. I didn’t know what it was. His appearance, maybe. Robert looked hung over, horrendously so, although I doubted he’d been drinking. His eyes were so bloodshot the blue irises jumped out unnaturally at me, and his slack posture, sprawling in the chair, broadcast the apathy of one who can’t muster the energy or conviction to behave like a living human being.


  “You look like hell,” I said, and complimented myself on that diplomatic opening.


  “‘Why this is hell, nor am I out of it.’” He muttered the quote bitterly.


  I sat down gingerly on one of the other chairs, perching on its edge rather than allowing it to trap me in the pit of its sloping cushion. Robert stared at me dully, not seeming to care whether I stayed or left.


  “Liesel thinks we ought to talk,” I said at last.


  That provoked a short laugh from him. “Concerning what?”


  Julian, obviously. But I would take my own approach, not the one my roommate wanted. “What happened?”


  Robert looked away, leaning his head against the chair’s stained back. “You were there.”


  “Yes, and I know what I saw. But I don’t know what you saw.”


  “What good will it do?”


  I considered and discarded several replies before saying honestly, “I’m not sure. But it has to be better than sitting here and doing nothing.”


  He examined that and found it acceptable. “Something got him. It took him away.”


  “Yes, but what? That’s the real question. Start with the beginning of the ritual, and go from there.”


  Robert’s eyes fixed on the ceiling, and he spoke in a flat monotone. “We consecrated the ground and set the shields, raising them on everyone. Then we shielded the inner circle. Julian began the summoning. The green light appeared, and it seemed to me that Julian recognized it. There was an explosion, and the light turned gold. Whereupon it commenced trying to suck him in. We grew weaker; it grew stronger. Liesel went down. Then I passed out.”


  I myself was staring at the floor, as though the answers were to be found in the stained carpet. And maybe they were, or at least inspiration was. “It grew stronger. I felt that, too. Was it feeding off us—stealing our power?”


  That interested Robert enough to make him lift his head and look at me. “I think not,” he said slowly. “We held our own for a while. But then it gained in strength, and so we began to weaken more rapidly.”


  “As though it had help,” I murmured. “It—or they? More than one?”


  “I hope so,” Robert said. “Any creature that can outmatch three high bloods and a wilder … frightens me.”


  I hadn’t thought of that, and a chill ran down my spine.


  “After I fell, what happened then?”


  Glancing at my bandaged hands, I shrugged. “Not much. I only held out for a moment more.” The wrappings drew my attention. My hands were better, but still ached, particularly after my room-cleaning flurry. “There was a scream … I reached into the fire.”


  My eyes flicked back upward. “I reached across and tried to grab hold of Julian. That’s when the scream happened. And the light flared, and I passed out.” I’d reached into the fire. No wonder my hands were burned.


  Robert sighed and leaned his head back again. “So that leaves us with nothing—except our gods-damned memories.”


  I knew what he meant. That golden light was engraved on my eyelids, a reminder of our folly. I wondered if it would ever go away.


  “This was not the same as before,” Robert whispered.


  Unthinking, I slid back, and half-fell into the chair’s depths. From my new vantage point, I frowned across at him. “What?”


  He managed to sit up, escaping his own little hole. “You felt it, did you not? Whatever took Julian before, it seems to have treated him kindly.”


  I almost disagreed, but swallowed the words before they left my mouth. Someone had erased the traces of his ritual, and returned his athame to his room. Julian had been thin when he returned, and he didn’t remember anything, but by all signs no serious harm had been done to him. I couldn’t see that happening this time. The malevolence I’d felt from the golden light had been all too clear.


  The golden light?


  The thought seemed to occur to Robert at the same moment. “What made it change?”


  With my eyes closed, I could see it again. The green mist, changing to gold. Or—“It didn’t change.”


  “Something else took over.”


  The pieces were falling into place. Sort of. “Julian starts the ritual. Some … entity … comes.”


  “Which is possibly what he encountered before.”


  “Yes.” It was making more and more sense. “So we succeeded in calling in something that could explain what happened in the attack on Samhain, and where he went afterward. Maybe. But then the other influence came, the malevolent one. And the rest, we know.”


  “Except where he went.”


  “We’ll figure that out too,” I said, and for a moment I truly believed it.


  Robert rose and extended a hand to pull me from my seat. I accepted it, lacking the energy to fight free on my own. For a moment I simply stood next to him, taking a breath to steady myself. Friends. I had more than one. I needed to remember that in the days to come; we could draw on each other’s strength.


  “Come,” Robert said, and we left the Dungeon.


  ~


  I stopped in the door to the bedroom, took one look at Liesel, and said, “You meddling little elf.”


  Despite everything, a smile spread across her face. I collapsed onto my own, unmade bed and rolled my eyes. “I thought you wanted me and Robert to forgive each other, or something—to get over being guilty about what happened.”


  Liesel snorted. “More fool me if I thought you would do it. No, you both have a right to feel upset over this mess. The Lord and Lady know I do. And that’s healthy. But you needed to talk it over, just for your peace of mind.”


  “Well, we did. As you can obviously tell.”


  “You’re no longer in a mood to chew on the walls, at least.”


  My anger was still there, but now it was aimed in a more useful direction than at myself. Whatever was behind that golden light, it would pay.


  The thought reminded me, and I sat up on my bed. “I should also tell you—more good came of this than just emotional therapy.”


  Liesel listened with wide eyes as I outlined what Robert and I had sorted out. When I was done, she laced her fingers together in a rare sign of nervousness and asked, “Kim … what will you do, if you figure out where Julian’s gone?”


  I opened my mouth to answer, then shut it. Rising, I paced to the window, looking out on the snow, flaming bright where the setting sun touched it. My stomach complained mildly, and I realized I hadn’t eaten lunch. We should go to dinner soon. Though the thought of actual food made me ill.


  “I don’t know,” I whispered, thinking of my argument with Robert, my decision to help Julian despite the danger. “My fear is, I won’t be able to do anything.” I laughed softly. “How’s that for hell? Krauss rating of point four, and it’ll be good for nothing whatsoever.”


  “But you won’t give up,” Liesel said.


  “No.” I shook my head, still not looking at her. “I couldn’t live with myself if I left Julian to face this alone.”


  Silence from behind me. Liesel was wrestling with a question, hard enough that I could feel it in the air. Finally she voiced it. “And if he’s dead?”


  “He’s not.”


  I said it without thinking. It wasn’t defensive—or not only defensive—I believed it, gut-deep. Liesel said, “How do you know?”


  I looked down, twisting my hands. “I can’t prove it. You know how my readings have been. But divinatory gifts can work on a subtler level, too—especially if you’ve got a connection to the subject.”


  “A connection?”


  She knew damn well what I meant. This was her favorite trick, asking questions to lead the patient into understanding things for herself. For myself. Liesel wasn’t pushing me empathically, but she was definitely working on me, toward a specific end. I just wish she’d chosen a better time to do it. Like before all this trouble started.


  “Friendship,” I muttered at last, giving my fingernails far more attention than they deserved. “Maybe more.”


  Liesel rose and put her hand on my shoulder, a spot of warmth and support I sorely needed. “Then I believe he’s okay, or will be. Because you believe it, and I trust you.”


  Now we just had to hope I was right.


  ~


  My sleep was uneasy, troubled by vague dreams interspersed with sharp sequences where I tried to reach through the fire to take Julian’s hand, but watched in horror as my arms melted, dripping like hot wax to the ground until I was left with nothing beyond my shoulders; or where Julian’s skin was pulled from his body, him screaming all the while.


  I woke with a jolt from a cycle where I tried to escape the ritual circle, but was continually thrown back by the shields. For a moment I lay still, calming my heart. Then I looked at my clock and found it was early morning. Dawn was only a vague grey hint on the horizon. I gazed out the window for a while, then pulled on warm clothing and went outside.


  The air was searingly cold. I hunched my shoulders into my coat and tramped through the snow across the fields, with no particular destination in mind. My feet took me to the banks of the river, already frozen over, and without thinking I turned and followed its course upstream. The path was becoming far too familiar.


  Dean Seong hadn’t exaggerated the damage we’d done. The tree with the broken limb was gone, but I didn’t need it; the ground in a huge circle was bare of trees, underbrush, and even snow. I circled around its edge, eyeing the unnaturally clear dirt, before pulling off one glove and touching the earth gingerly. It burned hot, and I snatched my hand back. All physical traces of our work were gone. The only things in the circle that had survived the blast were ourselves and our ritual knives. Julian’s athame had been there, too, the blade scorched black.


  Postcognition wasn’t my strength, but I wasn’t incapable of it, either. Closing my eyes, I reached out with my mind.


  I realized my mistake an instant later, but not before a pounding headache leapt into being. If I looked crosswise at the circle of bare earth, I could see the radioactive glow of the spot, power heating the earth and all but blinding anyone who tried to examine it. The Dean and her cohorts must have set up a buffer to investigate this. No one could possibly read magical signatures out of something that volatile, not directly.


  Trembling, but not from the cold, I perched myself on a boulder and sat looking out over the river. Sunrise was closer now, pinking the sky, but as yet doing nothing to warm the air.


  Sitting there, waiting for the sun to rise, I slowly released the various barriers within. My recent calm was unnatural. I knew it, and Liesel did too—but it was necessary. I could not afford to break down.


  Except now, in this little moment of quiet before the day began once more. Looking at the river, I exhaled a long, unsteady breath, and let myself acknowledge my fears.


  I might never see Julian again. Even if I did, he might not be whole, in body or mind. And then these past years, all the times I backed off, giving Julian the space he seemed to crave … I’d curse that lost time, those lost chances to reach across the gap and, perhaps, be more than a friend.


  My throat closed up tight. I balled my hands, but my gloves kept my fingernails from digging in. Oaths to do better were pointless; I might never get the chance to make good on them. But with the river’s icy surface blurring in my vision, I sent up a private prayer, to whomever might be listening.


  “Please—bring him back safe.”


  ~


  I hated tears, but they did bring catharsis. Once my face and nose had frozen solid, I went back to Wolfstone, and if my heart wasn’t lighter, at least it felt stronger. In the entryway of the dorm, I paused to shake a light dusting of snow off my coat, and was almost shoved back outside as Liesel came off the staircase at a dead run.


  She rammed my port into my hand. “You left this in the room.”


  I stared at her. “What’s going on?”


  “I’ve been waiting for you to come back,” she said, grabbing my arm and hauling me out the door. “They found Julian.”


  ~


  I careened down the hospital corridor, avoided a tray-laden nurse by the narrowest of margins, flew past a desk and the objecting man there—leaving Liesel to cover for me—and threw myself into a scene of chaos.


  Two doctors stood on opposite sides of Julian’s head, arguing loudly as a harried nurse tried to edge around them. A security guard—what the hell was he for?—stood uncomfortably, off to one side yet somehow in everyone’s way, doing his best to ignore the Dean chewing out Professor Grayson.


  I ignored all of them. Elbowing past a second nurse, I ducked around Grayson to crouch at Julian’s side.


  My stomach lurched at the sight of him. His dead white skin gleamed with a sheen of cold sweat, beading down his face to soak into his tangled hair. Far worse, every wiry muscle in his body strained desperately against the straps binding him to the bed.


  “Enough!”


  Grayson’s voice cracked like a whip through the babble. Everyone froze and stared at her—even me.


  The white-haired woman pointed one imperious finger at the doctor on my side of Julian’s bed. “You. Out. This isn’t your patient, and your counsel has not been called for. If you are needed, you will be summoned.” The woman tried to look outraged, but withered under Grayson’s glare and departed. The finger moved on.


  “You. That work can be done later. Go away.” The nurse under fire fled, nearly running over the one I’d shoved past. He, too, thought the better of being there.


  “You. Can you not guard a room from outside?” The security guard escaped with relief.


  When the professor turned to the Dean, her hand dropped and her tone softened, but not by much. “I’ll do what I can, Emily. You’ve put me in charge of this affair; now please allow me some time—and quiet!—in which to work.”


  Grayson was in control? No wonder she could get away with ordering everyone around. The Dean looked like she wanted to say something more, but decided against it. Leaving, she almost bumped into Liesel, who chose to stay in the hallway. Wise of her.


  That left four people in the room—me, Grayson, the second doctor, and Julian. In the silence I could clearly hear the rasp of his breathing as he struggled with crazed strength to free himself from the bonds that trapped him.


  My usual shields must have been in tatters, because Grayson’s voice gentled when she spoke to me. “Kimberly, you shouldn’t be here. We’ll let you know if anything happens.”


  “Why is he tied down?”


  The question came out too harshly, but I wouldn’t have taken it back if I could. Julian’s hand spasmed open and shut on my own as I slipped it into his, and he gripped my palm hard enough to grind bone against bone.


  “We had to restrain him,” the doctor across from me said, reeking of soothing bedside manner. “He could injure himself, or others. He wouldn’t even let us get an I.V. into his arm.”


  I straightened from my half-crouch, knees stiff, and looked down on my friend. What I saw made me sick.


  Julian’s eyes were open, but there was nothing of him in the blind rage I saw there. His lips were peeled back in a silent snarl. Every scrap of strength in his lean body directed itself against his canvas chains, jerking against them as though he could break free by sheer will. He fought with the desperate fury of an animal gone berserk.


  I knew Julian’s mind—better than anyone else in this room—and I knew what sent him over this edge.


  I could barely speak past the fist-sized lump in my throat. Julian’s straining body blurred into a smear of color; I wiped the tears away with my free hand. “Let him go.”


  A pause. Then Grayson replied.


  “Kimberly, we can’t do that. Look at him. He could hurt someone, maybe himself.”


  Julian’s left hand was the only part of him not throwing itself madly against the straps. It remained steady and white-knuckled, crushing my palm.


  “Release him,” I snarled. Were it not for Julian’s hold on me, I might have shaken her.


  Grayson looked at me. The doctor glanced back and forth between us, uncertainty written on his face. Guardians, even retired ones, had a certain amount of legal authority in such cases. The doctor wanted to keep Julian bound, but if the professor gave the word, he would probably have to cooperate.


  Desperate, I marshaled my empathic control, gathering up my certainty and tossing it to Grayson. Not to force it on her, but to show her, in the most direct way possible. I wasn’t just a panicked young woman, upset by her friend’s condition. I knew.


  Grayson said, “Untie him.”


  The doctor hesitated, but it wasn’t his call. I turned back to Julian and knelt, returning his grip with all my strength, as he began to unbuckle the straps.


  Julian surged upward as soon as his body was freed. One wide-flung arm knocked the I.V. stand over. The doctor lunged to save it. Grayson undid the band across his legs, and was almost kicked in the jaw for her pains. I put my hands on Julian’s shoulders, talking desperately to him. I had no idea what I was saying; I was simply trying to get through to him, past the madness, trying to find a spark in him that could still hear.


  At last he subsided, breath rasping in his throat. His left hand sought out mine once more, clutching it convulsively. I stroked his wrist, still speaking in a rapid, low voice, calming him as best I could. While I soothed Julian, the doctor examined his I.V. and checked several monitors beeping their displeasure.


  He backed off, out of my peripheral vision, and I dimly heard him speaking to Grayson, who answered briefly. The door opened and shut. Then there was quiet, except for Julian’s gasps.


  “Why were you so certain?”


  I ignored Grayson’s question. Julian’s eyes were closed, but the tendons in his neck no longer stood out as sharp ridges against his skin, and healthier color was returning to his face. Not enough, but he looked less like a corpse.


  After a moment, Grayson departed as well. Left alone in the hospital room, I sat with my eyes on Julian’s sweat-covered face, still whispering to him, holding his hand in both of my own, trying to call him back to himself.


  ~


  I stayed there for hours. Nurses showed up from time to time, to tinker with various pieces of equipment and make marks on a chart. Food was put on a little table for me. I ignored it. Even Grayson appeared once, staring not at Julian, but at me, for a long time before leaving.


  He slept, but not peacefully. Dreams sometimes clawed at him, making him jerk his head back and forth, muttering incoherently; I gripped his hand and tried to ease him through them. Sometimes he stared at the ceiling, and didn’t seem to see me or anyone else. Then his eyes slid shut, and soon another nightmare took over.


  I didn’t know how to stop them.


  I needed more information for that. The room was quiet; no one had been in for a while. I settled my feet flat on the floor, breathed myself into a light trance, and called on a skill Liesel used much more often than I did.


  Julian’s aura surged with about eight different colors, few of them happy. Fear predominated, a sickly green. Murderous fury slashed through in almost equal proportion. But it was also streaked with dead-black horror, and colorless despair, grey confusion—and, oddly enough, repeated threads of bright curiosity. Other emotions, too, flashing in and out too quickly to be registered.


  I considered my options. I wasn’t some mind-numb PK specialist headed for Hollywood, but neither was I an experienced empath, trained to interpret Julian’s mental condition from his chakras or other signs. The doctors would already have done that, and this stalemate was the result.


  To know more, someone would have to do something that, given Julian’s current state, was insanely dangerous: they would have to touch his mind.


  Grayson would stop me in a heartbeat. But she wasn’t here right now; no one was. And Julian hadn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t. I had to believe that.


  I couldn’t live with myself if I left Julian to face this alone.


  So I’d told Liesel. And I was here—but that wasn’t enough. Julian was alone right now. If I could touch him, even for a moment, it might help.


  Taking a deep breath, I reached out and picked up his hand once more, curling the slack fingers around my own. The danger still lurked just beneath the surface, the terrible, uncontrolled power that could crush me in an instant.


  I gathered myself, closed my eyes, and dove in.


  Julian’s madness washed over me, carrying me down into the abyss.


  ~


  “Find anything?”


  Grayson’s voice jolted me the rest of the way awake. I sat up abruptly, confused to find myself in a hospital bed. The room was empty, save for the white-haired professor and a tray with a little plastic cup on it.


  How could I cover? She’d obviously found me tranced, and knew what I had done. There was no real way to save face, but I had to try. “Professor Grayson, I—”


  “Did you think I’d forgotten you were in there with him?” she said, before the excuse was out of my mouth. “I was hoping you would do it.”


  “You what?” Confusion and fury vied for the right to choke my voice off. “You wanted me to touch a wilder?”


  “It’s dangerous, I know.” Grayson seemed unfazed by her own understatement. “The best of us are leery of letting someone touch our minds, even under the best of circumstances. Wilders are a thousand times worse. They have natural defenses—they’re taught to control them, of course, as a part of their earliest training, but conscious control left Julian Fiain a long time ago. In his state, he’s liable to kill anything that comes near him.”


  “Then why the hell did you want me to probe him?” I asked through clenched teeth. No wonder I’d had that window of opportunity, without any nurses coming in. Grayson wanted me to work uninterrupted.


  “Two reasons,” she said. “The first is that several people, all of whom I believe, have told me that no one in the world is closer to him than you. If he would trust anyone, it would be you.”


  The “if” and “would” made Grayson’s argument dangerously weak. But I clamped my jaw shut and waited to see if she had anything more convincing.


  “The other,” she went on, “is everything that’s happened since you appeared. You saw instantly that he should be released.”


  “It was obvious,” I said. “The only way to quiet him was to free him.”


  Grayson shrugged. “You saw it. We didn’t. And don’t think I missed his grip on your hand; he held on to you, when he’s tried to destroy anyone else who so much as lays a finger on him. Once he was untied, he still held on, and your voice calmed him.”


  Her gaze bored into mine, relentless. This wasn’t a professor I was facing now; it was an ex-Guardian. “He trusts you like no one else. You’re not an empath, but sometimes that bond of trust can do more to protect and aid you than any amount of talent or training.


  “Now I ask you again. Did you learn anything we can use to help him?”


  I closed my eyes against that iron voice. Could anything be gained by hiding the truth from her?


  No. When I opened my eyes, I told her what little I knew.


  “I don’t know what happened to him. But whatever it was—whoever it was—they bound him against his will. That’s why he snapped when he was tied down. If you want to preserve what’s left of his sanity, don’t try that again.” Grayson nodded, but I went on without waiting for her agreement. “Some of the rest seems all of a piece. Anger and hatred and fear. Despair. Things that could be linked with being held captive. But there are things that don’t fit.”


  Uncertainty made me stop there, until Grayson prodded me on. “Like what?”


  “He … he saw something. I don’t know what. But the feeling I got from him … like the awe you feel, when your gifts first come to life.” I shook my head. “Similar, but not the same.”


  Grayson looked puzzled, which was par for the course. How could that fit with the sink of negativity I had sensed? It seemed she couldn’t tell, either. “Anything else?”


  “Not much. Curiosity, almost strong enough to overpower everything else when it flashed through, but that wasn’t often.”


  “You said ‘they’ a moment ago,” Grayson said, backtracking.


  I nodded, biting my lip as I tried to work through it. “Someone was laughing at him. Not in a good way. I think … I think the hatred and anger were directed at those people.” But there had been others. The kind voice, the comforting touch; some of that I recognized as myself. It was enough to make me cry, knowing I had reached him. The rest of it, though—not me. “Somebody else helped him. Maybe freed him? I’m not sure.”


  Grayson nodded. “All right. Why don’t you lie back and rest a while longer. I’m surprised backlash hasn’t pounded your eyes out of their sockets yet.”


  Truth be told, I hadn’t felt anything. But as soon as Grayson mentioned it, my redirected attention brought the headache down, like a chisel trying to crack my skull in half. How much was picked up from Julian and how much was my own, I couldn’t tell. Grayson jerked her chin toward the little plastic cup, sitting lonely on its tray; I downed the tiny green pills with the aid of the water-tube sticking out of the wall. The professor stood, but before she could walk out, a thought occurred to me—all the more shaming for my failure to think of it before.


  “What about Julian?”


  She paused in the doorway. “He’s resting better now. Get some sleep yourself.” The door clicked shut behind her.


  I tried to get up and pursue—that curt answer wasn’t anywhere near enough, not by half—but I couldn’t make myself move. Bitch. The pills were taking away my headache, and most of my energy with it. They must have been loaded with a sedative, backed by a healthy slug of magical encouragement from my esteemed professor. But I could barely even muster the will to be angry before the medication folded me into dreamless sleep.


  


  Chapter Six


  If I hadn’t seen with my own eyes that Julian was sleeping more peacefully, I might not have been willing to heed Grayson’s “suggestion” that I go back to my dorm room. But I had, and so I went. It was easier than arguing.


  Given recent events, I should have been alert. But home was safe, and so I went on autopilot as I climbed the stairs. I had the door unlocked, opened, and shut behind me before the skin-crawling presence in my room registered. And then I lost another half-second to the thought oh, it’s just Julian before I remembered he was in the hospital.


  In that half-second, the stranger spoke. “Are you the woman who calls herself Kim?”


  My throat strangled its own shriek. My back smacked into the door, and one hand scrabbled for the knob while the other flew out as if to ward something off. But the person seated in my chair made no threatening move, no motion of any kind, and I started to feel silly because clearly it was just a—


  It wasn’t a wilder.


  It wasn’t human.


  Supernaturally green eyes. Features cast in an unearthly mold. A shock of pure silver hair no homo sapiens ever possessed. He—I thought it was a he—could pass for a man at a distance, but the way my skin was trying to crawl off my body marked that for the lie it was.


  The words stuttered out of my mouth. “Who—who are you?”


  “You may use the name Falcon.”


  Not a real answer. And not my real question. I licked my lips and tried again. “What are you?”


  He inclined his head to one side, studying me like his namesake. And then he spoke the answer my subconscious had been screaming at me since I laid eyes on him.


  “I am one of the sidhe.”


  Only willpower and locked knees kept me upright. My hand had found the doorknob, but to make a fast exit I’d have to turn my back on Falcon. And then what? Out into the hallway, to scream for my fellow students? What good would that do? And he was still just sitting in my chair, doing nothing worse than studying me.


  Though that was bad enough.


  “The Otherworld—it separated from ours long ago,” I said, in a near-voiceless croak. It had to be a joke. He didn’t look human, but it could be a disguise. A costume. Though no costume, no special effect, had ever produced anything like those unbearable eyes. Or the presence, the flesh-crawling presence of raw magical force, beyond anything that belonged in this world.


  “Yes,” he said, as if I’d commented on the weather. “But now it is returning.”


  This time my knees did give out, and I sank into a speechless heap on the floor.


  Falcon’s lip curled. “The changeling was right. Do you remember nothing?” My mouth worked silently, unable to form words. “Your world and ours separated long ago, yes, but that was never to be permanent. Truly, did no one remember this? Did the signs of our approach not alert you?”


  Signs of their approach. Samhain? The Tower?


  First Manifestation. A hysterical laugh almost broke free of me. Oh, to be in Sheffield’s class again. I felt like I was trying to stand in an earthquake, like a fault-line just cracked my entire world in half.


  In a way, it had. The sidhe were coming back. They were here.


  One of them was sitting in my chair.


  I occasionally had a proud streak. It nearly drowned me when I was seven and said I could swim further than my best friend Tashelle; it kept me from admitting my doubts and fears regarding CM. It also put me back on my feet, because I refused to grovel in front of this creature, even if my gifts were a pittance next to his … existence. And then pride turned to anger, which gave me the strength to come forward one step. “Are you the ones who held Julian prisoner?”


  “The changeling?” He moved one hand in an unreadable gesture. “Yes and no.”


  “I want a straight answer, gods damn it!”


  He held up his hands to forestall my fury. “The changeling was most recently in our custody, but if you refer to the damage done to him, as I assume you do, then my people are not responsible for it.” His unnatural eyes narrowed. “How much do you know of the sidhe?”


  I had no reason to believe him—except that he was still sitting there, doing nothing worse than taking over my chair. My brain kept failing to put those things together: Dorm room. Sidhe. Utter banality, and numinousness on two legs. I realized he’d asked me a question, and answered it. “Not much.”


  “Do you know of the Great Courts?”


  Courts? As in law? Or royalty? Then I understood. “The Seelie and the Unseelie.” Not just slang terms after all. Gods.


  He nodded. “I am of the former. And those who harmed the changeling are of the latter. The Unseelie are not your friends, nor are they ours. We do not make war with them—not with weapons and death—but we come very close, and when we learned they held the changeling prisoner, we took steps to oppose them.”


  “You freed him.” It wasn’t a question; the mad chaos of Julian’s mind was beginning to sort itself out. I’d scented this presence in his thoughts.


  “Yes.”


  I glanced down. Even looking at that face was hard, let alone those eyes. Gods help me if he ever met my gaze directly. If it weren’t for two years of friendship with Julian, I might have gone screaming out the door. But that wouldn’t help anyone, wouldn’t put together the pieces of this puzzle.


  Being a Guardian wasn’t about battling demons in Times Square. It was about continuing to think, long after your brain wanted to collapse from shock.


  “But Julian disappeared before,” I said, remembering the events of the last three weeks. “And before even that, there was an attack—”


  “On Samhain. He told us of it. He came to our Court briefly, as a guest. We talked with him a great deal, then. This time….” Falcon sighed. “He was not so rational.”


  “He was in the Otherworld?” My grip on calmness slipped dangerously. “How could he forget something like that?”


  “Our fault,” the sidhe admitted. “Unlike the Unseelie, with their attempt on Samhain, we have chosen to keep our presence quiet, at least for the time being. We blanked the changeling’s memory, with his permission, before returning him to this world.”


  I held onto the back of Liesel’s armchair, needing the touch of something solid. No wonder none of us could find him. He’d left this world entirely. Like—like a changeling. I cringed every time Falcon said the word, though I doubted he recognized it as a slur.


  Or did he? How much did they know about our world? Had they been watching us?


  I took a slow breath and tried to think of the basics, the questions I should have been asking from the start. “Why are you here?”


  “I myself? Because of the changeling. The damage he suffered is best healed here, in his own world. But we have not been able to track him since his return, and so I sought out you.”


  “Me? Why?”


  Falcon shrugged. “He mentioned your name often in his ravings. I assumed you were a suitable contact. Can you tell me how he fares?”


  Relief washed over me, weakening my knees again. They couldn’t track Julian—probably because of the hospital shields. We weren’t sitting ducks. I sank into Liesel’s chair, wondering what to tell the sidhe. I shouldn’t be telling him anything; I should be calling the President, or someone at the Pentagon. This was way beyond my pay grade. But Falcon said they were staying quiet, and I wasn’t about to argue with someone who could smear my mind from here to Buenos Aires. Not while he was sitting ten feet away.


  Instead I told him about Julian. “He’s … not well. What happened to him?”


  “We wish we knew,” Falcon said grimly. “But he was not in any condition to be questioned.”


  I tensed, remembering. “He’s getting better, I guess. I managed to get through to him, let him know where he was. I don’t think he realized he wasn’t in the Otherworld anymore.” The memory of his madness crawled along my bones. That, and my impressions of what caused it. “I’m afraid to know what the Unseelie did to him.”


  “I do not blame you,” Falcon replied, and the words were hardly comforting.


  Someone knocked on the door.


  I almost jumped out of my skin. Falcon didn’t, but he stared at the door as though it were a viper poised to strike. Throwing protocol to the winds, I reached out with my mind to see who was on the other side of the door. If it was who I hoped….


  “How well do you trust him?” Falcon asked.


  He was able to tell what I’d done? I wondered with a chill what exactly the limits of Falcon’s abilities were. He must have some. But first I had to deal with our guest. “Robert is Julian’s roommate, and one of his best friends.”


  Falcon nodded, and I rose to answer the door.


  Robert opened his mouth to say something, took one look at my expression, and aborted it. “What happened?”


  I paused helplessly. How did one go about explaining this? Words fell several miles short of adequacy. “You’d better come in.” He passed me, and I shut the door behind him.


  Falcon rose lithely to his feet as Robert entered, and I realized for the first time that he was fully a match for Robert in height. “This is Falcon,” I said, knowing how ludicrous my next words would sound. “He’s one of the sidhe.”


  The two looked one another in the eye, and a silent challenge hung in the air. Falcon’s manner commanded awe; he was unearthly and imposing and strange. But Robert lived with Julian—and more than that, he had boundless reserves of stubbornness, and a refusal to be intimidated. His eyes went very wide, but he met Falcon’s Otherworldly presence with fierce determination.


  Too fierce. Before it could come to a confrontation, I brushed Robert’s mind, offering him my impression of the sidhe. Not friendship, but nothing that merited a fight.


  Falcon broke the standoff by speaking. “She tells me you’re close to the changeling.”


  “He’s my friend,” Robert said. His face had a distant look, and I waited to hear what he would say. Robert had a quick mind. How much could he figure out? “How long have you been here?”


  “Before Samhain, we could not touch this world.”


  Robert nodded absently. “You’re not the one who took Julian this last time, or I’d have found Kim flinging levinbolts your way when I arrived.”


  “The Courts are real,” I said.


  Robert didn’t need more. “I see. You’re of the Seelie, then, or whatever you call yourselves. The ‘good’ sidhe. Why are you here?”


  “The separation of our worlds is ending.”


  It got only a blink, at least on the outside. “So we’ll see more of this in the future.” Falcon nodded, and Robert sighed. He scrubbed at his face with one hand, then scraped it through the reddish tangle of his hair. Robert looked none too well, I noticed. He had to be worried sick over Julian, though he might not admit it—and now this. But at least he hadn’t run screaming, either. Or tried to kill the sidhe.


  “I also came to warn you,” Falcon said, lowering himself once more into my chair. “Time runs short. As of now, passage between our world and yours is not easy, and we are limited in our contact. That will not remain true for long. The way will continue to open.”


  “How long?” Robert addressed his question to the floor.


  “The worlds will become one at some future point; I cannot predict when. The passage between will open fully, however, on the winter solstice. And when that happens, the Unseelie will waste no time in reaching out to the rest of your world.”


  “Why?” I asked. The question had been burning in me since Samhain, and now it had a target. “What are they after? They attacked Julian, but what did they hope to gain from it?”


  “Who can say?” Falcon spread his hands. “Their minds are barred to me. But they seek, as they always have, to overcome their enemies, the Seelie Court. Whatever their purpose in coming after your friend, that victory was their ultimate goal. It always will be. Humans are merely a means to that end. And now their first method has failed, they will find another. This is why I warn you. We will do what we can, but you must be prepared to defend yourselves, or else become the slaves of the Unseelie.”


  His matter-of-fact delivery was more chilling than the most portentous proclamation could have been. But if the attack on Julian was only the first step, then Falcon probably wasn’t being ominous enough.


  They wanted to enslave us, he said. How? Had they tried to rip Julian’s mind out? I shuddered, but forced myself to consider it. No, that made no sense; that would have made him an automaton, not much more use than a golem. Surely they had no need of that. Maybe they’d tried to rob him of his magic—except that made no more sense than my previous idea. The sidhe had plenty of magic without stealing ours. One look at Falcon made that clear. I didn’t like the idea of asking Julian when he woke up—it would be too much like asking him to relive it—but I didn’t see any other choice. To defend ourselves against the Unseelie, we had to know what they were trying to do.


  “Kim,” Robert said. Raising my head, I realized that he and Falcon were both looking at me. From the sound of it, this must have been the third or fourth time he’d called me.


  “Sorry,” I muttered, smoothing my hair out of my face. “My mind was … elsewhere.”


  “I asked about Julian’s condition,” Robert repeated.


  Julian. Hospital. My mind lurched back on track. “Middling. He was more or less insane when they found him.” Robert looked ill. “He’s better now, but not well. And they don’t dare try any of the usual mind-healing on him; his nerves are shot, and they don’t have anyone qualified to work on a wilder. He’d kill whoever tried.”


  Robert scowled. He seemed adjusted to Falcon’s presence, but it was just as much a lie as my own calm was. I didn’t need Liesel to tell me that. And Falcon probably didn’t, either. “The bastards would not let me in to see him.”


  They must have tightened up security after I blasted through. “I’m surprised I got in, myself.”


  “You made it inside? What did you see?”


  I ran through the details in my mind, remembering what I’d said to Falcon, trying to decide if I should keep anything back for now. The sidhe watched from the chair, with what I couldn’t help thinking of as a raptorial air. “He thought he was still in the Otherworld. They had him tied down, but I got them to free him, and that helped. From what I picked up from his mind, the Unseelie did something horrible to him before the Seelie rescued him.” I made myself nod thanks toward Falcon, who didn’t respond.


  “You’ve touched his mind?”


  Robert’s sudden vehemence took me aback. “Yes.”


  His long legs carried him across the room in a sudden spurt of energy. “This is perfect. I did not think it could be done, but if you’ve touched Julian and still retain your sanity—if he did not attack you—then perhaps it can work.”


  Now both Falcon and I were both staring at him. “What can work?”


  “A healing circle.” Robert stopped in front of me, gripping my shoulders with feverish intensity. “No one else here can do it. As you said, none of these doctors are trained to cope with a wilder—the need for it has been nonexistent. I wanted the Palladian Circle to try, but could not predict whether Julian would recognize us as friends. But if you read him successfully, I am certain we can do it. You will lead the circle; he knows your touch, and will not fight.”


  I stared at Robert. Of all the idiotic stunts we’d tried in the last few weeks, this would set a new record.


  But it was still a good idea. Julian needed some kind of help. “What do the others think?”


  “I have not yet asked. The thought came to me just recently. I was in the Arboretum, venting some of my irritation at the fools in the hospital.” I winced. He’d probably detonated a few bushes into oblivion. “I thought to ask you first. If you thought it worthwhile, then we would try the others.”


  By “worthwhile,” he meant “not suicidal.” But he had a point; I was a better judge of that than Michele would be.


  Could we get them to risk it? Julian wasn’t their friend—not like he was to Robert and me, or even Liesel. We could only ask. “It is a good plan,” Falcon said, without anyone soliciting his opinion. “We could do little for him ourselves. His mind is alien to us, and he had difficulty distinguishing us from the Unseelie.”


  “I hope we don’t have the same problem,” I muttered. It all depended on how much Julian had calmed down.


  “Indeed.” Falcon stood again, and I consciously prevented myself from backing up a step. Then I wondered if he could tell I’d almost retreated. I’d be damned if I let him overawe me. Much. “I shall leave you, then.”


  Leave? Both Robert and I gaped at him. But you just got here, an inane voice wailed in my head. Maybe it was just afraid of being thought crazy. If I hadn’t had Robert as a witness … dorm room. Sidhe. I still couldn’t put the two together, and now one was going away.


  “Where are you going?” Robert demanded.


  The sidhe paused and looked at him with cool amusement. “Back to my own people. This place is not comfortable for me. And I do not think you wish me to accompany you.”


  “But we’ll see you again,” I said, alarmed.


  “Of course.” He nodded at me, blandly ignoring Robert’s frustration. “Not tonight, I think. The journey is not an easy one. But I will return soon; we are anxious to know how the changeling recovers.” He tipped a second nod to Robert. “Farewell.”


  Then he was out the door and gone.


  ~


  Both Robert and I stood frozen for a few eternities. My mind, freed from the entrancement of Falcon’s presence, reeled. All I could think about was what would happen if someone ran into him on the stairs. Was he going to just stroll out the front door of Wolfstone? Where was he headed, anyway—did he have to be somewhere in particular to get back to the Otherworld?


  My thoughts were interrupted by a sudden explosion of motion from Robert, who ran to the door, looked both ways down the hall, and slammed it. “Modern architecture be damned,” he growled. “I never thought I would wish for more steel around us.”


  Steel—iron. Our eyes met, and Robert swore again. “How did he get in?”


  We both rushed to inspect the doorknob, as if we’d see any signs of tampering. The lock was made of iron, to prevent telekinetic manipulation, but that didn’t seem to have stopped Falcon. “Damnation,” Robert growled. “If iron will not bar him, we have no defenses against them.”


  I slumped against the wall. The thought of him—or worse, the Unseelie—entering at will made me shiver.


  Then I realized the cold wasn’t entirely in my mind. The room itself was chillier than normal—which meant one of two things. Either the sidhe sucked the heat out of the air by his very presence, or—


  “What?” Robert called after me as I lunged into the bedroom.


  The window, which Liesel often left open a crack to admit fresh air, was gaping wide. Robert stopped behind me, and we both stared at it stupidly for a moment before sinking onto my bed in a shared fit of hysterical laughter.


  “I feel only a little safer,” I said when we had control of ourselves again.


  Robert rose to shut the window. “I agree. Even if we’re certain the lock’s iron will stop him—which we are not; this window proves nothing, and he touched the knob in leaving—we still have scant clue what their other limitations are.”


  He was echoing my own thoughts from earlier. “I know. Maybe Julian will be able to tell us something when he wakes up. Falcon said he was a guest of theirs, after he did that first summoning. He might have picked up some things.”


  “He might well have, but without those memories, it will be a moot point.”


  I swore. “I’d forgotten that. The Seelie took those from him; Falcon admitted it. But he said it was with Julian’s permission. They wanted to keep a low profile.”


  “Wanted. Have they changed their minds?”


  Leaning my head back against the wall, I studied my knotwork poster, as if there were answers to be found in its twists. “He didn’t exactly say.”


  Robert sprawled on Liesel’s bed, carefully keeping his shoes off the comforter. She’d reamed him out once for getting it dirty. Interesting, how my mind could spare attention for such idiotic details, in its desperate attempt to ignore what had just happened. I mentally smacked myself back on track as Robert said, “I believe he implied it.”


  “He said he came to warn us.”


  “But he did not say you specifically.” Robert shook his head. “Damn the English language for its imprecise pronouns. Was ‘you’ singular or plural? You, Kimberly Argant-Dubois, or the human race as a whole?”


  “I’m pretty sure he meant everybody. I mean, what the hell could I alone, or even with you and Julian, do against the Unseelie? This is going to affect more than just us.”


  Robert snorted. “It most certainly shall. You heard what he said. On the winter solstice, the way will open. It will affect the whole world, then.”


  There was a gaping silence as we both contemplated that thought. “We have to tell someone,” I said at last.


  He cocked his head to one side to consider it. And then we said in unison, “Grayson.”


  A former Guardian, and she knew all three of us. And she was one of the University Ring anchors. If I had to break news like this to anyone, I’d choose her.


  “You should be the one to give the tale,” Robert said. “She’ll not think it some jest, coming from you. And you were the one to speak with Falcon first.”


  I cursed his logic. He was right, but a part of me had been hoping he’d volunteer. Not bloody likely. “All right.”


  But when I called Grayson, it went straight to messages. Hi, Professor? I had a sidhe in my room just now, and—No. “Circle first,” I said; it was easier than doing nothing. “After we do that—if they even let us, and if we even get the others to agree—I’ll go find her. But you’re coming with me.” I fixed Robert with what I hoped was a formidable stare. He ducked his head in reluctant agreement. We split up the calls; he took Michele, Rafael, and Arthur, while I took Liesel, Ana, and Geoff. Luck did us one favor: they all answered, and agreed to meet at the hospital, where I would explain more.


  I was careful to lock the door behind me as we left.


  ~


  The hospital lay off the edge of campus, a fair hike away. We were waiting at a street corner to let the shuttle pass when Robert said, “I do not think we should tell the others.”


  I looked sideways at him. He had his hands jammed into his pockets, but he was no longer staring at the snowy ground. His gaze roved ahead, as if he could see the hospital already. “Them?”


  “The Circle. No one should know of Falcon’s visit save Grayson.”


  “But they’re part of this, too. They’ll pick it up from Julian—”


  “How? You will be the only one of us touching his mind.”


  He was right, but leaving the Circle in ignorance didn’t sit well with me. “They deserve to know.”


  “Everyone does. And soon enough, everyone will. But think, Kim, of what would happen, should this become common knowledge.”


  Not should, but when. Once it did? Panic. People would freak out. The sidhe were a pretty theory; lots of people liked it when Henry Welton told them they were partly descended from mystical creatures of legend. It fit, on an instinctual level—at least it did if you were a blood. It was one thing, though, to believe the sidhe were living in a separate, untouchable dimension that had parted from ours ages ago, and another thing entirely to see them come back. No one was ready for that. But still. “They’ll understand this needs to be kept secret.”


  Robert shook his head. I thought I saw a smile on his face; was it just the light that made it seem twisted? “Not everyone is as resilient as you, Kim.”


  Resilient? Because I hadn’t fainted, I supposed. But hearing the word only made me aware of how close I stood to the cliff, with helpless terror waiting at the bottom. I could only ignore it so long as no one brought it up. “Not so tough as you might think,” I said quietly. “If I could undo the last hour and live in ignorance, I would.”


  There was a pause. Then Robert asked, “Would you?”


  I bit my lip. The prospect was tempting: to go through the next few weeks like a normal person, unaware that my world would soon be turned upside-down. It wasn’t possible, of course, short of letting someone erase my memories. But if it were….


  “No,” I said, both to myself and Robert. “I wouldn’t.” Because that was the response of a child. And whatever was coming for us, I had to face it on my feet. Not cowering in a corner, pretending the Unseelie monsters would go away if I didn’t look at them.


  Then we were at the hospital. Most of the others were already waiting outside, and by the time we reached the group, Rafael and Ana came into view. Once they joined us, Robert laid out his plan, and what we laughingly called the logic behind it.


  Liesel barely let him finish. “Kim, touching a wilder isn’t just asking for trouble; it’s lying down in its path!”


  “Trouble for me—if there is any,” I said. “And I don’t think there will be. Not if I lead, with you telling me what to do.”


  Michele was the one we had to convince. She didn’t know much about mind-healing, but the Circle had always been her baby, and the others would be persuaded by her. Facing her, I said, “Look. I know this isn’t the kind of thing you guys signed up for, letting me into the Circle. Not for somebody who isn’t part of the group, and especially not when he’s a wilder. But—”


  “But nothing,” Michele said. “We’re doing it.”


  I did my best not to gape. That easily? Then a faint touch brushed my mind: Liesel. I touched back, and her shielded voice whispered in my telepathic ear. Did you intend to blackmail her into this?


  What? No!


  A ripple of amusement. No wonder it worked. Kim, you’re a part of the Circle—you and Robert both. We pledged to lend you our strength. And Michele holds that sacred.


  It filled me with both warmth and unease. I hadn’t thought much about that promise. I devoutly hoped I wasn’t going to repay their support by bringing the Unseelie down on their heads.


  We had other problems to deal with first, though. A new security guard sat at the desk; the man I’d blitzed by was gone. This woman looked at me suspiciously when I asked after Julian’s doctor. “Why do you want to see him?”


  I deliberately crumpled my face and let some of my emotions leak at her. She had enough sidhe blood to feel my worry if I hit her over the head with it. “His patient’s a friend of mine. I want to talk to him, find out how Julian is. When I’ll be able to visit him. That kind of thing.” A slight tremble of the lower lip. “Please?”


  She favored me for a moment with the requisite hard-eyed security guard look, then relented. “He’s in his office right now. Down the hall, turn left, first door on the left.”


  I thanked her and hurried off, Circle in tow. “I had no idea you had such drama in you,” Robert murmured in my ear as we went.


  “Shut up. I had to get her to listen to me somehow.”


  He snickered, and then we were at the door. The name plate read “Dr. Stone.” Not an auspicious name, if we were looking for leniency, but I could hardly ask for a replacement. Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I knocked.


  I waited so long that I began to wonder if he was even there. But finally a voice, dimly remembered from my time at Julian’s bedside, called out. “Come in.”


  The rest of the Circle waited outside as Liesel, Robert, and I went in. And there, to my unpleasant surprise, I found that Dr. Stone already had a guest.


  “I seem to remember telling you to go home and rest, Kimberly,” Grayson said.


  No wonder she wasn’t answering her port. Damn it—I hadn’t counted on having to get past Grayson. Tears and trembling lips would get me nowhere with her. And unless things had changed since I left, she had the authority to countermand the doctor. Our grand plans might come to a crashing halt right here, before we even had a chance to try them.


  Or maybe not. Grayson had wanted me to read Julian, after all. Far from having an enemy in the room, I might just have an ally.


  “Dr. Grayson,” I said as calmly as I could. “You’re just who I was looking for.” Next to me I felt Robert and Liesel shift in confusion.


  “Is that so,” Grayson said. She was still eyeing me skeptically. “For what?”


  “We’d like to try a healing circle on Julian.”


  “Out of the question,” Stone said. “You’re not trained.”


  Grayson held up one hand to silence him, and I felt a small surge of triumph. She might be an ally indeed. If I could just convince her. “What were you planning to do? He’s right; you aren’t trained.”


  “I am, a little,” Liesel said. “Not much, I know, but we’re not planning anything elaborate. We just want to see what we can do for him. Reassure him, maybe do some blocking, that kind of thing.”


  “But you can’t lead,” Grayson countered.


  “None of them can,” Stone interjected. “How are they planning on shielding themselves? He’ll destroy them. His control is gone right now. Even my people can’t deal with a wilder.”


  “I’m leading,” I said.


  Stone snorted, but Grayson nodded. “I thought so.”


  “What?” The doctor looked appalled.


  “Julian won’t attack me,” I continued. “He didn’t before, when I read him. So I’ll lead the circle, and Liesel will guide me in what to do.”


  “Dr. Grayson, surely you can’t be considering this.”


  Grayson turned a look on Stone that suggested she was losing patience with the man. “I can and I am. You have no one here who is trained to work on him, and the University will take days to decide whether or not to fly a specialist in. In the meantime, you have an insane wilder on your hands. He’s quiet at the moment, but how long before he starts to lash out again? How long can the shields on that room hold up?”


  “But you’re risking these students’ minds if you let them try this!”


  “I’ll shield them myself before they begin.”


  “Why don’t you lead?”


  “Don’t be an idiot,” Grayson snapped. “I lack talent at this kind of thing, and more importantly, Julian Fiain doesn’t trust me. Not to the degree necessary for this. Kimberly, on the other hand, is a close friend of his, and has already proved she can touch his mind without danger. That will count for more than my marginal skill at mind-healing ever could.”


  “But—” the doctor began again.


  “No. I’ve decided. They may try their Circle, provided I shield them first and am present in the room for the duration.” Grayson’s tone left no room for argument. The doctor looked mad enough to chew nails, but he didn’t say anything. I felt a brief flash of pity for him; the man’s authority had been trampled a lot lately. It would take a saint to endure that and not feel slighted.


  But I cared far more for Julian’s condition than for his feelings.


  “Please reserve one of the ritual theatres for them,” Grayson said. “We’ll be down there in half an hour.”


  Stone reluctantly nodded his consent.


  “Come with me,” the professor said, standing. “We have to prepare.”


  ~


  The hospital’s supply room was stocked with more ritual tools than I’d ever imagined in one place. Smokeless candles, that wouldn’t endanger patients with breathing difficulties. Athames and larger sorcerer’s swords, of an “industrial” type anybody could use, though not as effectively as a personal blade. Wands, cups, and pentacles, similarly made. Staves, cauldrons, and bigger pentacles, for group use. Herbs by the dozen. Crystals. Bells and brooms. Mirrors.


  Robert’s eyes gleamed, but our purpose kept his mind on track and his long fingers out of the drawers. The rest of the Circle filed in behind us, looking awed by the arsenal.


  “First we talk,” Grayson said, stopping Liesel as she headed for a cabinet. “Then you outfit yourselves.”


  Liesel reversed direction to rejoin the group. I didn’t blame her. There was safety in numbers, when Grayson’s attention was on you.


  The professor pinned my roommate with her eyes. “Tell me precisely what you plan to do.”


  Liesel shifted uneasily. She’d never faced Grayson before, and clearly wasn’t enjoying the experience. But she was confident enough in her own abilities not to be cowed. “I can’t say for sure until we see him. Pain-blocking, certainly. And reassuring him with the presence of friends. We might also try to veil key memories, if it would help.” She shrugged. “That’s all I can plan now. The rest will have to wait.”


  I held my breath, but Grayson didn’t seem to be changing her mind. “All right. And the rest of you are here for power, I suppose?” They all nodded. “Good. Healing works better from circles than it does from individuals. I advise you to stay well back and leave the primary work to these three, but don’t hesitate to step in and support them. From what I’ve seen, they’ll need it.” Comforting of her. But then again, Grayson wasn’t in the business of being comforting. She was concerned with keeping us alive and sane.


  “I’ll put shields on you now,” she continued. “If he turns against you, they won’t protect you entirely, but they should hold well enough until I can do something else. I doubt it will come to that, though.”


  “Should we keep up our own shields?” Michele asked.


  “Absolutely. Layer them over mine, so he senses yours first. Every little bit will help, if there’s trouble. And trouble can come in different forms, remember. He may not attack, but you don’t want to be dragged in by his madness, either.”


  I tried not to let my fear show. I remembered that madness all too well.


  And now I was going back to face it a second time.


  Grayson began to shield everyone. I watched with interest, despite my nervousness. She was drawing on some sort of power reservoir, of course, which was why she could cover eight people without needing a ritual to raise the energy. The protections she was putting up weren’t ordinary shields, either. They weren’t the active combat structures Julian had described to me, but they weren’t daily wear. Grayson constructed them too quickly for me to pick up all the details, unfortunately. Maybe I should take a class from her—if she had one lighter than Combat Shielding.


  But even that one hadn’t helped Julian.


  I banished such thoughts. The last thing I needed was to hamstring my own concentration with extraneous thoughts. What mattered right now was helping Julian, not brooding over what had harmed him.


  Grayson shielded me last. The protection felt like a warm blanket, until I probed it; then it came across more like armor plating. Armor sounded like a good idea.


  “All right,” she said. “Get the supplies you need.”


  Under Liesel’s direction, we dispersed around the room. We all had our athames, but we needed candles and the like. The Circle worked efficiently. I was pleased to see that although we hadn’t planned everything in advance, we managed to act smoothly and professionally, as if we actually had a clue what we were doing.


  And then we had everything, and it was time to go.


  “Follow me,” Grayson said.


  A hospital ritual theatre was a strange place, I decided, looking around as we walked in. It was a bizarre mix of the elegant trappings of ceremonial magic and the spartan impersonality of medicine. The candle-holders were plain copper; so was the circle laid into the tile floor. Places like this were why I preferred to work outdoors. But copper held a magical charge well, and tile was infinitely more hygienic than dirt. Hospitals were big on hygiene, even when a patient wasn’t physically sick.


  A door on the far side opened, and two orderlies wheeled a gurney in. As it neared, I saw Julian beneath the sheet. From a distance, he resembled a corpse. Closer up, his sleep didn’t look peaceful, but at least he wasn’t tossing and turning. More color had come back into his skin, too. Now he only looked half-dead.


  “Lord and Lady,” Michele whispered.


  I remembered then that the others hadn’t seen him before now. I looked at Julian and saw improvement; they looked and saw only damage. From that perspective, he appeared awful. “He really does need our help,” Geoff murmured.


  At least his condition hadn’t frightened them off. Indeed, it seemed to strengthen their determination. The blood had drained from Liesel’s face; I suspected she’d checked his aura. But she pulled herself together. “All right,” she muttered, straightening her shoulders. “Anybody object if we pray before we start?” Heads shook all around the room, including mine. Having already prayed for Julian’s safety once before, I could hardly object to doing it again. We joined hands and let our energies flow together. Even if the Lord and Lady didn’t choose to listen to the words Michele murmured, this brief circle helped us mesh with each other. We’d need to be synchronized, for this to work.


  Liesel had closed her eyes during the prayer. When she opened them, I saw calm determination there. “Normal circle to get things set up,” she said. “Then let’s shift to a triangle-in-pentacle: Robert, Kim, and me in the center, with the other five on the edge. Channel power to Robert. He’ll pass it to me, and I’ll direct Kim. The rest of you, stay distant enough that Julian won’t feel you, at least at first. Sound good?” Murmurs of agreement. “Let’s get started.”


  Grayson nodded to the orderlies, and they left. I saw that she had control of the shields on Julian; they were massive things, and actively maintained. So were the shields on the room, worked into the tiles. This place was built like the magical equivalent of a nuclear bunker. I remembered the power I’d felt in him before, and appreciated the precautions. Strength like that, uncontrolled, could be disastrous.


  But my job was to make sure that didn’t happen. And to that end, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the focus Julian had given me. I’d managed to bend the links of the snapped chain back together well enough to hold, and now I put it around my neck. Hopefully he would recognize it—recognize me—and not fight.


  With the prayer as a warm-up, we moved smoothly through the first steps of the ritual. Grayson’s words to me in her office had proved right; apparently all it took to make me get over my Yan-inspired difficulties was a couple of attacks by the Unseelie Court. I still wasn’t sure how I’d fare with more advanced magic, but basic circling and shielding, I could do.


  Then we were ready, a triangle within a pentacle, and it was time for me to lead.


  I reached out hesitantly. Grayson, watching from outside the circle, allowed me to pass through the shields.


  Julian’s madness brushed the edges of my mind. My shoulders tensed in resistance. Liesel, next to me, turned ghost-white. She was probably reading this much more strongly than I. And yet her determination to help did not waver.


  But first I had to contact him.


  Julian? I whispered telepathically.


  No verbal answer; I hadn’t expected one. He wasn’t thinking articulately, bar the occasional screams in his memory. I sensed in him wariness, fear, the tension of a wounded animal at bay. My heart ached. I sent another thought gently his way, an identification of myself.


  A pause. He seemed to be considering. And then, slowly, hesitantly, he relaxed his guards and let me in closer.


  Liesel was receiving the impressions directly from me, but she was the only one. Robert wasn’t a good enough telepath to maintain a link for long, and without him, the rest of the Circle was more or less blind. Which was all to the good. They could see enough to work, but I didn’t want to compromise Julian’s privacy more than necessary.


  What my roommate and I were treated to was not a pretty sight. My first impression was that someone had tried to tear Julian in half, and had come frighteningly close to succeeding. His mind was raw and bleeding. Only his strength had held him together. Voices screamed at him from every side, some intelligible, the vast majority not.


  Liesel was momentarily at a loss. She recovered quickly, though, and began to instruct me. Under her direction, I “splinted” the damage, wrapping warm bands of healing energy around Julian to hold his mind together. With that pressure relieved, we were able to start laying blocks against the pain, from where his gifts had been scraped raw. I even put up thin barriers over some of the worst memories. I didn’t dare come close enough to know what they held, for fear I’d be pulled in, but it was easy to tell which ones were dangerous. They shone like bloody beacons in Julian’s mind. When he recovered, he could take the blocks down himself, but in the meantime, they’d protect him from flashbacks.


  And throughout it all, I continually reminded Julian of our presence. First of Liesel and Robert, near me and trusted; then, one by one, the rest of the Circle. Grayson I left out. He probably couldn’t sense her through the circle perimeter anyway, not seared as he was.


  While I worked, his subconscious mind began to prowl about restlessly. Just as Liesel admitted she couldn’t think of anything more to do, he found the shields Grayson was maintaining over him.


  I will not be chained!


  Power—more than I would have thought he could muster in his condition—came out of nowhere to explode against the shields. They reflected the energy back at him, and I barely managed to throw up more shields to protect him before it hit. “Gods damn it, Grayson, that’ll kill him!” I screamed.


  From outside the circle, I heard her swear blisteringly. The shields shifted just before Julian blasted through my feeble protections and attacked again. He wasn’t after me; I was just in his way, and swatted aside like a fly. His enemy was the barrier she held. At least she’d stripped the reflective layer—what idiot put that on him? Not Grayson, I was sure. She had more sense.


  Julian’s mind was a wordless blaze of fury. A wilder was often a match for a Ps.D., Grayson had said. If this came down to battle between them … why was Julian attacking?


  The answer was staring me in the face.


  “Drop the shields!” I shouted.


  Another hit. Grayson was holding steady, but I didn’t want to think about what this might be doing to Julian. “Do it!”


  They vanished.


  Julian had already sent another bolt flying. It slammed into the circle perimeter, and some of it penetrated our barrier to collide with the room shields. We couldn’t take much more of this. But that was his last strike; as the energy flared and faded, he subsided. I felt him probe around a few times, making sure nothing else was constraining him, and then he retreated back into himself, shutting out the world.


  The other Circle members were reeling. “Hold the link,” I said through clenched teeth. “We have to check him.”


  Julian was in total withdrawal again. Our work had done some good, though; he no longer radiated pain. In fact, he seemed to be on the mend. And with the shields on him gone, I was willing to bet there would be no more upheavals.


  “All right,” I said at last, sagging with weariness. “Let’s close this down.”


  


  Chapter Seven


  “What set him off?” Michele asked from where she had collapsed in a chair.


  “The goddamned shields.” I flung my athame onto the table in fury. “Grayson, who the hell designed them like that, to throw his own power back at him?”


  “I don’t know,” the professor replied grimly. “But I intend to find out. I should have inspected them more carefully myself, but I just took them over as a unit and didn’t examine all the components.”


  “They shouldn’t have been on him in the first place.”


  “I realized that at the same time you did. I’m sorry it took so long to take them down, but they were designed to prevent easy removal.” She snorted in disgust. “Flagrant stupidity. I will speak to that doctor of his.” I wouldn’t have wanted to be in that man’s shoes, not with Grayson in this kind of mood.


  “Why did the shields send him over the edge?” Geoff asked.


  I exchanged looks with Liesel and Robert. When Julian’s mind blazed into life, we’d caught some of what drove his fury, but not all. “He doesn’t like to be confined. In any way. Particularly when someone’s trying to stop him from using his gifts. It’s something that dates back a long time, I think. Before now he was too far in retreat to realize those shields were there, but our healing woke him up.” My eyes flicked to Grayson. “I told you not to tie him down again. That applies to this too.”


  The others gaped to hear me give orders to a professor, but she was nodding. “I understand. And if I have to flay that man alive to have my instructions followed, I will. We do not need a wilder on a killing rampage.”


  “Leave him in peace and I think it’ll be okay.” The adrenaline was fading now, and weariness dragged at me. Up before dawn, then reading Julian, then having my world flipped on its head, then this. Forward momentum was the only thing keeping me together and on my feet, and it was almost gone. Once I told Grayson about Falcon, then I could go home for a panic attack or sleep, whichever won.


  So I gathered my frayed nerves and held back from the rest as they headed for the door. “Professor Grayson, could we speak with you for a moment?”


  Liesel heard me and stopped, but a slight shake of Robert’s head sent her on. She’d have plenty of questions later, I was sure. “Certainly, Kimberly,” Grayson said. “Come with me; you’ll both need some food after that effort.” We followed her through the hospital. Five minutes later, all three of us were supplied with fruit drinks and granola bars, and we settled down in a deserted waiting room.


  “Now, what did you want to discuss?” Grayson asked.


  I glanced around. No one in sight, and this wasn’t a high-traffic area. We might as well talk here as anywhere. No place was right for this kind of bombshell. “I know what happened to Julian.”


  Grayson leaned back in her plastic chair, eyebrows raised. “All right. I’m listening.”


  Robert watched me as I opened and shut my mouth a few times. Damn him; this wasn’t easy. The bald truth would be best, but it took me three tries before I could say it. “He was attacked by the sidhe. The Otherworld is returning.”


  Silence. In the distance I could hear a faint beeping and the rattle of a gurney. Grayson’s face was completely expressionless.


  “Go on,” she said at last.


  Go on? That was all? The woman was unreal. “I guess I should start at the beginning.” I took a deep breath, than plunged into the story, from Samhain onward. Grayson let me recite it in my own time, watching me without moving. One disappearance after another; I filled in the holes as best I could, explaining what the Unseelie had done, and how the Seelie had counteracted it. “You remember me saying someone else helped him—that was them. They freed him, and brought him back here.”


  She might have been suspicious, disbelieving, astonished, hungry. I couldn’t read anything from her dark face or eyes, and she let as little slip empathically as Julian did. “So how did you learn this? You didn’t know any of it when you were here earlier.”


  “No, I didn’t.” I took another deep breath. Almost done. My voice shook when I told her about Falcon, and Robert shifted as if he wanted to lend moral support but didn’t know how. “On Samhain, they became able to touch our world, though only a little,” I finished. “According to him, on the solstice the way will open fully, and this won’t just be Welton’s problem any more.”


  There. I’d said it all, and now the problem was in Grayson’s hands.


  She closed her eyes, sitting perfectly still. Robert and I glanced at each other, then back at her.


  “And they say First Manifestation almost destroyed the world,” she whispered.


  I hadn’t even thought that far. There wouldn’t be the chaos of out-of-control gifts—at least I hoped not—but those had only accounted for some of the deaths; many others were lynchings, baselines lashing out at bloods, the source of their problems. One half of the world trying to murder the other. Would we band together against the Unseelie, or rip ourselves apart again?


  Shit. I hadn’t explained that part.


  “Falcon said he came to warn us, too,” I added. “He didn’t know what the Unseelie had been trying to do to Julian, but he said they want to use us against the Seelie. And he said we’d better find a way to stop them, fast, or we’d find ourselves their slaves.”


  “I see,” Grayson said. Her eyes were open now, but she wasn’t looking at me. “Did he say anything else?”


  My mind skimmed through the conversation. “He’s coming back. I don’t know when exactly, but he said they—the Seelie—would want to know how Julian was doing.”


  Grayson was motionless, staring off into space. I fought the urge to wave one hand in front of her eyes to break her trance.


  “Very well,” she said at last. “Go home and rest.”


  Both Robert and I stared at her. “That’s it?” he asked in astonishment. “Nothing more?”


  Her look was frosty. “What more do you want me to say?”


  “It would be reassuring to have some idea of what you intend to do.”


  “Are you going to tell the University administration?” I asked.


  “No,” Grayson said. “Not yet. And you’re both under orders not to speak of this to anyone until I say you may.”


  “Who will you tell?” Robert demanded.


  She was taking our less-than-respectful behavior remarkably well. Probably she was still too stunned by our news to even notice. “The Guardian Ring.”


  “Guardian Ring?” Robert echoed, annoyance replaced by curiosity.


  Grayson nodded. “Our guiding body.”


  Of course. Grayson might no longer be in active service, but she undoubtedly still had connections among them, and they were the perfect ones to tell. And I wasn’t surprised that they had some kind of governing authority. Why the hell was Grayson telling us this, though? I had a strong feeling it fell into the category of Guardian affairs not talked about outside the profession. She must be severely unsettled by our news to let something like that slip. Not that I blamed her for being in shock. It made her a little more real.


  Her reverie was fading; she fixed both of us with a sharp look. “You will not speak of that, either. Tell no one anything until I give you permission. And behave as normally as possible—do your work, don’t be conspicuously absent from classes. If I find you’ve disobeyed me, the consequences will be severe. Am I understood?”


  We nodded, Robert almost managing meekness. It was hard to be anything else, with Grayson in full command mode.


  “So,” she continued. “As I said, you should rest. We all should. I’ll speak with you again before long.”


  ~


  Waking was like swimming upward through tar. Drugs weighted down his body and mind, clinging, heavy, making everything slow and hard. Julian fought his way through the lethargy and at last managed to open his eyes.


  Smells, sounds, the harsh feel of the sheets against his skin—he was in a hospital. He’d known that, but hadn’t known if it was true until now. So much of what came before it hadn’t been real.


  His mind reached out reflexively, checking. It encountered the smooth barrier of a shield, and without thinking, Julian gathered force and punched through it.


  He flinched in pain as it shattered. Thin, hardly any substance to it at all; the thing had just been there to protect a raw part of his mind. He sensed others now, equally fragile, layered all over him.


  “I wouldn’t recommend doing that again.”


  Julian struggled against the weight of the drugs to turn his head to the side. Focusing his eyes was difficult, but he made out a dark, white-haired figure standing by the monitors at his side. Grayson.


  “The only shields on you are there to help you heal,” the professor said. “You’d be wise to leave them alone.”


  He would trust that—for now. Not that he had much choice. “What happened?” Julian whispered. His throat couldn’t manage anything louder.


  Grayson regarded him steadily, one hand resting on the bedside rail. “You have dedicated friends,” she said at last. “One in particular. Kimberly Argant-Dubois. She’s an interesting young woman.”


  Kim. Julian remembered her presence.


  So that was one of the real things.


  “They’ve done some mind-healing on you,” Grayson went on. “Her, and the rest of her Circle. Not much; they aren’t fully trained. But enough to put you back together.” Her gaze sharpened. “They also told me what you’ve been doing.”


  At her words, he realized that he knew what she meant. Not just in a general sense; he remembered. The holes in his mind had been filled again, though he wasn’t quite ready to examine their contents in detail yet.


  “The sidhe,” he said.


  “Yes.”


  He closed his eyes. “I would have told you. But I didn’t remember.”


  A pause, before she answered. “I believe you. But we’ll need to talk, once you’ve recovered more.”


  That would be an interesting conversation. As much as he hated to admit it, though, Julian knew she was right; he was in no state to attempt it yet. The chemicals flooding his system were only part of it. He felt battered, physically and mentally, to the point that even lifting his hand was an effort.


  “You should rest,” Grayson said. Julian opened his eyes again and nodded. “There will be a nurse in to check on you. They have care of your physical condition. At the moment, I’m in charge of your psychic condition. As I said, right now, the only shields on you are there for your protection. My intention is to keep it that way.” She gave him a measuring look. “Don’t give me a reason to change my mind.”


  Fear spiked through the haze of the drugs, and his fingers dug into the stiff sheets. “I won’t.”


  The professor nodded. “I didn’t think you would. I have noticed your interest in my shielding classes, and it isn’t hard to guess why.”


  Julian held his breath. There was no law saying he couldn’t study the subject, and other people, ones with more authority over him, knew what courses he’d taken; Grayson couldn’t be the first person to put the pieces together. If she chose to make an issue of it, though….


  She didn’t. At least not for the moment. “I’ll be back later,” Grayson said, and left the room.


  Alone except for the machines monitoring his every heartbeat and breath, Julian sagged back against the pillows, drained even by that short talk. There were things he needed to worry about—if not Grayson, then other things, like the memories that had been returned to his mind—but he was appallingly weak, and unstable to a frightening degree. Too much of his self-control had broken under the strain. He had to get that back.


  Step one was to rest, and hope that sleep restored him. After that … he would deal with it when it came.


  ~


  The sunlight felt strange on my face as I stood at the edge of the Arboretum. Had the past few days been cloudy, or had I been out mostly at night? Maybe it was the events themselves that made the days seem dark.


  I dusted snow off a large granite rock and sat down to eat the muffin I’d picked up in the dining hall. The chill breeze nipped at my cheeks, but I needed the fresh air to wake me up; I’d slept like the dead after the healing circle. I sat in the morning sunlight and tried to release tension from my shoulders. When I was done, I decided, I’d call the hospital again. As of a few hours ago, Julian had still been sleeping, but he might be awake now.


  I wondered what I would say to him if he was.


  He’d let me touch his mind. Not like after his shielding exam, when he was in control of himself and what I saw; this was real vulnerability. But despite being crazed to the point of violence, he hadn’t hurt me.


  He trusted so few people—me, Robert, Liesel to an extent. Some wilders, surely. I felt, instinctively, that he would not have allowed even Robert to do what I had done.


  It wasn’t that my feelings had changed, so much as I’d finally realized—finally admitted to myself—what they were. Had been for a long time, maybe. But the evidence on hand wasn’t enough for me to be sure he saw our connection the same way. There was a gap between us still, and I suspected I’d have to be the one to bridge it. That, or live forever wondering.


  But did I have the nerve?


  My surroundings were incongruously peaceful, few students out and about, the snow muffling all sound, as if there were nothing to fear in all the world. And with Grayson in charge of the problem, I could breathe again, knowing the burden dropped on me last night was no longer on my shoulders. I finished off the muffin and closed my eyes, drinking in the scant warmth of the sun to counteract the cold.


  There was no sound to warn me, but with my nerves wire-tight, the inhuman presence was enough.


  Leaping to my feet, I thrust one hand in my coat and pulled out my athame. I didn’t have the first clue how to use it in combat, but if it came to that I could always try. The person standing awkwardly in the snow, however, wasn’t Falcon, nor one of the Unseelie.


  It was Julian.


  He stared blankly at the knife in my hand. I threw it to the ground next to my bag, then flung myself at him.


  The move was instinctive, and for one heart-stopping instant I wondered if it was wrong. But Julian didn’t recoil from my hug. My hands on his back could feel every rib, every vertebra, the bones of his shoulders barely concealed beneath a thin layer of muscle. No coat to get in my way; he’d freeze, at this rate. He didn’t even try to disguise the way he leaned on me for support. Instead he buried his face in my hair and stayed there. I could feel him trembling. He must have walked here from the hospital, the fool.


  “You’re all right,” I whispered, stupidly. No he wasn’t, but he was here, and awake. It felt like a miracle. “I was so afraid … you were gone. I didn’t know if we’d ever get you back.”


  “I’d retreated into myself,” he said into my hair. His body tensed at the memory. “It was the only way to stay sane. But I couldn’t tell what was real and what was a trick—not until I heard your voice. That brought me out again.” He shifted his weight. I took the cue and released him so he could step back and look me in the eye. “I can’t believe you risked it.”


  “I had to,” I replied without hesitation. Meeting his gaze was easier, now that I’d locked eyes with a sidhe. Julian was mostly human, after all. “I was the only one who could. Right?”


  He didn’t answer, but the way he averted his face told me I was right. And it gave me hope. I waited a moment, offering him the chance to speak, but his breath only caught, softly. I had to be the one to reach across that gap—reach, and hope there would be a hand waiting to take mine on the other side.


  Now isn’t the time, the cautious side of me insisted. Not with what he’d just been through. But we might yet go through worse—far worse. If I didn’t speak now, who was to say I’d get another chance?


  “I would have done it for a friend,” I said, fighting for and not quite reaching a casual tone. “But you’re more to me than that. Stupid of me to not see it before, but I guess sometimes I have to be beaten over the head with something before I’ll admit it’s there.” I needed to stop rambling and just say it. “I had to almost lose you to realize that I love you.”


  Julian’s whole body went stiff. It was as if a stone wall had slammed down between us, cutting everything off. I caught just one glimpse of his bleak expression before he turned away. “Don’t say that.”


  My breath froze in my chest. “What?”


  He shook his head, a quick, tight motion. “Don’t say that you love me. I don’t love you.”


  The abyss opened up beneath me, and I was falling. No hand to catch me. I’d thrown myself out there and come up short, because I was wrong; I didn’t understand him like I thought I did.


  Or did I?


  I swallowed carefully, clearing my throat of the tears that threatened. In front of me, the rigid back, the taut line of his shoulders. I’d been seeing more and more of those lately, as Julian turned away from me again and again. And I knew why he did it.


  To hide something.


  “Really,” I said. My voice achieved exactly the dryness I was hoping for. “Let’s talk about that.”


  No reaction from him. I was determined to provoke one, though, to see once and for all if I was right about what lay behind the barriers. This had suddenly become the most important issue in the world. We couldn’t go on, couldn’t face the sidhe and the possible end of the world, without some kind of resolution.


  So I spoke, my gaze unblinking on his back. “Let me tell you what I know. Wilders are notoriously jumpy, and you’re as bad as the worst of them. But when your conscious control was gone, you didn’t harm me. You didn’t even try. In fact, you turned to me for help and comfort. My voice led you back; you said that yourself. You let me into your mind.”


  Still no movement from him, although his shoulders were growing more tense by the second. “So I know you trust me. What else do I know? That you’ll do whatever you think you have to—no matter how much it hurts you. Sometimes even if it hurts somebody else. You’re not an asshole, Julian; you wouldn’t be this cold to me if you didn’t think you had a reason. You’re trying to drive me off. I think it’s because you do love me, but you’re afraid to say so. Why?”


  His hands clenched into fists at his sides. He was trying to shield, but for once he was failing; that legendary control had cracked, betraying a tangled, roiling mass of conflicting emotions. Fear dominated. “Are you afraid you’ll hurt me?” I asked, honestly baffled. “We’ve already proved you won’t. I know your power, and I’m not afraid of it. And if it’s some bullshit about—oh, how you’ll be a Guardian and die young, or whatever, have the decency to let me decide what I think of that. And I say it’s no reason to quit before we start.”


  Gods above, was I going to have to hit him to get a response? I’d run out of arguments. I said wearily, “Or if you can’t do that, at least respect me enough to tell the truth. Lying isn’t going to protect me, Julian.”


  “I’m not protecting you!” He spun to face me and grabbed my shoulders, hands clamping down like vises. Julian’s eyes met mine, and for once it wasn’t his sidhe blood that made me flinch. Then his head dropped, and his hands relaxed. His voice was softer, almost inaudible. “I’m protecting myself. She said the one I loved would be lost. I couldn’t live with myself if I brought that on you. So I can’t love you.”


  In all the twisted logic I’d imagined, I hadn’t gotten anywhere near that.


  I reminded myself to breathe. “Julian, it doesn’t matter what you say. All that matters is what you feel here.” I placed one hand on his chest, and failed to suppress the shiver that ran through me when I felt his heart beating under my fingertips. “Even your control isn’t that good. You can’t just decide what you’re going to feel—and I don’t want you to. You love me, and I love you. We’ll deal with the rest later.”


  Then, with courage I hadn’t realized I possessed, I put two fingers under his chin, tilted his face up, and kissed him.


  This time the shiver ran clear down to my toes, and only a little of it was the sidhe blood talking. Julian let me kiss him, at first, standing motionless as stone; then, hesitantly, he responded. The fine bones of his face warmed beneath my cold fingers and I knew, without telepathy, that this was new. In his driven, focused, monk-like life, he’d never let himself indulge in something as simple as kissing a girl.


  When our lips parted, he leaned on me again, and I waited for my heart to slow down. “Kim,” he began.


  “Don’t.” I hugged him a little harder to stop the words. “It’s not on your head. I make my own choices, Julian; don’t rob me of that. If I’m in danger because of this, I’ll deal with it.” That reminded me of his exact wording, and I voiced the question I would have asked sooner, if I hadn’t been distracted by more pleasant things. “Who the hell told you that, anyway?”


  “One of the—” He cut it off.


  Pulling back enough to look at him, I nodded. “One of the sidhe. I had a visit from one last night—some guy calling himself Falcon.”


  Julian closed his eyes, looking wearied, and worried. “Her name was Shard, or so she said. They don’t give us their real names. But she’s a visionary, a seer. Flint told me her prophecies are always true.”


  That made me snort. “Do you know what Madison always says on the first day of intro divination? ‘There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and prophecy.’ I’m in danger, sure, but I’ve been warned now. And I have no intention of being ‘lost.’”


  A wavering smile crossed his face. “I hope not.”


  “Kim!”


  We both almost leapt right out of our skins. Had I really spent the last three months being startled at every turn, or did it only feel that way? But it was only Liesel, standing at the base of the hill.


  “Go ahead,” Julian said. “I’m due before the Dean and company soon—supposedly to explain where I’ve been this time. Which should be interesting.”


  He didn’t know what we’d done last night. “Julian—Grayson knows. Robert and I told her about the sidhe. But I don’t think she’s told the Dean.”


  He nodded, already looking more collected, more his usual self, than he had when he appeared. “She’s a good choice. Probably the only one. Thanks for the warning; I’ll bear that in mind when I meet with them.”


  “Find me for dinner. If they don’t roast you alive.”


  Julian nodded. Then, in a swift and unexpected movement, he pressed his lips to my hand, holding it clasped in both of his for a moment longer before turning and making his slow way down the path.


  “I saw that,” Liesel said when I skidded to the hill’s base.


  “Saw what?” I asked innocently.


  She had to jump to catch up with me. “Julian. And you. Together. And him kissing your hand.” I couldn’t restrain a grin. “I take it certain things have finally been said?”


  “Have they ever.”


  Liesel waited, but I didn’t go on. “Don’t I get to hear any more?” she demanded.


  “No,” I said cheerfully.


  “Kim! That’s not fair!”


  “And who says life is fair?” I grinned mockingly at her, then slowed my walk so she no longer had to half-jog. “We … said things. Good things.” Mostly. I ignored the memory of Shard’s prophecy. Liesel didn’t even know about the sidhe; I couldn’t drop that on her.


  “Is he better, then?” She always knew when to stop pushing. “Or is this just a temporary parole?”


  “I’m not sure. He’s going to meet me for dinner tonight, provided he’s not flayed alive by the Dean, so either they’ve released him from the hospital or he’s decided on his own that he’s spent long enough there.”


  “I know which one I’d bet on. But if he’s up to it, then you can ask him some questions tonight.”


  “Exactly.” I hoped he was up to questioning. Liesel wanted answers, but she had no idea just how badly we needed them.


  ~


  “My memories are back,” Julian said.


  Robert and I both stopped what we were doing to stare at him. The three of us had brought our trays up to their room from the Kinfield dining hall; this wasn’t a conversation we could have in public. Nor in front of Liesel. I felt bad about it, but let her believe I was eating with Julian alone.


  “The Seelie must have returned them before they put me back here,” he added.


  I sat down with my tray, but didn’t touch my food. “And?”


  He shrugged. “More or less what we knew already.”


  “That cannot be all,” Robert said. “For the love of the gods, man, you were in the Otherworld. Surely you have something to say about that!”


  Julian’s gaze was distant—almost puzzled. When he spoke, the words came haltingly. “I … I can’t describe it. If you look directly at it, it’s not much different from here. It has grass and trees—lots of trees—like this place. The plants aren’t exotic. But there’s a strangeness to it, seen out of the corner of your eye, that makes your hair stand on end. You know it isn’t your own world.”


  “Toto, I don’t think we’re in Kansas any more,” I murmured.


  “Exactly,” Julian said. “As if you’ve lived your whole life in a world with certain colors, then suddenly Nature’s painting with a different palette. Things are still green, and blue, and red, but they’re not the same.” He shook his head. “Words can’t describe it.”


  I remembered Falcon’s inhumanly green eyes, and thought I understood.


  “What else, though?” Robert asked. “How did you pass from one to the other?” A wry smile twitched at the corners of his lips. “Did a door open in the side of a hill, or was it a transporter beam from on high?”


  Julian shook his head. “No. For one thing, it’s not that easy. The Unseelie were trying to pull me through on Halloween, but it was too soon. The worlds were too far apart. They might have succeeded if it hadn’t been for Kim, but her interference was enough to stop them—then.”


  “We tried to stop them this last time, though,” Robert said. “All three of us together. Have the worlds moved that much?”


  “The summoning circle,” I whispered.


  Robert blinked at me. “Pardon?”


  I stared at my food, all appetite gone. “A summoning circle makes it easier to bring something to you, whether it’s an object, or an imp, or the spirit of a dead person—whatever. Right?” Robert was staring at me. Did he think I hadn’t learned anything last term? “It thins the boundary between that place and another. Which means….”


  Robert went white around the mouth. “Dear gods. We handed them your head on a platter.”


  Julian’s face was impassive. No doubt he figured this out a while ago, and hadn’t said anything. I supposed it wasn’t entirely our fault. The first time, when the Seelie took him, it was all his own doing.


  Not that I felt any better, thinking that.


  Neither Robert nor I said anything. After a moment Julian bent and applied himself to his food, seeming not to care what he ate so long as he ate something.


  We continued in silence. I had plenty of questions, but one in particular weighed on me. I couldn’t bring myself to ask it, though. Not after seeing the damage left behind.


  So Robert asked it for me. “What did they do to you?”


  He didn’t have to specify. Julian’s fork paused above his rice, then lowered slowly. “I don’t know. Not for certain. I’ll have to ask Falcon to be sure.”


  “It looked like they tried to rip you in half,” I said.


  I regretted the words the instant Julian closed his eyes. He released his fork abruptly. “That’s what it felt like.” He laughed, a black sound. “But only some of the damage you saw was from that. When it failed … they weren’t happy.”


  My stomach twisted as I realized what he meant. The rage they must have felt upon failure, vented against their helpless prisoner … gods, Julian had to live with that memory.


  “And then the Seelie freed you,” Robert said, mercifully breaking both of us from our thoughts.


  Julian opened his eyes and nodded. “I have no idea how. I wasn’t very aware of my surroundings by then. I didn’t always realize I was no longer with the Unseelie.” He raked his hair back, grimacing. “I think I owe some of the Seelie an apology. I seem to recall attacking quite a few of them.”


  My mind called up inescapable images of Julian’s torn mind. We’d repaired some of it, but by no means all. We’d just splinted things so healing could happen. “Would you consider allowing Liesel to help you? I know she’s not fully trained, but once she knows more about what happened—”


  “No,” Robert said, cutting me off. “We do not tell her.”


  “But she—”


  Robert shook his head emphatically, before I could explain. “We tell no one. As per Grayson’s orders. Also as per our discussion, or have you forgotten that?”


  “Are you calm?” I asked.


  Robert blinked at the non sequitur. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Are you calm? Do you feel no fear, no stress, no worry that you’re going to turn a corner and find the Unseelie waiting?” I went on almost before he shook his head. “Of course not. And maybe Liesel can’t read Julian, but she can sure as hell read us. You leak, Robert, and so do I. We’re not going to be able to hide our emotions from her.”


  “She need not know their source.”


  “So you’d have her suffer in ignorance?” The mere thought was enough to make me angry. “That would break her. And I’m damned if I’ll do that to my roommate. If she has to deal with my emotional turmoil, she deserves to know why.”


  “But Grayson—”


  “For all Grayson knows, Liesel knew already.” I met him stare for stare. We would need Liesel’s emotional stability in the coming days, and we’d only have it if she knew what was going on. “She’s strong, Robert. We can rely on her.”


  Robert turned to his roommate for help. “What say you?”


  Julian hesitated, his face unreadable as he looked at me. I bit my lip. He was so close-mouthed, he would never—


  “I trust Kim,” Julian said. “If she thinks Liesel should know, we tell her.”


  Warmth spread to my fingertips. Robert stared at him, then at me. Had Julian told him anything of what we’d said that afternoon? I had a feeling not, and wondered if he would. Or if Robert would guess on his own, blind though he could be.


  “I do not like it,” Robert said, as if his views weren’t already clear.


  “Tell Liesel,” Julian said to me. “But I don’t need her help—though I appreciate the offer.”


  I opened my mouth to say that yes, he did need the help, but stopped myself. It was his mind. He could deal with it in his own way.


  Besides, Liesel didn’t know anything yet. We’d see if she was in any condition to help anyone after I told her.


  ~


  Liesel stared sightlessly at the floor. The silence in our room was unbroken by even the ticking of a clock; all of ours were digital. A sudden burst of laughter in the hallway came like a thunderclap, but Liesel didn’t seem to hear.


  From time to time she shook her head, perhaps in disbelief, and opened her mouth as if to say something, but each time bewilderment overcame her again and she remained silent. I watched her anxiously and wondered what was going through her head. Was she panicking? Praying? I’d told Robert she was strong, but still….


  “Wow,” Liesel said finally. She shook her head again, slowly, and made a sound that wasn’t really laughter. “Wow. I can’t even think of anything more intelligent to say.”


  “I know exactly how you feel.”


  She fell quiet again. I studied her before speaking. “Any questions?”


  “Millions,” she said. “But none of them will resolve into something coherent enough to be asked. Give me a second; I think my brain is still struggling to swallow.”


  “Take as long as you like. I’ve had a day and a half, but that’s not nearly enough.” My snort was bitter. “I doubt a year would be enough.”


  Liesel got up and paced the length of the room in uncharacteristic distress. “The thing that scares me the most is, we have no idea what they can and can’t do. Or what their weaknesses are. How are we supposed to fight them?”


  We weren’t supposed to do anything; that was Grayson’s job. Still, I agreed with Liesel. Having almost no intelligence on our enemy wasn’t a great way to start a war—or prevent one.


  And at the moment, the four of us had more first-hand experience of the sidhe than anyone living, and Julian most of all. “I didn’t really press for details,” I admitted. “I hate making him think back to his captivity.”


  “What about legends?”


  Now there was a good idea. “If the Courts are real, other things might be, too—especially from the Celtic legends.”


  “So what else is there?” Liesel sat down at her tidy desk and pulled out pen and paper. Her hands were shaking, but I had sense enough not to mention it. “Vulnerability to iron—you can’t say for certain that it affected Falcon, but given that it makes us bloods uncomfortable, I’d say it’s a pretty sure bet.”


  This was my way of dealing with stress, not hers. But I didn’t point that out, either. If she wanted to steady herself by steadying me, who was I to complain? I took over the job of pacing instead. “Power of names. Julian says they don’t give us their real ones, and Falcon avoided calling Julian by name, too—even though that one doesn’t affect us.” Did it affect wilders? Some people chose secret names for magical use. Some people concealed their birthdays, too; I didn’t know Julian’s, except that it had fallen some time in the middle of his disappearances.


  “Possibly keeping their word, too,” Liesel said. “In a lot of those fairy tales, they were devious, but if you got them to swear to something, they couldn’t back out on it.” She stopped writing and looked thoughtful. “Bloods tend to be like that, too. Not that we can’t break our words, but can you think of many people who do?”


  I was breaking my word right now, by telling Liesel—but as a general thing, she had a point. “Not really. I mean, sometimes—when we have good reason—but not readily. Liesel, you’re amazing.”


  A brief grin eased the tense lines of her face. “Okay. What else?”


  “They might be vulnerable to fire, or music. Maybe we can find a way to test that, without seeming hostile.”


  “Maybe.” Liesel scribbled that down, and we were both silent for a moment, thinking.


  “Okay, what about abilities?” I said, resuming my pacing. “Glamour. We can do illusions; they can probably do them better.”


  She wrote it down. “Shape-changing, maybe. I wonder if they’re limited to animal forms, or if they could do inanimates as well.” Liesel chewed on the end of her pen.


  I racked my brain, trying to think of ideas common in fairy tales. “Things happen in threes. Eldest of three is unlucky. Old crones are probably special.” I shook my head in irritation. “But fairy tales mostly don’t have fairies in them. We need legends.”


  “Hollow hills?”


  “Not according to Julian.”


  “What about standing stones?”


  “None here, but they do tend to stand on magical loci. Sacred caves, too, which I guess might qualify for the hollow hills. But there’s been nothing at the cave here, so far as I know. Maybe mushroom rings?” I snorted. “This is getting silly, but I don’t know of any better source of information. Unless I could get Falcon to sit down and list his weaknesses for me.”


  “I doubt it.” We fell silent again. After a moment, Liesel gave a quiet breath of laughter.


  “What?” I asked her.


  She shook her head. “I was just thinking about all the heroes and heroines who rescued their true loves from the Fair Folk. Julian’s got someone to pull him out, but gods help Robert if he gets caught by the Unseelie.”


  I grinned, but her words put a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach. Once that would’ve been a flippant comment. Now it might become all too real.


  Then another idea came into my head. “The Wild Hunt.”


  That went onto the paper, too. “And elfshot.”


  “Wasn’t that old flint arrowheads?”


  “Something like that.”


  “What about religion?” I added. “As a weakness. There’s all those medieval charms and things against the Fair Folk’s interference, calling on saints for protection.”


  “But I bet they only work for Christians.” Liesel sighed. “Most of the Wiccans I know are more inclined to think the fairies are their friends. I hope they believe the Unseelie are a real danger.”


  I collapsed onto the couch with a sigh. “We’ve only hit the Celtic stuff, though, and we can’t assume other cultures don’t have anything accurate in their legends. Lots of people had some group separate from humanity but inferior to gods. Russians, Persians, Egyptians, Greeks—”


  “Norse,” Liesel said.


  “Crap,” I said, wincing. “Yes, but I barely know anything about them. Weren’t there two groups there, too, like the Courts?”


  “Lios-alfar and svart-alfar, I think. But I don’t remember all that well.” Liesel massaged her fingers. “I see a date with Talman and the library catalogue in our futures.”


  That at least made me grin. “See? You’re good at divination after all.”


  “Yes, I can see the future when it bites me on the nose.”


  “It’s a start.” There was a soft knock on the door, and I rose to answer it.


  Julian waited in the hallway. From his appearance, he’d just gotten up, but he looked infinitely better for having slept. “Come on in,” I said. “Liesel and I were just talking.” He passed me in the doorway, then paused, glancing at Liesel once before looking back to me. “I told her.”


  He nodded, facing my roommate. “And what do you think?”


  Liesel stood, hands nervously twiddling. “It makes sense—I mean, once you understand that our theories on the separation were wrong. But still … I’m not prepared to deal with this. No one is.” She managed a wan smile. “We spend every Samhain remembering the departure of the sidhe. Now they’re back.”


  Samhain, the death of the old year and the birth of the new, the night when the veil between the mortal world and the Otherworld had traditionally been thinnest, and the spirits of the dead were free to walk once more. The legendary night when the Fair Folk rode, emerging from the hollow hills to mingle with humanity for a few short hours. No wonder it started then.


  Julian caught sight of the sheet on Liesel’s desk and, with a glance to her for permission, picked it up and began to read it.


  “Ninety percent of that is probably worthless bullshit,” I admitted. “I’m just hoping for a few kernels of truth, so we won’t be working completely blind.”


  “Iron, yes,” he said, sounding distant. “Names. And glamour, I think. After that, I’m not certain.” Putting the list down, he frowned in thought. “I have a book, or rather several, on the Celtic lore. I can look at that later to see if anything sparks.”


  “I hope it does,” I said soberly.


  He nodded. “We need an edge. So far, we haven’t even been thinking tactically; we’ve just been reacting. Myself included. We have to get past that, form some kind of strategy for dealing with this.”


  It wasn’t Julian the college student speaking. Standing next to Liesel’s desk, the lamp throwing into relief the hollowness of his cheeks, he sounded more like a Guardian. “Who’s this ‘we,’ buddy?” I said lightly, trying to bring him down. Julian was in no shape to put himself back on the front lines. “The whole point of telling Grayson was to get this into the hands of the people with the training—and the authority—to deal with it.”


  He shook his head, but not as if disagreeing with me. More rueful amusement. “I’m not hungry just yet,” Julian said, changing the subject. “Care to walk a bit?”


  I was starving, but suspected that request wasn’t as casual as it sounded. “Sure. Let me just grab my coat.” Knowing him, we’d be heading for the Arboretum to talk, snow and all.


  It made me wonder, though, just what he didn’t want Liesel to hear.


  


  Chapter Eight


  My shoulders tightened as the trees closed around us. Sure, this was a good place to avoid being overheard—by other students. “Are we safe out here?” I asked as we followed a path deeper into the Arboretum.


  Julian nodded. “We’ll be fine.”


  How exactly did he draw that conclusion? Trust him, I told myself. At least we weren’t going anywhere near the patch of riverbank we’d destroyed. Our footsteps crunched softly in the snow, leaving a trail anyone could follow. But the sidhe probably didn’t need that kind of sign.


  I exhaled and tried to calm my nerves. Julian had his hands in his pockets and was studying the path intently, not looking at me.


  He’d brought me out here for a reason, but he seemed reluctant to get to it. My patience for tiptoeing around subjects, however, had grown thin lately. “What did you want to talk about?”


  Julian shot me a startled look, then shrugged. The gesture looked false. “I wanted to ask you when you thought Falcon would be back. I … I need to speak to him.”


  If that was all, I’d hock my tarot cards and take up a career as an accountant. “Bullshit, Julian. You have something to tell me. Delaying won’t make it any easier.”


  Julian ran both hands through his hair, looking pained. We’d stopped walking, and the setting of white snow and black trees around us made everything just the slightest bit unreal, as if this was one of the dreams I couldn’t remember.


  “It’s … complicated,” he said. “I don’t know if I can even explain it to you. There’s so much you don’t understand—”


  “Try me,” I said, through my teeth. “Maybe I will understand. Unless what you really mean is that you’re trying to protect me from something. If so—for gods’ sakes, Julian, we’ve been over that. At the rate things are going, I’ll find out sooner or later. And if it’s bad, I’d rather hear it from you.”


  “It’s not bad,” Julian said. “It’s just—gods.” He slapped the trunk of a tree, and as if that had opened a floodgate, the words began to rush out of him. “You don’t know what it was like, Kim, talking to them, learning from them. Not a light bulb turning on—a light from the heavens coming down like a blessing, making everything clear. I know what I am, now. What all of us are. I had some clues, and the Seelie had others, and together they made answers.”


  What he was? Julian was a wilder. But it was true, we didn’t really know why they were born—what confluence of genetic and environmental factors produced children like that. I took a deep, steadying breath. “Julian, please, stop being vague. Let me know what you learned. Is there any reason I shouldn’t know?”


  He laughed, but not in mirth. The corners of his mouth twisted, as if he had tasted something bitter. “No, not really. You’ll never look at me the same again … but it won’t do you any lasting damage.”


  For the briefest moment, I questioned my determination. The bond between us was still fragile. Could it survive whatever truth he carried? Or would this drive me off—did he want it to drive me off?


  I banished that fear and said, “I’d rather deal with the truth than continue to believe in a lie.”


  “Fine.” Julian went to a snow-covered rock and brushed it off. He gestured for me to sit, then cleared another one for himself. I settled down, feeling as though I ought to have brought something to take notes with. He seemed to be preparing to talk for quite a while. I folded my hands tightly in my lap, clutching my own fingers to keep from fidgeting.


  “Sidhe blood is drawn back to the Otherworld,” Julian said. “It’s the basic principle of contagious magic. The two places were once linked, and so a connection remains. That connection is what gives you your gifts, what allows you to work any magic at all. Without it, you’d have none of that. Magic is a natural ability of the sidhe, not of humans.”


  That was a blunt way to put it, but he was right. Reading minds, lighting fires by will alone—that wasn’t natural to our species. To the non-gifted, all bloods carried a slight tinge of the inhumanity that marked wilders so strongly.


  So strongly. I bit my lip to keep from voicing the question I’d never had the gall to ask.


  I might not have to. Julian said, “It isn’t blood, of course—it’s DNA, and Alexander Krauss figured out how to measure it. We talk about it like it’s the percentage of your genetic makeup that comes from sidhe ancestors, but really it’s the percentage that’s activated, triggering gifts.”


  “Out of the junk DNA.” I remembered high school biology.


  “We’ve all had the test. You’re, what, four tenths of a percent?” I nodded mutely. Ratings were not public knowledge, so either Julian had hacked some system to learn mine, or else he was capable of simply eyeballing it. “You’re pretty high, then. Almost high enough to be in danger.”


  In danger? From what? “The psi-sickness?”


  “Yes and no.” Julian smiled, again mirthlessly. “It isn’t a disease.”


  My heart thudded in my chest. He knew what caused it? If so—if he could put a stop to it—his name would go down in history with the likes of Welton and Krauss. He’d be remembered as a hero.


  “They’ve never found its cause because they’ve been looking in all the wrong places,” Julian said. “Bear with me here—I never learned much biology. Sidhe blood calls back to the Otherworld, right? If you’ve got enough of it, or the right control genes, or whatever, then the call’s strong enough to cause manifestation and psychic gifts. But there’s another, higher threshold—around five-tenths, though that number’s not firm. If someone’s percentage is that high … the call becomes stronger.”


  My fingers were cramping from their death-grip on each other.


  “Stronger by several orders of magnitude,” Julian said. “Strong enough that it actually pulls the person’s spirit toward the Otherworld. One of two things happens at that point. Either they’re strong enough to master it, and they live. Or they’re not, and they die.”


  Like a flash of lightning, I understood. “Wilders. And the psi-sickness.” Julian nodded, but the wheels were still turning in my head, not to be stopped until they reached the end. “But that doesn’t make any sense. You’re a wilder from birth, okay. But psi-sickness doesn’t kill you until adolescence, until manifestation.”


  “It kills you before you’re even born. But the damage isn’t seen until adolescence, when your blood tries to manifest, and instead tears you apart.”


  I remembered my brother, the few times I’d been allowed to visit him, lying pale and sweating in a hospital room like a concrete bunker. The doctors’ voices, reciting rote words designed to be as gentle as possible—as if there was any good way to tell parents that their child will die, and nothing can be done. My father’s frustrated cursing. My mother’s tears. And then I was hurried away, because Noah was slipping into another fit, laying about him with psychic gifts no one, especially not he, could begin to control.


  “So what happens to wilders?” I asked in a dead voice.


  “The same thing that happens to those who die, except that we survive it. In either case, our spirit is pulled partway between the mortal world and the Otherworld. And our genes change—a lot.”


  An icy chill danced down my spine, but I couldn’t swallow the question any longer. “Julian, what—”


  “Twenty-nine.”


  The world spun around me. I only dimly felt Julian’s hand on my shoulder, holding me steady as I swayed on my seat. Twenty-nine percent!


  Julian, Noah, the wilders and everyone who’d died of psi-sickness—the impression of inhumanity we got from them right. Nearly a third of Julian’s genes were magically active.


  Nearly a third of him was sidhe.


  More than fifty times my own rating. Dear gods, no wonder he made people’s skin crawl; no wonder he was able to pull off things we considered impossible. I’d thought he was maybe two or three percent, but no. He was practically one of them.


  “Kim.”


  He’d called my name several times already. Blinking, I pushed my hair out of my face and looked up.


  “Are you all right?” he asked.


  It took a moment for the question to work its way through my numb mind. “Yeah. I’m fine.” What a lie. He was right; I’d never look at him the same again.


  And he knew it. Julian looked down. “I’m sorry. I warned you it wouldn’t be easy.”


  His hand dropped from my shoulder. Layers of clothing protected me from that touch, concealing the truth of his nature. But I’d learned to live with it once already, before I knew what it meant. Did anything really change, just because I knew the number?


  Well, yes. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t get over it a second time.


  My breath wavered, but I reached out and laid my own gloved hand on his shoulder. He spooked beneath the touch. “No, it wasn’t easy,” I said. “But I’m glad you told me. And Julian—it’ll be okay.”


  He nodded, but the stiffness didn’t go away, the wariness. As if he were ready to pull away at any instant. Maybe he was even preparing to do so. I spoke without stopping to consider my words, before he could draw back. “I swear by all the gods, if you use this as an excuse to run away from me again, I’m going to—”


  It sounded good, up to the point where I had to figure out a threat. Then I floundered, unable to think of anything appropriate. But a faint tremor shook Julian’s shoulder, and I realized it was a laugh. “Thank you,” he whispered, and looked up to meet my eyes.


  And this time I was ready for it. His gaze didn’t paralyze my mind, didn’t drop the bottom out of my stomach and chill my blood to ice. His eyes were filled with fading worry—and gratefulness words could never express. I’d tried before to imagine what it would be like, going through life with everyone constantly flinching back from you. Now, for the first time, I saw its effect.


  Not for all the world would I betray the trust between us. He needed me—not just my gifts or my mind, but this, the hand on his shoulder that did not draw back. Despite the cold, I pulled my glove off. I couldn’t hide the conscious effort it took to reach out and take his hand, but as I wrapped my fingers around his, I saw Julian smile, and for a moment, the cold went away.


  ~


  “What a charming scene.”


  Julian whirled to his feet, Kim a half-instant behind him. Falcon was standing about twenty feet away, his usual smooth expression cast in sardonic lines. Better him than one of the Unseelie, Julian supposed—but so much for his calculation that the sidhe would take longer to return.


  “My apologies for the interruption,” Falcon said.


  He said it like a rote phrase. Julian wasn’t sure the sidhe knew how to apologize sincerely. “I was just telling Kim some of what I learned from your people,” he said. How much had Falcon overheard?


  “I see,” the sidhe murmured. Julian didn’t relax. The Seelie as a whole might be friends, but Falcon was not. Neither was he an enemy, of course; he hated the Unseelie as much as any of his Court. But he also disdained Julian. And so Julian kept all his gifts awake, projecting their readiness. He hated to do it to Kim, so hard on the heels of telling her his Krauss rating, but he wanted to remind Falcon that he had some power of his own.


  Behind him, he felt Kim tense again. She had to be wondering what was going on, but now was not the time to explain.


  Infuriatingly, the sidhe merely let it pass. “I am glad to see you looking better,” he said, and that at least sounded true.


  Julian had no interest in small talk. Now that he had his mind back, there were things he needed to confirm. “They were trying to make me like them. Weren’t they.”


  The sidhe nodded, accepting the change of topic. “It’s what I would do, were I trying to control you.”


  “Why did they fail?”


  “I can only guess.” Falcon inclined his head at Kim, who had come out from behind Julian’s shoulder to stand at his side. “If they tried it on her, it would not work, because she is too human to be swayed. You, on the other hand … when you became a changeling, your spirit was pulled toward our world, but not to one faction or another. You are, quite simply, part sidhe—neither Seelie nor Unseelie. They cannot change that now, any more than they could subvert me.”


  Julian had to believe him. If it had been possible for them to turn him Unseelie, they would have found a way. Gods knew they’d tried hard enough. It was a relief—but only a minor one. The Unseelie would find other tactics.


  “What would that have done to him?” Kim asked, her voice quiet.


  Falcon’s gaze flicked to her again. “As it’s never been done, I cannot say for certain. It would not, I think, have made him fully sidhe. His goals would simply have become theirs. He would have thought as they do, in every way.”


  “So he would’ve wanted to help them control humanity.”


  “Yes. This is why they tried it. If they could bring the changelings under their rule, they would be in an excellent position to extend their reach to everyone else.”


  “And then what?”


  Falcon shrugged carelessly. “You would be one more tool for them to use.”


  “One more pawn in your chess game,” Kim said sharply.


  The sidhe didn’t answer that. Julian couldn’t send her a calming touch, not without Falcon noticing. Instead he asked, “What now?”


  “For my people?” Falcon shrugged. “We wait. There is little we can do at the moment.”


  “Wait for what?” Kim asked.


  “The solstice, or the next move of the Unseelie.” They all knew which would come first. “Their goal is to make humanity their tool, as I have said. When next they try, we shall oppose them, as before.”


  Kim’s raised eyebrow suggested that she didn’t think much of the Seelie approach, if that was all they had in mind. “Do you have any idea what that will be, or when?”


  “No. They do not tell us their plans.” Falcon’s tone carried the faintest hint of condescension.


  But Kim was more than equipped to stand up to condescension. “Really?” she said, the word dripping with insincere sweetness. “I thought you were their equals. Surely they haven’t outsmarted you so thoroughly?”


  Irritation flickered in the back of Falcon’s eyes. Julian wondered if Kim recognized that for the victory it was. “It could be anything. They could destroy all of your people with psychic gifts, leaving your race vulnerable to such methods of control.”


  Kim snorted. “Half the planet has gifts. That would take one hell of a war to pull off. Not that I don’t believe they’d start a war, but I doubt even sidhe are terribly resistant to bullets—particularly if they’ve got iron in them.”


  “Such considerations may or may not stop the Unseelie. They do not wish to be destroyed, but they are ruthless in accomplishing their goals.”


  “Acceptable casualties?” Kim said, and Falcon nodded. It quieted her for the moment. She hadn’t experienced that ruthlessness first-hand, not the way Julian had, but she had some idea what they were capable of.


  “I assure you, I will let you know the moment my people decide anything,” Falcon said.


  “Kind of you,” Julian replied, putting a bit of acid into his own voice.


  The sidhe turned his attention back to Julian, dismissing Kim once more. “But what of you, changeling? You look improved. Their healing circle was beneficial?”


  As if it was a surprise that humans could do useful magic. “It was,” Julian replied levelly. “It seems there are things we can do more effectively here.”


  He hoped to annoy the sidhe, but failed. Falcon simply nodded. “Good. I have no doubt the interest of the Unseelie in you has not ended.”


  “We’ll find ways to defend ourselves.”


  “Of course.” Falcon made a half-bow to them both. “Then I shall leave you, and return to my people with this news.”


  Julian was almost glad to see him go. It was odd enough finding himself reacting to someone as ordinary people reacted to wilders, without the someone in question being a sidhe he personally disliked. But Kim said, “Not so fast.”


  Falcon’s back was stiff as he glanced over his shoulder. “Yes?”


  “How can we contact you?”


  He fluttered one hand in dismissal. “I will contact you.”


  “Like hell you will,” she shot back. Julian felt her body tense with determination, and her voice echoed it. “You don’t get to play the puppeteer, Falcon. We won’t be led around by the nose, not any more. Tell me how to reach you.”


  The sidhe went very still then. He turned slowly to face her, and when he spoke, for the first time, Julian thought he heard a faint echo of something that might be respect. No—that was too strong a word for it—but he no longer dismissed her as inconsequential. One wrist flicked, and she caught what he threw to her. “That shall be your link. You have the skill to reach me.”


  Then he vanished, and even Julian couldn’t follow where he’d gone.


  ~


  They walked to Kinfield in silence. The object Falcon had tossed to Kim proved to be a small carving of a bird, fashioned from some stone neither of them recognized. Kim tucked it away in her pocket. They could figure out what to do with it after lunch.


  If she even wanted lunch. Julian wasn’t sure he did, though he knew he needed to eat. Projecting his gifts like that, the inhumanity of his sidhe blood—it might help him hold his own against Falcon, but what had it done to Kim?


  He had to test it. The habit of avoiding touch with non-wilders was deeply ingrained, but Julian reached out and took Kim’s ungloved hand, giving her every opportunity to pull back.


  She didn’t, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw her blush.


  A surprising desire to laugh welled up in him. The possible end of the world, and he was conducting experiments in interpersonal contact. Hardly a good use of his time—and yet the warmth it brought gave him strength.


  At the door of Kinfield, he heard someone call his name. Turning, he saw Grayson approaching through the snow. She made a tall, sinister figure in her dark coat, and her expression when she came closer wasn’t very encouraging.


  “We need to talk,” she said to Julian as she came within range.


  The conversation he’d promised her had only begun to satisfy Grayson’s curiosity. She could open his skull and scoop his brain out, and it still wouldn’t be enough.


  Kim startled him by stepping forward. “We’re on our way to lunch. Can’t it wait?”


  Grayson didn’t answer her question. “When I released you from the hospital, Julian, I seem to recall suggesting that it should be temporary.”


  He shrugged. “You did.”


  “You have yourself well under control, I’m sure, but I’m concerned about problems of security.”


  She meant another attack by the Unseelie, of course. “You’ve made my instructions clear. If they show themselves, you’ll know.”


  “And what then? Do you think you can take them on alone?”


  “No. But I don’t intend to try. I’ve learned that lesson.” Painfully. “They won’t try anything for a while. This last attempt exhausted them; that’s why the Seelie were able to free me. And it failed anyway. The Unseelie will have to come up with a new plan.”


  “How do you know they don’t have one already?”


  He closed his eyes, not trusting himself to keep them clear. “I picked it up.” And if she asked how, she was going to regret it.


  But Grayson had the decency not to press. “Very well. But that wasn’t all I wanted to ask you. I have instructions for when this Falcon returns to contact you.”


  “Too late,” Kim said. “He’s been and gone.”


  The professor’s head whipped around, and for the first time, Julian heard her swear.


  “I got contact information out of him, though,” Kim added, her tone casual, as if they’d already figured out how to make it work. “So he’s not completely running the show any more. What do you want us to do?”


  “How are you keeping in touch with him?”


  “He won’t talk to you, not yet,” Julian said before Kim could answer that. “He doesn’t know you. Leave it to us for now.” Grayson and Falcon would be a disaster. He wasn’t about to let that meeting happen out of his sight.


  Grayson scowled at him. He met her eyes without blinking. Their relationship had always been strange—half professor and student, half ex-Guardian and wilder. It meant she pushed him harder than she did other students in her classes. It also meant he wouldn’t let her pull rank in situations when she didn’t have it. The Guardian who first encountered a problem had precedence, unless someone else with relevant experience came in. And no one had experience with this.


  “Fine,” Grayson said at last, biting the word off. “Ask him what the Unseelie were trying to do, and what they’ve tried in the past. Ask him what the Seelie and our own kind have done to oppose that. And try to find out how far we can rely upon them as allies.”


  “I can already answer most of that,” Julian said, then cut off her attempted question. “But I’ll tell you later. Neither Kim nor I have eaten yet today, and I seem to remember you also suggesting that keeping myself fed might be wise.” Then, without letting her respond to that, either, he nodded politely and opened the door. “Good-bye.”


  Then he led Kim inside, and shut the door on Grayson without another word.


  ~


  I kept my mouth shut while we were in the serving lines, since even the buffer zone that tended to exist around Julian wasn’t the same as real privacy. But once we got back up to his room with our food, I let out the words I’d been swallowing. “I can’t believe you spoke to her like that.”


  Julian grimaced as he set his tray down on the floor. “I was taking some of my irritation at Falcon out on her. But I can’t blame it all on that. I’m just sick of this, I guess. Sick of being questioned—like a lab rat that can talk.”


  I could sympathize with that. “She’s on our side, though.”


  “I know.” Julian scraped his fingers through his hair. “I didn’t exactly intend that.”


  You have yourself well under control. Grayson had seemed to think Julian was all right. But looking at him, I could see that he was still frayed, still not quite himself again. The Julian I’d known these past two years wouldn’t have let his emotions slip like that.


  The Julian I’d known also wouldn’t have admitted these mistakes to me. But that was one change I was happy to see.


  Grayson wasn’t the only one he’d reacted to, though. Julian had admitted as much a moment ago. “What is it between you and Falcon? If you’d been cats, your fur would have been standing on end.”


  Julian gave the apple he was cutting a sour look. “He blames me for the failure of the changelings.”


  Hearing him use the word shocked me all out of measure. It wasn’t the worst slur out there, but it was bad enough that I almost stuttered in asking my next question. “What failure?”


  “It’s a long story.” Julian eyed me and wisely chose to continue anyway. “When our worlds were about to separate, the Unseelie imprisoned all the human-sidhe crossbreeds in the Otherworld—there weren’t that many of them—and wiped the memory of their existence from the rest of humanity. They were trying to make sure that when they returned, we’d be completely ignorant of magic, and therefore vulnerable. I think they might even be responsible for why we remember so little of the truth. They may have worked some kind of block, that would send our theories askew.”


  I hoped that was the case; it would help us save face. Even allowing for the thousands of years that had passed since that prehistoric event, we’d forgotten a hell of a lot. “The crossbreeds must have gotten back, though, or none of us would be blooded.”


  Julian nodded. “The Seelie managed to free them, right before the split happened. They sent all the crossbreeds back into our world, to keep the truth alive and re-teach humanity what it had lost.”


  My intuition made a sudden leap. “They dumped them in the British Isles, didn’t they.”


  Pleasure warmed Julian’s expression. “There’s no way to prove it, since the sidhe have no concept of human geography, but that’s what I think, too. It would explain why the Celtic legends retained more of the truth than others did.”


  “We’re still missing a lot of information, though. Falcon blames you for that?”


  “More or less.”


  “But that’s stupid,” I said, putting my fork down in annoyance. “You’re not at fault for what happened however long ago—it had to have been thousands of years, at least. You can only work with what you have, and you weren’t given much.”


  Julian shrugged wearily. “I know that. You know that. And even Falcon knows it. But the ones who failed in their duty are out of his reach, and I’m the most accessible target he has.”


  “Even though the crossbreeds were set an impossible task.” I wished the sidhe were there right then, so I could vent my fury on him.


  “Yes. The Seelie laid a magical injunction on them, a geis. There are no excuses for failing a geis. None.”


  I opened my mouth for an angry response to that, and then stopped. A geis. On the crossbreeds. “Is that what makes wilders behave the way they do?”


  Julian went very still, and for a long moment he did not respond. I bit my lip, less certain than when I’d said it. At last he nodded, very slowly. “It might be.” He shook his head in amazement. “They were instructed to keep alive the true history, and to ensure magic remained controlled, so long as it continued to function. Gods.” One hand raked through his hair again. It seemed to be a nervous gesture of his. Was he doing it more lately because of the situation, or because he was willing to show me he was stressed? “It makes a great deal of sense.”


  Given what he had told me about wilders, yes. They were spiritually bound to the Otherworld, much more than the rest of us. If the geis were to fall to anyone, it would be them.


  Making that connection didn’t prevent me from being irritated at Falcon, though. “Still, I’d like to smack some manners into that green-eyed bastard.”


  Julian came back to earth and smiled wryly. “I’d like to, myself. He’s spoken down to me ever since he realized how little we managed to remember.”


  “Are they all that bad?”


  “No.” Julian shook his head firmly. “I didn’t speak to many of them, but Flint didn’t seem to care, and Shard was understanding. She’s quite impressed by what we have managed, actually, or so it seemed to me.” He met my eyes and smiled again, with more than a hint of satisfaction. “You put Falcon off-balance, though, which is impressive.” I tilted my head in confusion. “When you snapped at him. You weren’t going to let him treat us like children, and you made him realize it. I felt the same way, but I was trying not to show it.”


  I blushed. “I was rude.”


  “No, I’m glad you did it. It’s the first time I’ve seen anyone put him off like that.”


  “I want to know how their abilities differ from ours,” I said, trying to change the topic before my face caught on fire. “We put together makeshift systems for understanding how magic works, but the sidhe are the real thing. We could learn so much from them.”


  “Maybe,” Julian said dubiously. “They’ll make poor teachers, though. You have to understand—they only vaguely grasp what we mean by ‘magic.’ They sort of know, but it’s so natural to them that our approach confuses them. It would be like one of them coming and asking you to teach him how it is you do something like….” His expression revived my blush. “Being in love.”


  With any guy other than Julian, I might have tried to capitalize on that opening. But whether it was the geis or just his own sense of duty, I knew he wouldn’t welcome a distraction right now. Not to mention the tension around physical contact— that was definitely a problem for later.


  “But how—” I aborted that with a shake of my head. “Never mind. This isn’t something that comes to them only at puberty; they don’t have to train their children. Their control of it is probably instinctive.”


  “Pretty much. They refine it—like training to be a better runner, or a singer—but the basics aren’t taught, they’re inborn.”


  “Damn.” I sighed. I felt like I was back to the previous quarter, watching Grayson move through a procedure, her skipping steps right and left, and me wondering if I’d ever be able to do what she did. Except that in the case of the sidhe, I wouldn’t. I was too human. “Well, I’ll just have to learn by observation.”


  Julian grimaced, and I made an inquiring sound. “If they let you,” he said. “I understand their need for secrecy, but—they didn’t give me much choice about blanking my memory. And when they gave those memories back, I think they altered a few things. Some events or places are fuzzy, with details missing.”


  His voice had gone flat in a way that spoke volumes. They might be allies, but he wouldn’t easily forgive that interference. And those missing details might be important to us. I hadn’t forgotten what Julian said before about needing an edge, so we could formulate some kind of strategy.


  Nor had I forgotten our deadline. Barely a month remained until the solstice. In one month, the sidhe would no longer be limited to Welton. They’d be unleashed on the world, and gods help us all if we didn’t have a defense by then.


  A buzzing from my pocket punctuated that thought. Pulling out my port, I moaned. “Oh, gods. It’s my parents.”


  Julian nodded toward his bedroom. “You can go in there, if you need privacy.”


  And give my mother a chance to notice, and ask about, my different surroundings? Not likely. “I should get home, anyway,” I said. “I’ll call them back from there. I’d rather use my screen anyway, since I bet they both want to talk to me.”


  The buzzing stopped. Julian’s expression told me he recognized that for the polite excuse it was, but he let it pass. I wondered if I should kiss him goodbye—was he ready for that? I confined myself to squeezing his hand. “I’ll see you at dinner, okay?”


  Julian nodded, and I went to face my doom.


  ~


  Back in my dorm room, I stared at the screen as if it were going to bite me. Usually I didn’t mind talking to my parents, but neither of them had been happy when the demands of their jobs forced them back home after my “accident.” They wanted to know every detail of what I’d done since then, down to what I had for breakfast, and even that wasn’t be enough. And I couldn’t afford to give them real answers, nor to tell them why I couldn’t.


  Taking a deep breath, I dialed home.


  My mother picked up. “Hold on just a moment; let me get your father on.” After a moment, the screen split into two images, one showing my mother in her office, the other showing my father in his.


  “Sorry I didn’t pick up before,” I said. “I was in the middle of some PK practice, and didn’t want to blow myself up.” Ouch. Bad choice of lie. I shouldn’t remind them of the summoning debacle.


  A pause. I fought the urge to fidget. Then came the inevitable question.


  “Have they found your wilder friend yet?”


  My wilder friend. She wouldn’t call him a changeling, but she wouldn’t use his name, either. What was I supposed to tell her? Yeah, they did, though me and my friends had to piece his mind back together before he could tell us about how he was kidnapped by the sidhe. But don’t worry, Mom; not all the sidhe are bad. I had a very nice one in my room the other night, except he’s not really nice, he’s just trying to keep all of humanity from becoming the tool of his enemies. Which might happen anyway. Or they might just decide to destroy us. So I hope you’ve been buffing up on your combat skills, Mom, ‘cause you may need them when all hell breaks loose on the solstice.


  “Yeah.”


  Another pause. I got the impression she was tapping her foot, although the image didn’t go that low. “And?”


  I shrugged. “I don’t know much. Professor Grayson has been keeping everything under very tight security.” Maybe I could blame everything on Grayson. If my mother chose to take her on, at least it would be a fairer fight than this one.


  “Is he all right?” my father asked.


  He’s a lot better since I told him I love him. “I think so. There was some kind of healing circle.”


  “Physical healing?” my father asked in surprise.


  “No, psychic. I don’t really know details.” Another lie. I hated doing this to my parents, but even if Grayson hadn’t forbidden me to speak, I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to tell them. My father might not care, but if my mother knew I was in love with a wilder, she’d have a cat. Of course, I’d have to break the news to her eventually.


  Maybe I should just wait a month. Once she got a good look at Falcon, Julian would seem downright normal.


  “I hope this isn’t disturbing your classes,” my mother said.


  “Not really,” I lied. “If it were the end of the term, it might be harder, but it’s still fairly early, so I’m not drowning in work.” I couldn’t remember the last time I’d done any reading.


  “That’s good. I wouldn’t want this to upset your grades.” Of course not; I had a nice internship lined up for the summer, and wouldn’t want to jeopardize that, now would I? If the world was even normal enough for internships six months from now.


  “I don’t think it will.”


  “How are your hands?” my father asked.


  “They’re better. I’ve been careful with them.”


  My father nodded in approval. My mother asked, “Is everything else going okay?”


  “Yeah. The weather’s been nice. Cold, but not too much snow.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.” Awkward silence followed. “Well, I imagine you’ve got work to do, so we’ll let you go.”


  They were letting me off the hook that easily? I wasn’t about to complain. “Okay. I love you.”


  “I love you too, honey,” my mother said, and my father echoed her. “Bye.”


  My mother’s image blinked out of the screen. But as I was reaching to hang up, my father raised one hand to stop me. “Kim, one more thing.”


  I froze. What did he want?


  He glanced around, as if expecting to see someone lurking in the corners of his office, before going on in a low voice. “Be careful, Kim. Your mother didn’t want to tell you, but she had a dream last night.”


  “What kind of dream?”


  “You were running into a forest, but you didn’t see it was there. And it was very dangerous. That’s all she could get out of it.”


  My heart beat faster at his words. My mother wasn’t prone to precognitive dreams, but when she had one, they were usually important. “Okay. I’ll bear that in mind.”


  “I mean it, Kim. Be careful.”


  “I will. And thanks for warning me.”


  “All right. Stay safe.” He hung up, and the screen went blank.


  


  Chapter Nine


  Liesel stopped in the doorway. Not by choice; I’d left a box in the middle of the floor that blocked her from the rest of the room.


  “Shit,” I said. “Sorry. Let me move that.” I picked up the box and stopped helplessly. There was nowhere else to put it. Practically every book I owned was off the shelf, along with half of Liesel’s. I ended up ducking into the bedroom and leaving the box on my bed.


  In the meantime Liesel picked her way across the wreckage and hung her bag from the back of her chair. “What happened?”


  “I wish I could say a tornado, but sadly, it’s all me.” I came back into the common room with a guilty face. “I was looking in my books—and yours—for anything useful regarding the sidhe. Then I tried the divination route.” Three packs of tarot cards, four sets of other cards, my focus, and the runes from Julian accounted for a small corner of the mess. Much of the rest was the result of me trying to find the other decks, after my usual one produced nothing helpful.


  “What kinds of questions were you asking?”


  I shrugged. “General stuff, mostly. What sorts of trouble we might face, and so on.” I kept my shields up as I said it. If I told her about my mother’s dream, she’d only worry. I’d try for some clarification tonight, in my own dreams, and see if I got anything more concrete.


  Liesel shifted a stack of books off the couch so she could sit down. “And?”


  “And nothing,” I said, discouraged. “At least, nothing I couldn’t have told you before. We have trouble in our futures. There’s going to be lots of panic when people find out. Some people will probably die. How many, I can’t say.” One reading had indicated huge losses; another, very few. I decided not to quantify it for Liesel, though.


  Her hands were tightly clenched in her lap. “What does that mean?”


  “It means the future’s too much in flux to read,” I said. The words slowed as I reached the end of the sentence. Liesel knew this stuff already; she’d taken a divination survey course. Why ask me, when she knew the answer?


  Maybe she’d been hoping I would give her a different one.


  She stood up and began to move about the room. I watched, leaning in the doorway to the bedroom, as she picked up her books and returned them to their places on the shelf, reorganizing the ones I’d disarranged in my search. “Sorry,” I said awkwardly. “I didn’t mean to go through your stuff.”


  “It’s all right,” Liesel said. Once she finished with her books, she tidied up some scattered papers, then started in on my books. I watched her alphabetize them. My books were never alphabetized.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked quietly.


  Liesel shook her head. “Nothing. Did you talk to your parents?”


  The motion had been small and tight. Her fingers continually brushed strands of hair out of her face, even when I couldn’t see any there. “Yes, I did, and your ‘nothing’ is as believable as Robert playing innocent.” I came forward, stepping over debris along the way. Something was wrong with this, with me trying to read Liesel. Unfortunately, being an empath, she knew very well how to lock her emotions up so I couldn’t catch so much as a trailing wisp.


  She also ought to know that such behavior wasn’t healthy.


  She paused, holding the anthology from my sophomore year French literature class. I waited, letting her work through whatever was bothering her. “What did you tell them?” she asked at last.


  I blinked. “Who? My parents?” She nodded. “Not much. Mostly that Grayson was handling the problems with Julian, and that I didn’t know much about what was going on.”


  “You lied,” she said.


  Was that what was bothering her? It couldn’t possibly be. I’d lied before, and Liesel knew it. She didn’t have the kind of inflexible morality that would get upset at me for it now. “I had to,” I reminded her. “Grayson said not to speak of this.”


  “But they’re your parents.”


  Something leaked from her on that last word, but it was gone before I could catch it. “Yes,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “But Grayson had reasons for the gag order, and they apply to my parents, too.”


  Liesel put the book down and folded her arms across her chest. “You told me.”


  I met her eyes calmly, but inside I felt guilty. “Would you prefer I hadn’t?”


  She opened her mouth, then paused. I bit my lip while she considered it. I was glad she hadn’t given me a knee-jerk answer, but on the other hand, this meant she wasn’t sure. “No,” she finally said. “I’m glad you told me. Sort of.” She sighed, and some of the tension drained out of her. “But … not telling anyone is going to be hard.”


  “You’ll be fine,” I said.


  It was meant to be encouraging, but failed. Liesel shook her head. “It’s easier for you,” she said.


  “Easier?” I gave her a confused look. “How?”


  “You’re not as close to your family as I am. I’m used to having them for support; I always tell them when I’m having problems.” Liesel hugged herself, and for a moment she looked unutterably lonely. “I want to run screaming to my mami. I want her to tell me it’s all going to be okay, because she can make me believe it.” She laughed, but the sound was flat and disbelieving. “I don’t dare talk to her. If I do, I’ll blurt out everything. I know I will. I can’t believe you managed to stay quiet.”


  Her remark about my relationship with my family hit uncomfortably close to home—all the more because a strong part of me felt just like Liesel. My mother was a Ring anchor; she was a high blood and far-better trained. Grayson was good, but she wasn’t comforting.


  Then again, neither was my mother.


  I had no doubt she could defend me, and would if she knew what was going on—but when I imagined running to her, another part of me rebelled. It wasn’t just a desire to avoid going back to the overprotective days after Noah’s death, and it wasn’t just Grayson’s gag order, either.


  So what was it?


  Pride. That was part of it, maybe a big part. I didn’t want to admit to her—admit to myself—that I couldn’t handle this. I couldn’t handle it on my own; that was obvious, and that’s why I’d told Grayson about Falcon. But there was a difference between dealing with the Unseelie—protecting the world from their machinations—and dealing with it inside myself. I didn’t want to admit to my mother that I wasn’t strong enough to look this problem in the eye and stand my ground.


  That was the other part. Curiosity. Of the morbid kind. Could I stand my ground?


  I honestly didn’t know.


  Liesel touched my arm. “Are you all right?”


  Back to the normal order of things. She was playing—not seelie; I couldn’t use that word in its slang sense, not anymore. Playing the empath. I meant to say yes, that I was fine, but when I opened my mouth what came out was the truth. “I don’t know.”


  I sank down onto the couch. Liesel sat on the floor. I stared at my feet for a long moment before another thought swam out of the morass of my brain and voiced itself. “Back at the beginning of fall quarter, when I did that reading, the cards tried to warn me about this. That there was danger coming … and that I needed to be prepared.”


  Liesel waited quietly, knowing I wasn’t done.


  I leaned back and put my head on the cushion, staring at the ceiling. It wasn’t uncommon for me to tell Liesel things I wouldn’t tell anyone else, but I couldn’t always face her while I did it. My next comments I addressed to the light fixture. “I tried. I kept working at CM, and it paid off; I’m not blocked like I used to be. But it went further than that. The cards said I would become—maybe that I needed to become—someone else, in order to deal with this. Someone like a Guardian. And I’m just not there.”


  “No one could be,” Liesel said quietly, and laid her hand on my knee. She could have soothed me, but didn’t; she just let me feel her lack of judgment. “Even if you hadn’t had a block to get past—which, by the way, congratulations—nobody can turn themselves into a Guardian in a few months.”


  The Chariot danced before my eyes, upside down. “Nobody ever said the cards had to offer me a feasible path.”


  Liesel sat quietly for a moment. Then I caught a whiff of amusement. “Your screen’s too heavy for me to drag it over here and wave in front of you.”


  Professor Madison’s quote. Hadn’t I just echoed it to Julian? Lies, damned lies, and prophecy. But there was a point at which catchy sound-bites lost their force, when the weight of the future grew too heavy to be ignored. During my efforts today, in one reading after another, the Knight of Cups—the card I used to signify myself—came up reversed. There were other factors surrounding it I couldn’t interpret, but my confidence in the mutability of the future could only stretch so far.


  Sooner or later, I was going to crack.


  ~


  Dinner that night was a quiet affair. The four of us had picked a table in a back corner, well away from anyone who might overhear our conversation, but it was a moot point; we weren’t having one. Liesel picked at her food. Robert seemed unaffected, but his appetite could survive any shock. Julian ate mechanically.


  I put food down my throat only because I knew I needed it. My stomach roiled with conflicting emotions. I would never have thought it was possible to feel sick dread and utter elation at once, but the combination of my shadowed future and Julian’s presence at my side produced it handily.


  I wished I knew whether Julian was having the same problem. It would make me feel better.


  His equanimity in the face of this trouble was either unbelievable, or a facade. I still couldn’t tell which. Shard’s prophecy had upset him, but he didn’t seem afraid of the Unseelie. I, on the other hand, had enough fear for both of us. And I hadn’t even met them, hadn’t encountered them more closely than a few long-distance brushes. Those were nothing next to what Julian had endured.


  Maybe those very experiences had broken his fear.


  The unknown. A faceless enemy was more terrifying than one you could see and attack. I clenched my hand on my table knife, then made it relax when Liesel noticed. It was crazy to think that maybe I’d be better off if I’d been captured and tortured by the Unseelie, but the thought wouldn’t go away. At least then I would know what I was facing, no matter how terrible it was.


  I would know—but I still wouldn’t be ready.


  Maybe that was how I would be lost.


  I cast a covert glance at Julian. He wasn’t watching me; he was intent on his dinner, still eating as though he hadn’t been fed in a week. He’d burned more of his resources lately than he could afford. I studied his profile as if to memorize it: the sharp line of his jaw, the level set of his eyes. I’d never noticed how long his lashes were.


  My hands curled tight again on my knife and fork. I’d fight with everything I had to protect him, and he would do the same for me. And if I wasn’t ready, then so be it. No power in this world or any other could make me abandon him.


  Brave thoughts. If I was going to make them lead anywhere other than disaster, I needed to find something more to bring to the fight.


  I shoved my chair back from the table. The sudden scrape made Liesel drop her spoon. I muttered an apology, then said, “I’m going to the library.”


  Robert raised an eyebrow. “Therapeutic classwork?”


  “Hardly. Research. Welton has the best psychic sciences library in the United States; there’s got to be something on the sidhe here. And maybe I won’t find it tonight, but I can start looking.” I put on my coat and picked up my tray. “I’ll let you guys know if anything comes up.”


  It was time to make myself useful.


  ~


  The guy at the checkout desk in Talman barely glanced up as I passed him. It was late enough on a Sunday night that he had his feet up on the desk while he read something off his port. I was the only library patron in sight. The rows of screens, for students who preferred to work on their papers at the library, were uniformly dark.


  I didn’t bother settling in at one to search the catalogue. Individual titles didn’t matter; I just needed to find the right sections of the library. Then I could start browsing, maybe even try to coax my gifts into nudging me toward the right books. Legends, and also divination. Maybe if I tried a different approach, I could get more concrete advice. The I Ching was familiar enough to be manageable, if I had a book to help me—and if that failed, there was a whole arsenal of obscure divinatory systems to try.


  I went after that first, because it was home territory. Maybe I was asking the wrong questions—not what was coming, but what we should do to prepare. Or what weaknesses our enemies had, that we could exploit. Something. Even if the Unseelie had warded themselves against divination, there had to be some angle they’d missed. And I would find it.


  Carrying home half of Talman, however, wouldn’t get me anything other than a sore back. I made myself cull the pile I’d accumulated on the floor to something more manageable; after all, I still had the other sections to visit. Shoving one last fat little book back onto the shelf—did I really think I could master Mayan calendrical divination in time to make use of it?—I bent to pick up my stack.


  Thunk.


  I turned around. The book I’d just put back had fallen off the shelf.


  Frowning, I replaced it, pushing it well in. And then I watched.


  A second later, it wiggled forward and dropped again.


  I snatched it up and took a deep breath. Just poltergeist activity. Perfectly normal, and nothing I hadn’t seen before. Except that Talman wasn’t haunted, and I doubted any teenagers in the throes of manifestation were lurking in the stacks.


  This time, when I put the book back on the shelf, I held it there telekinetically.


  The one next to it shot out and smacked into the opposite row before falling to the floor.


  Faint, mocking laughter drifted along the aisles.


  A practical joke. There were still idiots, even at Welton, who thought it was fun to imitate old horror movies. I sent a probe outward, searching my surroundings for the perpetrator, until it ran into something


  inhuman.


  I leapt back before the other mind could react and stood frozen, my heart pounding in my chest.


  I’d wanted to face the Unseelie. Now I was getting my wish.


  Grabbing the books off the floor, I slammed the offending volume into its spot and began to back quietly along the aisle.


  It fell out again, as did the first one. And the one next to that. And then one book after another began to shoot out, from both sides of the aisle, coming closer and closer to me. I gathered my minimal telekinetic ability and managed to keep from being hit, but that was my limit. Dropping my collection, I ran.


  Books pursued me. They flew out of the narrow gaps between the stacks and careened around corners like heat-seeking missiles. I’d turned the wrong way in my panic, and was going to have to circle half the floor to get to a staircase; I didn’t dare cut down an aisle. Laughter followed me, seeming to come from all sides.


  My heart was thundering in my ears, but that initial, unthinking fright faded as I ran. I’d only felt one of them. And I might be fleeing pell-mell right now, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t spare a bit of attention for him.


  He was easy to spot, sticking out like a beacon of Otherworldliness in the middle of the level. He wasn’t even trying to hide himself. Smiling through my gritted teeth, I threw a quick bolt of psychic energy his way.


  It wasn’t much of an attack, but he hadn’t expected me to hit back. He flinched momentarily, and the books fell to the floor. They were up again in an instant, but by then I was that much closer to a staircase and freedom. I tossed off another bolt; he parried that one easily, contemptuously. Dammit—what was that smart-ass comment I’d once made, about combat and PK? I put my head down and ran.


  A trail of books flew after me as I threw myself down the stairs, feet barely touching, shooting down them three at a time. I’d never have managed it had I practiced for a week, but with the incentive of an Unseelie sidhe after me, I didn’t think twice. Somehow I got down without falling, without breaking my neck. And then I was in the deserted screen room, and I slammed the door shut just before the leading book collided with it.


  Panting for breath, I leaned against the door and looked about warily.


  Nothing.


  The sidhe was three floors up. Had I passed out of his reach? Telekinesis on things you couldn’t see was hard, but maybe not for his kind. He seemed to be irritated. I smiled fiercely. Good; I hoped I’d ruined his little trick.


  With a ear-piercing shriek, a screen wrenched free of its theft-proof housing and flung itself at me.


  “Fuck!” I screamed, and threw myself to the floor.


  A lash of telekinetic energy barely kept shattered glassite from falling on me. As I rolled to my feet, the screen was followed by one of its fellows, and a third just behind it. I slapped them both aside, but they circled around and came again, two more joining them. How many could he keep in the air at once? More than I could hope to parry, not when they were coming at me from all sides. I needed more defensible ground.


  I ducked the next one coming at me; surprised by the lack of resistance, the sidhe accidently threw it into the wall. Another one ripped free to replace it, but by then I was running again, covering my head with my arms as though that would protect it, sprinting for the far side of the room.


  The checkout boy was gone, but I didn’t care. My goal was the massive wooden desk he sat at.


  Its polished top was slipperier than I expected. I shot across too fast and hit the floor off-balance. One of the pursuing terminals clipped my outflung arm before crashing into the wall. I swore in pain and dove headfirst into the shelter of the desk, cramming myself into the niche below.


  With only one side to protect, I felt infinitely safer. I could guard this. One of the terminals flew at the opening, but I slammed it aside easily.


  Then one shattered against the thinner wood at my back.


  That, I decided after my heart started again, was a worry for later. The wood would hold, at least for a while. The sidhe was just trying to distract me, to divide my attention. The real threat was still my open front. I’d guard that until the wood weakened, however long that took, and maybe in the meantime that goddamned checkout boy would return.


  Excellent logic—and less comforting with every crunching thud.


  Then the noises stopped. Nothing flew at me. I inhaled deeply and marshaled my wits, knowing the sidhe was planning something new.


  A splintering noise—and then a dozen pieces of glassite shrapnel came hurtling at the opening.


  Two slipped through, but the rest I blocked. Again the sound of shattering. And another flurry. And another. And then, as though the hand of an invisible giant had slapped them down, everything fell to the floor and stayed there.


  I threw a probe out, suddenly fearing some new trick. I didn’t find the sidhe, though. Before I got twenty feet from my physical location, I ran headfirst into a presence as welcome as a life preserver to a drowning man.


  Grayson.


  Heedless of the danger, I dove out from under the desk, trying not to hit the broken glassite littered around it, and stood up. “Here!”


  The white-haired professor was standing in the entrance to the lobby, hand outstretched, commanding everything down. Her head came around sharply at my call, and in that moment she reminded me of nothing so much as a white wolf, wary and poised for an attack. “Kimberly!”


  Once more I sent a probe out, sweeping the building. I only felt a fading trace of the sidhe. “He’s gone.”


  “Was it the Unseelie?”


  “Yes.” I had no proof, but if I was wrong, I’d eat the glassite crunching beneath my boots.


  Grayson crossed the floor in long, quick steps, surveying the damage as she went. My shakes grew worse as I did the same. Half the screens were gone, and the scars of their flight showed everywhere.


  That could have been me.


  “You’re injured,” the professor said as she came closer.


  I reached up to touch my face and felt the warm stickiness of blood. There was more on my forearm, and a few slashes across my shoulder and shin. All minor, though. “Not nearly as much as I could have been.”


  “What was he trying to do?”


  “Fuck with my mind, I think.” Grayson didn’t blink at the profanity. “I don’t know. Stupid poltergeist tricks at first—third floor’s trashed—but then I got here, and he got uglier.”


  She crossed to the doorway I’d come through and studied the wreckage of my trail. “So I see.” Turning back, Grayson eyed the checkout room. “Where’s the student who was here?”


  “Hell if I know. He was gone when I ran in.” My knees gave out, and I sat down hard on the desk. Concerned, Grayson came back and checked my pulse and pupils.


  “You’re in shock. Not surprising.”


  How very helpful of her to tell me that. I would never have guessed it myself. My hands were trembling uncontrollably; I folded them tightly in my lap.


  Grayson’s expression was less than pleased as she looked back at the room. “I’ll have a fine time covering this up.”


  Covering—“What?”


  “The traces. They’re distinctive. People will either sense the truth and panic—or misunderstand, and blame Julian Fiain. I doubt you want to see either.”


  “So what are you going to do, blame it on me?”


  Grayson’s expression was frosty, and I regretted the words as soon as they were out of my mouth. “No.”


  I wanted to ask her what she was going to do, but after that blunder, I thought the better of it.


  “Go home, Kim,” Grayson said softly. “Quickly. I was the nearest Ring member when this happened, but the others will arrive soon, and you don’t want to be here when they come.”


  


  Chapter Ten


  Robert raised one eyebrow at Julian, amusement lurking around the corners of his mouth. “Is there, by chance, anything you have neglected to tell me?”


  “Such as?” Julian paged irritably through the book he was holding. The index was worse than useless, and he couldn’t find the information he was looking for.


  “Oh, some trivial matter which might cause Kim to glow faintly at dinner—and not in a magical sense, I might add—while blushing from time to time, at no visible cause.”


  Julian put the book down and gave his roommate a level look. Blushing? He hadn’t noticed that.


  Robert needed no verbal confirmation. He crowed with laughter, sprawling back in his chair so the long bones of his arms and legs radiated outward, starfish-like. “At rather long last! I thought I saw her gathering the nerve necessary to say something to you. And you needn’t pretend I have it wrong; I know she was the one to speak first.” He quieted and looked across at Julian, face still merry. “And now I shall have the delightful entertainment of watching you figure out what to do with her.”


  Before Julian could find something approaching a sane response to that, they heard an unsteady knock on the door.


  Head-blind as he was, Robert simply got up to answer it. Julian reached outward with his mind, and shot to his feet just as his roommate opened the door.


  “Ye gods,” Robert said, seeing Kim outside. Blood streaked her face, and she had the wide-eyed stare look of someone staying on her feet only by force of will. Robert drew her into the room and closed the door while Julian guided her into a seat.


  “What happened?” he asked. He kept himself locked down as he said it; she didn’t need to be hit by his reaction, not in her state.


  “Unseelie,” Kim said faintly, not looking at either of them. “Talman. In the stacks.”


  His hand floated a hair’s-breadth from the slash along her cheekbone, then fell to the bloodstains on her shoulder. “One of them did this to you?”


  “Books first. Then he started throwing computers.” She buried her face in her hands and began to shake uncontrollably.


  Julian wrapped his arms around her, trying to halt his own shaking. Fury nearly overwhelmed everything. The Unseelie had attacked Kim. But he shoved that down; anger wasn’t what she needed from him. He channeled warmth and support to her, and from the other side, even Robert did what he could, one long-fingered hand touching her head. The comfort broke the last of Kim’s fragile control. Tears began to roll down her face, though she made no sound.


  Above her head, Julian exchanged a glance with his roommate, and found Robert’s face reflecting his own thoughts.


  But they stayed silent while Kim cried. Only when she shifted, raising one hand to wipe her face dry, did they sit back. “Grayson came,” she said, her voice still thick with tears. “She felt it, I guess. Said the rest of the Ring would be there soon. She’s going to cover it up. Don’t know how.”


  “The Unseelie escaped?” Robert asked.


  She nodded, the motion jerky. “Yeah. Don’t know where he went. I was too busy playing tennis with shards of glass to pay attention. Then when they stopped flying at me, my first instinct wasn’t to go after him.”


  “Of course not,” Julian said. His anger almost slipped its leash as he said it. Attacks on him, he could accept; he was fair game. Kim was a different story.


  She felt it, and glanced up at him, but he instinctively avoided her eyes. Robert, deliberately or not, deflected them both. “Why was he trying to kill you?” he muttered.


  “He wasn’t,” Kim said. “I don’t think so, anyway. At first it was just scare tactics, trying to make me freak out. Then….” She shuddered, and Julian laid a cautious hand on her shoulder, focusing himself once more. “I guess he lost his temper. Or something.”


  The words were coming slowly, her voice dead with fatigue. She was in no state to keep talking about the matter, and Julian glared Robert into silence when he tried to ask another question. It could wait.


  Julian laid his head on top of Kim’s again, and held her until she was asleep.


  ~


  The light was coming from the wrong direction, I realized sleepily. It shouldn’t be falling on the left side of my face. Was it that late? But no, that didn’t work either; my room didn’t have a west-facing window.


  Puzzled, I opened my eyes. It took a moment for the shapes I was seeing to resolve into a coherent picture, and then a moment more for it to register. I wasn’t in my room. I was in Kinfield still.


  The spartan austerity of the room told me whose it was. I pushed back Julian’s worn blue comforter and sat up. And looked at the window. And remembered that his room, unlike mine, faced west. It was that late.


  “Shit,” I groaned, and flopped back onto the pillow.


  A step outside the door brought me up again, but even as my mind reached out, Julian appeared in the doorway. “Are you okay?”


  “Yeah. I just realized I slept through all my classes.”


  He shrugged and came into the room, folding into a cross-legged position on the tile floor. “With good reason.”


  “But I can hardly tell my professors that, can I?” I shoved my hair out of my face and wished for something to tie it with. Unfortunately, Robert cut his ponytail off freshman year, and no longer had hair-bands around. “What about you?”


  “What about me?”


  “Don’t you have classes, too?” I doubted he’d gone outside in those scruffy clothes.


  He shrugged carelessly.


  “Julian! You’ve already missed two weeks; you can’t afford to miss more!”


  “I wasn’t going to leave you alone.”


  That was both touching and irritating. Last night I’d been grateful beyond words to know that I didn’t have to worry about defending myself for a little while, that any Unseelie who tried to walk in the door would be dead before he got two steps. Still…. “You’re as much of a target as I am, you know.”


  “Except I wasn’t sleeping off a backlash-headache.”


  Irritatingly, he was right. I opened my mouth once or twice but couldn’t find a useful comeback. Had anyone come for me while I was out, I would have been an easy target. “Don’t worry,” Julian said. “I’ll be fine.”


  That was always his answer. “I guess so,” I muttered rebelliously.


  “How are you feeling now?” he asked, blatantly changing the subject.


  “Better than I was yesterday.” Thanks to my long sleep, I had only traces of a headache. Memory said I’d fallen asleep on their futon; there was no way I’d been in a state to go back to Wolfstone. I hadn’t even noticed them shifting me to the bed. Where had Julian slept? On the futon, probably, if he’d slept at all. He didn’t look like he’d been up all night, but I wouldn’t put it past him. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what explanation Grayson cooked up for the damage in Talman?”


  “Not yet. I told Robert to call if he heard any rumors.”


  “What about Liesel? Has anybody called her—does she know where I am?”


  “She knows. She was scared, at first, but you might be glad to know the next words out of her mouth were ‘I hope Kim got the bastard good.’”


  I sighed wearily and leaned my back against the wall. “As if I could. I got one bolt off before he expected it, but he blocked everything else. It’s a pity they don’t teach undergrads combat magic.” Julian’s face didn’t flicker, but I still found myself wondering what he knew. If he’d learned summonings before coming to Welton, what else had they taught him? “Shit,” I said, as something else occurred to me. “I left all the books I’d found in Talman.”


  “On the sidhe?”


  “The I Ching. And other things.” I chose my words carefully, so as prevent the conversation from going down any of the various tracks I wanted to avoid. He didn’t know about my mother’s dream, and it wasn’t like he needed more warnings to protect me. “This is a turning point, so it’s damn near impossible to get anything concrete from divination. Still, I wanted to try other methods—but I don’t know the I Ching well enough to use it without a reference.” And try though I might, I could not convince myself to go back to Talman.


  “I have a book on it,” Julian said. He helped me to my feet, and I did need the help. My knees felt like limp noodles. But we made it to the common room without mishap, where Julian fetched the appropriate book from its shelf.


  “Thanks,” I said, looking it over. The title was one I’d pulled in Talman last night. Now it was lost, somewhere in the disaster that was the third floor. Gods, I hoped the checkout boy was all right. Maybe he’d just gone to the bathroom when the Unseelie slipped in.


  I stretched my back, feeling it pop in four different places. “Well. I should go back to my room and give this a try. Maybe even some class work; I can’t afford to miss tomorrow, too. Not if I’m supposed to be acting normal.”


  Julian nodded and picked up his coat. I frowned. “What do you think you’re doing?”


  “Going with you.”


  I almost objected. I didn’t want to be coddled, like some kid who couldn’t cross the street on her own; I’d had enough of that after my brother died. Then it occurred to me that, while Julian might want to protect me, that wasn’t necessarily his only reason. And I didn’t exactly object to spending more time with him. “Let’s get food, though. I’m not hungry, but I know I should be.”


  After a quick meal in Kinfield’s dining hall, we went out into the snow. For once, I didn’t care about the cold. Julian walked at my side in companionable silence, not touching but closer than usual, and for a brief moment I could pretend everything was normal.


  But not forever. With people coming out of afternoon classes, I should have felt safe. Instead, every nerve was standing on end, hypersensitive for danger. My eyes darted from side to side, and it was only by force of good manners that I didn’t psychically scan everybody who walked past. My muscles were tensed to run.


  “Try to relax,” Julian said quietly.


  I tried to smile, but didn’t quite succeed. “I know. They’re not likely to try anything here.”


  “They might,” he said. “But you can react faster if you aren’t tense.”


  That unexpected response rocked me. Were we really in that much danger? No, hopefully not—but this was how Julian lived, or at least how he’d been trained. Assume danger, but don’t let it paralyze you. Gods. And I needed to learn to think like that, too.


  It was impossible to be aware of everything at once, but my paranoia tried. Could I trust my senses, though? This might all be an illusion. All the people I saw around me, they might not really be there. I might not be where I thought I was. If it was a glamour, the level of detail was insanely high, but who was to say the sidhe weren’t capable of it? I could be walking the wrong way, into the Arboretum where they could attack me, or off campus and onto a road. They could kill me with simple misdirection.


  Could they deceive my body like that? I’d walked this path a thousand times. Surely my feet would follow the right course without thought, would notice if my surroundings went askew.


  But I couldn’t be sure.


  By the time I reached Wolfstone, my nerves were frayed. I reached out reflexively and scanned the building, feeling the comfortable familiarity of the place, the gentle pulse of the various shields on people’s rooms. My own room. I didn’t think the sidhe could fake that.


  We paused inside the doorway, gear-shifting again from potential Unseelie targets to a pair of young people in the awkward early stages of a relationship. An involuntary grin crept over my face at the ridiculousness of it. Julian showed amusement as well, but before we could decide what constituted an appropriate goodbye between a standoffish wilder and his girlfriend of two days, a voice came from the stairs. “Hey, Kim. Hey, Julian.”


  We twitched apart, as if we’d been caught doing something scandalous. Michele crossed the entrance hall, studying the two us with obvious curiosity. Then her eyes widened. “Lord and Lady, Kim—what happened to you?”


  I’d forgotten about the cuts on my face. “A botched PK exercise,” I improvised. “The glass exploded, and I, being stupid, got hit.”


  “Ouch. Weren’t you wearing any protection?”


  “Obviously not enough.” Michele made a sympathetic noise, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “What are you doing here?”


  “Liesel asked me to come by. She and I meditated together, and then did a couple of protective spells.” She nodded at Julian. “For you as well as for the rest of the Circle.”


  Julian only said, “Thank you,” but I rather thought he was surprised. “And thank you for the healing work—I sent everyone a message, but I also wanted to say it in person.”


  I hadn’t even thought about that. I mean, I’d thanked them, but somehow it never occurred to me that Julian would think of it, with everything else on his mind. I hadn’t considered what it would mean to him, that people he wasn’t good friends with would do that for him, a wilder.


  “You’re welcome,” Michele said. “Hey, not to be rude, but I’ve got something to tell Kim—do you mind?”


  He shook his head. “I’ve got to head off anyway. Kim, I’ll see you later.”


  “Bye,” I said, and inwardly cursed Michele for not having come downstairs thirty seconds later.


  When he was gone, the Circle leader said, “I guess I could have said this in front of him, but—well, I had a weird dream last night, about you.”


  First my mother, now Michele. At this rate we weren’t going to keep things secret much longer. “What happened?”


  “The whole Circle was there, but you were standing apart, looking at us in a strange way. And there was this band of mist between you and the rest of us, and I was afraid to touch it or walk through it.”


  My precognition twinged ominously. “Any idea what it means?”


  “None whatsoever.”


  I shrugged with my best imitation of carelessness. “Me neither. Thanks for telling me, though.” Everyone was warning me lately. Grayson’s reinforcements could not arrive fast enough.


  “You’re welcome.” Michele looked uncomfortable. “I have to go. Just—be careful, all right?”


  I nodded. “I will be.”


  Alone once more, I climbed slowly up the stairs. Whatever Grayson was busy doing, I couldn’t sit on my hands—not where my own safety was concerned. I would try to get information tonight.


  ~


  This time the four of us ate in Liesel’s and my room in Wolfstone. Back in the days when we had nothing to hide, we’d rarely taken our meals out of the dining halls. Now it was becoming routine. We couldn’t talk about the sidhe in public, and our conversations were about little else.


  Even when the topic wasn’t the sidhe, it was still indirectly about them. “So, did you hear about the idiot who set an imp loose in Talman?” Robert asked dryly as we ate.


  I blinked, momentarily confused. Then I made the connection. “What the hell did Grayson do?”


  “Covered your tracks—yours and the Unseelie’s.” Robert shook his head in admiration. “The woman works fast, I’ll give her that. She conjured up an imp and persuaded it to run all over the mess, covering the magical traces with its own, and then subdued it before anyone else arrived. Not that she’d find that last a difficult task. I’ve yet to see the imp that could look Grayson in the eye.”


  I glanced at my textbook from Lesser Banishing Rituals and shuddered. Imps were, at the moment, beyond my skill. They were pissants in the grand scheme of things, being nothing more than the embodiment of humanity’s baser urges, but they were bloody nuisances, and sending them back to the weird quasi-plane they inhabited could be a frustrating task. The only thing that made them useful was that they were marginally more intelligent than constructs, and could be drafted for more complex tasks. “Why the hell would anyone let an imp loose in the library, though?”


  “To do his research,” Robert said blandly. “Except that the creature had ideas of its own.”


  Gods. I could just see some of the idiots on campus doing that. “Who’d she blame the summoning on, though? And how’d she handle the issue of permits?”


  “According to rumor, it had been loose for too long, so she could not tell who called it. It was gone before the other Ring anchors got there, so they could not check her story. And presumably the fellow responsible is taking a summoning course. The University may try to investigate who among those currently studying summoning would have an interest in divination books, but since they cannot be certain that was the section the imp was directed to, they will likely give it up as a waste of time.”


  Smooth. Grayson had covered amazingly well, and with little time to plan. Guardians were used to doing that, after all. “What about the checkout boy, though?”


  “He was discovered locked in the broom closet.”


  “And….”


  “He corroborated Grayson’s tale of the imp, insofar as he was able. The imp, he says, locked him in the aforementioned closet. The rest, he obviously was not there to see.”


  I blinked. “He mistook the Unseelie for an imp? And that bastard, who threw screens at my head, only locked him up?”


  Robert shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine. Either you are correct, or Grayson got to him first and implanted a ‘suggestion’ of the proper story. Only she can say.”


  That latter sounded more plausible to me. If it was the case, though, Grayson had, in the space of ten minutes at most, summoned an imp, directed it to run amok while she doctored the checkout boy’s memories, and then banished it once more.


  Were all Guardians that good?


  We finished our meals and stacked the dishes by the door, then began setting out candles. Liesel had asked Julian and Robert over to help reinforce the shields on our room. What we currently had blocked us from sensing our dorm-mates’ nightmares or other nocturnal adventures, but she wanted something more substantial. I wondered how much good it would do us against the Unseelie. Our idea of a shield might be laughable to them.


  Julian led our circle, of course. He’d taken more shielding courses than the rest of us put together; I didn’t even recognize most of what he did. I tried not resent the fact that I was just there for power, but it was hard.


  How quickly I’d gone from ignoring CM with all my might, to wishing desperately that I knew it all.


  The ritual was over and I was snuffing out candles when a thought occurred to me. I might be uneducated compared to Julian, and I might not have a fraction of his power, and I might not know anything of use—but there was one thing I had done that no one else had.


  “I want to talk to Falcon,” I said.


  All three of them blinked in unison. I fought an urge to laugh. “Now?” Liesel said blankly, sounding utterly confused.


  “Yes. Now.” I glanced at Julian. “I have questions for him.” And I was going to get answers if I had to take the sidhe by his pointy ears and shake him.


  Julian rose immediately. “I suggest we go elsewhere. The Arboretum would probably be best.” Always the bloody Arboretum. I tried not to sigh.


  Liesel and Robert also climbed to their feet. Startled, I said, “You’re coming?”


  Robert snorted, and Liesel looked like she wanted to do the same. “Of course I am. I haven’t even met this guy yet; you think I’d stay behind?”


  So she hadn’t. I’d forgotten that. “I just hope he doesn’t run at the sight of a stranger.”


  ~


  I cupped the carving in my hands and studied it. The other three watched me patiently, their breath clouding in the chill air.


  Falcon said I’d know how to contact him. No, that wasn’t it; he said I had the skill to reach him. Telepathically, no doubt. And, since I wasn’t at all familiar with his aura, this carving would—if my guess was right—be my link to him.


  I glanced up at the others from my seat on a log. “I think I’m going to have to trance to do this. If … if something weird happens … well, you’ll figure something out.” The last time I’d stuck my nose out like this, the Unseelie had nearly snapped it off. I prayed this wouldn’t be a repeat.


  “I’ll follow you,” Julian said.


  Of course he wouldn’t let me go off on my own. The geis probably wouldn’t let him. There was no guarantee the two of us would be any safer than one alone if the Unseelie detected our presence, but having him along wouldn’t hurt.


  “You guys stand guard, then,” I said to Robert and Liesel. They took up stances on either side of us as though they meant it physically as well.


  Julian and I slipped into trance easily, and linked mental hands in a firm grip. Here, the power of his presence was reassuring instead of unsettling; it belonged to this realm. The carving now manifested as a glowing line, much as I had expected. I’d read about similar tools, though never used one. But this one led off in a weird direction—as though my world had only two dimensions, and this was headed into a third. Frowning, I followed it.


  Or tried to.


  I couldn’t find the knack of it. Every time I moved to follow the line, it was like I slid sideways, staying in the flat plane of my own world. Frustration made my trance ripple; I calmed myself and studied it.


  Like this.


  I watched Julian. See? he asked. I studied him carefully before indicating understanding. He was doing it weirdly, but I thought I could imitate it….


  It felt ass-backwards, but it worked. Exhaustingly. Instead of reaching for something naturally, I was having to very carefully twitch just one tiny muscle, letting it lead the way. Damn Julian; it seemed much easier for him.


  Of course it did. With that thought, I realized what we were doing. This line led toward the Otherworld. To follow it, we were having to follow our sidhe blood. Tiny muscle, indeed. Four-tenths of one percent. He got to use a whole twenty-nine percent.


  We slid along the glowing line, leaving behind the comfortable surroundings of our own world. My skin began to tingle, as if the human part of me knew this was not native territory. What would it be like, when our two worlds combined? Would everything feel like this?


  And we reached the boundary, the physical plane of the Otherworld looming ahead.


  In theory we might be able to send our spirits through to manifest visibly there, but I had a suspicion that would be more difficult here than in our world. Probably by orders of magnitude. It wasn’t necessary anyway; we only had to summon our target.


  Julian indicated to me that I should make the call.


  Falcon.


  It reverberated along the line and passed out of sight.


  Falcon. Come to us; we must talk.


  Assent. He would come, and reasonably soon. I could pick up no more than that—no surprise, nothing.


  Let’s go.


  At Julian’s suggestion, we began to back away. Returning was far easier than going out, with my mortal blood pulling me rapidly toward its home. I understood better now what Falcon meant about our world not being comfortable for him. What would it feel like if I entered the Otherworld physically?


  Back in our bodies, Julian and I opened our eyes. Robert and Liesel relaxed with twin sighs of relief. Glancing at my watch, I saw that the journey had taken remarkably little time.


  “Did it work?” Liesel asked.


  “Yeah, he’s coming. Soon.” Julian and I rose to our feet, stiff with cold, and we all waited, wary, looking in seventeen directions at once. To pass the time, I tried to explain to the other two what the journey had been like, but I saw from their expressions that words did a poor job of describing it. They would have to feel it themselves.


  “Not I, my lady,” Robert said with a stiff laugh when I suggested bringing him along the next time. “I fear such tricks are best left to those with more telepathic ability than I.”


  “What do you want?”


  Liesel made a strangled noise and whipped around. I’d forgotten to tell her that Falcon had a habit of appearing without warning.


  The waxing moon was intermittently covered by clouds tonight, so Falcon seemed to fade in and out of the shadows. His green eyes glowed unnervingly, like a cat’s, reflecting what little light there was. Liesel was close enough to me that I could feel the tension in her body. I sympathized. I remembered what my first encounter with Falcon had felt like.


  A lot like it did now.


  But I refused to let his strangeness put me off-balance. I’d taught myself to cope with Julian, back when I first met him; I would do the same now.


  “Impatient, are you?” I stepped forward to catch his eye. “I’ll get to it, then. What are the limitations of glamours?”


  Falcon’s eyes traveled the length of my body appraisingly. From a human it might have been lascivious, but from him it was just a flat evaluation. “You look well. We had word of your adventures last night.”


  “Forget about that; it’s not why I called you here. What are their limits?”


  Something flickered in his eyes, that I couldn’t read clearly. But his posture was a little less arrogant, and that was a victory. If Falcon respected firmness, then I’d give him firmness, until he choked on it.


  With poisonous precision, he said, “Because the burden of them cannot be shared, they are limited to what a single individual can maintain. Thus they are small in scope. It is extraordinarily difficult to convince all senses at once; thus they are focused on deceiving only a few. And no sidhe can disguise his eyes—not even to change their color and convince you he is of the other Court.”


  So their limits were closer to ours than I’d feared. But what did eye color have to do with it? I glanced at Julian. His jaw tensed, and he said, “All Seelie have green eyes. The eyes of the Unseelie are gold.”


  It would have been nice if one of them thought to mention that sooner. I wasn’t about to yell at Julian, though, and I had better things to press Falcon about. “Okay, next question. How is it that I understand you?”


  Now he looked blank. “I beg your pardon?”


  “How am I understanding you? I’m not going to believe that after who knows how many thousands of years of separation, the sidhe just happen to be fluent in modern English. How are you communicating?” It was as close as I could come to asking if they’d been spying on us prior to Samhain. I doubted Falcon would ever answer that.


  “Ah. I understand.” Falcon seemed amused again, damn him. “I am not speaking English at all.”


  I looked at him closely. He sounded perfectly intelligible. But once I paid attention, I realized he was telling the truth. My mind heard English, but that wasn’t what my ears were picking up, and that wasn’t what his lips were forming. It was done so skillfully, better than any dubbing, that I hadn’t noticed until he pointed it out.


  “How are you doing that?” I whispered, fascinated by the trick.


  He shrugged. “Your mind chooses words to suit the thoughts it receives.”


  Telepathy. At such a highly refined level I could barely begin to comprehend it. Most telepathic communication was like slightly quicker speech, and was language-dependent. A closer link could pass language boundaries by relying on images and emotions, but then it was nonverbal. I marveled at the beauty of this. With it, no interpreter would ever be needed. Every language would be understood.


  Provided the people on both ends were gifted. “So a person with no sidhe blood wouldn’t be able to understand you,” I said.


  “That explains my difficulty, I suppose,” Robert said with a painful laugh. “He doesn’t sound entirely fluent to me. Damn my lack of telepathic skill.” The uncertain light made his expression hard to read, but he felt more than a little bitter.


  I turn back to Falcon. “So you understand me….”


  “By the thoughts and images you project.”


  Those “thoughts and images” had to be damn faint, as we all shielded against leaking anything strong. “If I put up tighter shields, would we be able to communicate?”


  “I would expect not.” Falcon continued talking, but it became incomprehensible as I sealed myself off as tightly as I could. For the first time, I truly heard his words, in the sharp, alien language of the sidhe. “Gods, that’s weird.”


  He shook his head, and I lowered the shields. “You didn’t understand what I just said, did you?”


  “No. I was almost able to extrapolate from the others, since they understand you, but it was too indistinct.”


  So we could, if we wanted, converse amongst ourselves without the sidhe understanding. Not for long, though; staying that thoroughly locked off was tiring. But ungifted baselines might be unintelligible to the sidhe. It was possible to pry into their minds, but that took a more concentrated effort, since they didn’t leak anything. They were, in a way, safer than bloods—until somebody started flinging around the telekinetic effects, or ceremonial magic.


  I made myself focus. We needed information that would protect all of us, blood and baseline alike. That was what I came here for, to bludgeon Falcon into being of actual use. It didn’t matter how many skirmishes we won against the Unseelie, if we didn’t have something to base a broader strategy on. “How about travel? How did you get here?”


  “My people sent me.”


  “I know that. What I want to know is how—the mechanics of it. You didn’t just wiggle your nose, I’m sure.”


  “No, I did not.” I let him think it over. For once he didn’t seem like he was trying to avoid the question, just searching for the words to answer it. Or not words—given what he’d just told me—but an answer I could comprehend. “We … reached through. I do not know how else to explain it. We reached through, and found your world, and temporarily made a hole. Then I was here.”


  “And to go back?”


  “The same, except it is easier. I contact them, to let them know I am ready. They make the hole. I go back through.”


  “You don’t make it yourself?”


  “It is too difficult for one alone, and even to help would tire me. We think it safer to have it done by those who can remain in our world and rest.”


  So theoretically we could trap a sidhe here, if we could block him from contacting his people. I wasn’t planning to try it on Falcon—not unless he really pissed me off—but it could be useful against the Unseelie. And there was at least the possibility that we could make a portal of our own, if we had to.


  “But it will get easier as time goes on,” I said.


  Falcon nodded. “Yes. Gradually, until the solstice, when it will but require intent and energy. One alone will be capable, then.”


  “And it’s easiest here, at least for now.”


  “Yes.”


  “So why Welton?”


  “Are you asking why it was chosen in the first place?”


  “Yes.”


  Falcon leaned his head back, considering his answer again. “I cannot say for certain why the Unseelie chose this place. All our kind are restricted to this area at the moment because this is the point of contact, the one place that has a link to our world. The farther we move from it, the more … uncomfortable it becomes.”


  “But you can guess why they chose it.”


  He lowered his chin. I controlled my reaction as his reflecting gaze settled on me. “This is … a good place. For us. It is closer to our world than most. There are others like it, but not all of them also have the concentration of those you call gifted that this does.” Julian shifted next to me.


  Closer to the Otherworld. There was a cave, deep in the Arboretum, that had been sacred to the Ojibwe before they were driven off the land. The tribe had made an almighty protest when the university was built here—but the powers that be, determined to put the campus on a strong magical locus, had pushed it through anyway. Throw in a high number of bloods, and suddenly you had a place that was as close to home as the sidhe were likely to find in our world. “But there are other places—not many, but a few—with similar locations and many bloods. Why this one?”


  Falcon indicated ignorance with another faint shrug. “Who can say. Chance, it would seem; they had to choose a place, and this was it.”


  Chance. Fate rolled the dice, and we won—or lost. I wondered if anyone in those other places had gotten the same signs I had, the Tower and Hagalaz. Warnings of the Otherworld’s approach.


  “Are you finished?” the sidhe asked, at his very driest.


  “I’m not,” Julian said even as I nodded. Falcon looked to him with a raised eyebrow. Sidhe body language might not be like ours—in the end, they simply weren’t human—but the way his shoulders settled back read like disdain to me. He truly did have it in for Julian. I, not being a wilder, was apparently less to blame.


  For a moment I thought Falcon would just leave, but he let Julian ask his question. “How did the Unseelie find Kim?”


  The moonlight limned Falcon’s graceful hands as he lifted them in a careless shrug. “I can only assume they followed from you.” A cloud scudded across the moon, and when it cleared, the shadow where Falcon had stood was empty.


  ~


  “Damn it!” I swore, jumping half a foot. “I wish he wouldn’t just vanish like that.”


  Julian was still staring at the place where the sidhe had been. Half to himself, he said, “But you got real information out of him. Interesting.”


  Robert linked his hands over the top of his head and exhaled loudly. He began questioning Julian; I went to Liesel, who was standing with her arms wrapped tightly around her body. “You okay?”


  She shook her head—it was more like a whole-body shudder. “No. I thought—I thought it would be like meeting Julian, only more.”


  But it really, really wasn’t. “Maybe some of the other sidhe aren’t so creepy. Maybe it’s just him.”


  Liesel tried to fold in on herself, even smaller. Her voice went very quiet, until I could barely hear her below Robert. “The summer before I came to Welton … I volunteered at a psychiatric hospital. There was a sociopath there, a man who just didn’t see other people as human. He was flat, cold, as if nothing ever touched his heart—as if he didn’t have a heart to touch. And Falcon reminds me of him.”


  I understood her shudder, now. Of course Falcon didn’t see us as human—or rather, as sidhe. We might carry a small bit of their legacy, and I supposed by the usual biological definition that made us variants of the same species … but we were not the same. And from his perspective, I imagined, we were not just different but lesser.


  Falcon called Julian a changeling. If that was the translation my mind chose, then whatever word he was using was meant to be a slur.


  My roommate looked up at me suddenly, almost desperately. “Power isn’t the only difference between us and them, Kim. Don’t make the mistake of believing they think or feel like we do. Even the Seelie.”


  I nodded soberly. We headed back toward the dorms with Robert making his best attempts at jokes along the way, but Liesel’s words stayed with me.


  


  Chapter Eleven


  I was being dragged backward into a lake, fighting a scream as I saw the sun recede, keeping silent only because I knew that to scream was to lose air and to lose air was to die. But soon I would have to breathe….


  Persistent beeping finally broke through and brought me awake with a convulsive jerk. I lay in bed, one hand on my throat, breathing deeply to remind myself that it was just a dream.


  How long had my alarm been going off?


  I rolled over and swore. It was nearly noon, and I’d slept through Ring Structure. If you could call it sleeping.


  Sitting up, I rubbed my eyes and struggled to banish the remnants of my terror. What a wretched night. I, in my arrogance, had decided to try for a precognitive dream, and what had I gotten for my pains? Nightmares. Each more horrifyingly real than the last. And none of them answering my questions.


  Nothing about the Unseelie, nothing about how we poor mortals could keep their collars from around our necks. Instead the warnings from my father and Michele, along with the reversal of the Knight of Cups, had combined to gift me with one nightmare after another. At any other time, I would dismiss them as being brought on by stress, with no precognitive element. But these days I couldn’t be that careless.


  Shivering, I rose swiftly and scrounged about for clean clothing. There wasn’t much; I’d been neglecting laundry lately. Would the Unseelie come after me in the laundry room?


  “Gods,” I swore, and pressed one hand to my head.


  The dreams only indicated danger. Not death, not injury. There was no sign at all that I wouldn’t come out okay. I couldn’t even say for sure what the reversed Knight meant; it might not mean I was going to break down, at least not in the way I thought.


  What was it Shard had said? The one Julian loved would be lost. Ignoring the inevitable blush, I tried once more to analyze that. My mother had seen me going into the woods, oblivious to my path. Well, the Unseelie could lead me astray; a glamour would account for me not seeing the trees. And then if everyone else tried to come after me, that would match Michele’s dream. Although I didn’t know what the mist was. And this was assuming I could interpret the dreams literally—which I couldn’t.


  And somehow I doubted Shard would have predicted something as minor as me getting lost in the Arboretum.


  My little outline also failed to account for my own dreams. I sighed and sat down heavily on the edge of my bed, sweater in my hands. What had I dreamed, anyway? A lot of them seemed to involve choking in one way or another. Maybe I’d be deprived of oxygen and lose my higher brain functions. That could qualify as “lost.”


  Several of the dreams were washed in a faint tinge of gold, or featured the color at one point. As if I couldn’t guess the danger came from the Unseelie. One time I’d looked at everything around me and not recognized any of it, though shortly before it had all been perfectly familiar. If that foretold danger, maybe my guess about brain damage wasn’t so far off. Maybe the Unseelie would take away my memory. Except that still didn’t fit with everything else. No pattern I could think up matched up with all the details.


  Temporarily abandoning the exercise as useless, I applied myself to getting dressed. I should have enough time to get breakfast—or lunch, or whatever—before going to Banishing.


  Facing the door took willpower.


  Liesel must have left for her nine o’clock psych class on time, or she’d have woken me. How had she managed to leave, alone? All I could think was that within the room, I was safe, protected behind shields that could withstand a serious amount of damage. Outside, I’d be on my own, with the Unseelie lurking gods knew where. How could Liesel face that?


  She hadn’t fought them yet. She’d been there at the second summoning, but that was different, less … personalized. The attack in Talman had been aimed at me. They knew where I was, and what I was doing.


  I snarled and nearly yanked the door off its hinges when I opened it. I refused to cower in my room.


  In the dining hall I sat with my back to the wall and scanned the crowd constantly. I kept my psychic senses reined in, but I did close myself off telepathically and listen for anything foreign. A pair of guys two tables over were carrying on a heated argument in what sounded like Mandarin, but even unshielded I couldn’t understand a word of it.


  Outside it was worse. They could approach from any direction, and I couldn’t look everywhere at once. By the time I reached Adler, I felt as though I’d run a circuit around campus carrying all of my textbooks. I was sweating despite the cold air, and had just enough time to compose myself before class began.


  Grayson’s entrance into the room came as a relief. Muscles I hadn’t known were tense relaxed. There were probably students who could give the Unseelie a nasty time of it, but that was assuming they got over their shock in time to act. Grayson was combat-trained, and she knew the situation as well as I did.


  Her eyes rested on me no longer than they did any other student, but I knew she’d marked my location within two seconds of coming in. If trouble came, she’d be ready.


  Thus reassured, I was able to open my notebook and at least attempt to concentrate on the lecture.


  Lesser banishing rituals. They might work on ghosts and imps, but I bet they wouldn’t faze the Unseelie. Ever since my encounter in Talman, I found myself evaluating everything I’d studied for its potential usefulness in a crisis. What use was necrodivination right now? I couldn’t call up the spirit of anyone who had faced the Unseelie the last time they were here; I’d need a name or a piece of bone, and even then the time elapsed was too great for me to bridge it. I wanted combat training so badly I could taste it.


  No—I wanted to be a Guardian. Not in the future, not as some hypothetical career, but right now, so I could defend myself and my friends. But wishing wouldn’t make it so.


  When Grayson adjourned class, I packed my things up slowly. My gaze kept going to the bottom of the lecture hall, where the professor stood answering questions. I couldn’t bring myself to beg for escort, but I could walk with her back to her office, on the pretext of asking about the checkout boy. That would get me closer to Wolfstone, dignity more or less intact.


  I didn’t even have to say anything to Grayson. She saw me standing there, finished off the rest of the questions my classmates had, and nodded for me to follow her.


  “What happened to the guy in Talman?” I asked as soon as we got away from other people. “I heard what the campus rumor mill had to say, but what really happened to him?”


  “He was unconscious in a back room,” Grayson said. “I blocked the memory of the Unseelie, and had the imp lock him in.”


  Much simpler than our Rube Goldberg notions. Rather than creating the appropriate memories out of whole cloth, she’d merely staged the entire thing. Logical, but I doubted I could think that well under such stress. Then again, Grayson hadn’t been the one dodging glassite.


  “So the Dean still doesn’t know?” I asked.


  “No. I haven’t been given clearance to tell her.”


  Clearance from the Guardian Ring, I assumed. “Who else knows, then? Besides us and the Guardian Ring? Who else have they told?” The Guardian Ring was an agency of the government, according to Julian—most countries had something similar—but I knew well enough that not all government departments talked to one another.


  Grayson shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  Apparently they didn’t talk to their underlings, either. “But do you know anything about their plans? Are they going to send people here? I mean, Welton is the locus, at least for now. Can they get more Guardians up here, to help hold back the Unseelie?” More Guardians. I still classed Grayson with them—and Julian as well, I realized.


  Two Guardians, against all of the Unseelie.


  “It’s not that easy, Kimberly,” Grayson said. “Welton is the locus, yes, but bloods all over the world are beginning to sense that something is coming. They have to prepare for the broader future.”


  But Welton was the front line of what was shaping up to be a war. “They can’t just surrender us to the Unseelie.”


  “They haven’t,” the professor said in a tight voice. “They’re working on a plan.”


  I tried to take comfort in that, and failed. It meant those of us here were still where we’d been four days ago: dodging danger, with only one retired Guardian and one not-fully-trained wilder to defend us. The only difference was that now bureaucrats in D.C. were arguing about what the next step should be.


  Grayson didn’t look any happier about it than I was. What could she do, though? Deal with crises, sure—the woman was damn good at that. But she couldn’t order an Army regiment up here, or shut down the university, or make a bunch of politicians stir themselves over the weekend to get something done. I mean, didn’t they believe the threat?


  Maybe they hadn’t. Not at first. A lot of time could be wasted in brushing this off as troublemaking or gullible students. Then they’d go to their diviners, who would get the same muddy crap I had. No hard intel on which to base a plan. I wondered if the President had a briefcase somewhere containing emergency instructions to be followed in case of sudden Otherworld. It didn’t seem like she did.


  I couldn’t do anything about that. The people making those decisions weren’t here—but we were. Me, Julian, Robert, and Liesel. We’d all seen the sidhe with our own eyes. Three of us were thoroughly outclassed when it came to power and training, but we had brains, and experience. If anybody was going to come up with the edge necessary to defend against the Unseelie, it was just as likely to be us as anybody in the Pentagon. And if not—if somebody came waltzing up from D.C. to announce the Guardian Ring had it all figured out—well, I’d lead the hallelujah chorus without hesitation.


  I didn’t want the glory. I just wanted to feel safe again.


  I split from Grayson before we even got to her office, no longer clinging to her protection. My entire posture had changed. Straight back, lifted chin; instead of scuttling across campus like a frightened rabbit, I was walking with purpose—and confidence.


  The flash of determination I’d felt when I left my room today was back, and stronger.


  I wasn’t about to take on the Unseelie single-handed. But temporary flight wasn’t a dishonorable option, and I’d remember that the next time they came calling. I’d made a mistake, hiding under that desk in the library. I should have just bolted for the door. I should have kept thinking.


  My mother had brought me up believing that no problem could withstand the assault of sustained thought. Mine, and everyone else’s—in this case, most especially that of my friends.


  This was our problem.


  I didn’t believe in immutable fate, didn’t believe we’d been singled out for a reason. But this was magic, and certain principles held true. When this became our problem, we formed a connection to it. That connection just might help us.


  We had to try.


  ~


  Julian had to knock twice before he made himself heard over the music playing in Kim’s room. He felt her scan him; then she opened the door. “We should come up with a secret knock,” she said, smiling as he came in. “Something to let me know it’s one of you guys.”


  He raised an eyebrow at the pile of books surrounding her desk. “You’ve been busy.”


  “Yeah. I figure every bit of knowledge helps.” She looked both ways down the corridor before closing the door and waving him to a seat. “Why are you walking around alone?”


  Julian lowered himself onto her desk chair. Kim’s PK textbook lay open next to him. Not a bad choice of subject to study, given their current circumstances; it was the closest thing to a combat skill she could learn on short notice. “Have you had an escort all day?” he asked her.


  “Touché.” She grinned and sat on the couch. “No, I haven’t, and I’ll bet neither Liesel nor Robert has, either. We are sorely lacking in self-preservation instinct.”


  She was probably right, at least about Robert. “I was wondering if I could borrow the carving,” Julian said. “The one Falcon gave you. I think I might be able to figure out how to reach the Otherworld without it, but I need it as a reference to start.”


  “Sure,” she said. It was still in her coat pocket; she fished it out and gave it to him. “No way in a million years I’ll be able to learn to work without it, but you might as well try.”


  He examined it again, wondering why the link was embodied in such an object. A concession to the human need for ritual props? Or something else?


  Kim had settled back onto the couch, curling her legs beneath her. Now she spoke again, breaking him from his thoughts. “Julian….”


  He glanced up. She was biting her lip. When she caught him watching her, she released it. “Last night … you figured something out, didn’t you? What Falcon said, about the Unseelie choosing Welton, it made you think of something. What was it?”


  Julian closed his eyes. So she’d noticed. He wasn’t used to anyone paying such close attention to him, not anymore. Not like that.


  “If you don’t want to tell me, then say so,” Kim added.


  “No … it’s not a problem.” Julian opened his eyes and looked straight at her. “Have you ever wondered why I’m here?”


  She nodded. Of course she had. There wasn’t a single person on campus who hadn’t.


  Julian let the ghost of a grin show, knowing it was self-mocking. “So have I.”


  Kim blinked. “What? You—didn’t you want to be here?”


  “Yes. But I didn’t know why.” He laughed softly, without humor. “Which made convincing the necessary people a bit difficult. Wilders don’t bother with college; we can get the education we need much more efficiently from our own teachers, and most of us do just that. It’s easier than trying to fit in at a place like this.”


  Her mouth quirked in rueful acknowledgment. Julian wondered sometimes if she had any idea how difficult it had been at first. The students were bad enough—either going out of their way to avoid him, clearing sidewalks and leaving empty seats around him in lecture halls, or seeking him out like a carnival sideshow. The professors were worse, in their well-meaning way. Welton had a wilder on campus. They’d fallen over themselves to question and test him, until he felt like a lab rat in a cage.


  “I knew it wouldn’t be easy,” he said, which was true, if insufficient. He’d underestimated the difficulty. “But—do you remember what I said to you on Samhain? Before the attack. When we were talking about Guardians.”


  Kim followed his train of thought. “Guardians like Grayson get sent to deal with problems. Guardians who are wilders are just there when the problem comes up.”


  “Exactly. None of us have ever really known how that works, but it does.”


  “So you’re saying that whatever it is that puts you—” She broke off in mid-sentence, mouth falling open. “The geis. It’s got to be the geis.”


  Hearing her arrive at the same conclusion without prodding wasn’t confirmation, but it came close. “I think so.”


  “You’re saying that it knew, years ago, that this was coming?”


  “Can you think of a better explanation? There aren’t any other wilders in the area. And precious few Guardians; Grayson’s the nearest. They’re mostly in the cities, where there’s more need for them. In an emergency, that isn’t enough.”


  “But that’s circular,” Kim said, frowning. “If what Falcon said is true, then it’s chance they chose this place, over the alternatives. But the geis sending you here increased that chance—a self-fulfilling prophecy. Unless other wilders got pulled to the other possible locations?”


  “I don’t think so,” Julian murmured, only half-attending. She was right; it was circular. Something had to have tipped the balance. Otherwise, why would the geis choose him, and Welton? With all the hurdles along the way?


  Grayson.


  He’d scarcely even let himself think about it at the time, for fear someone would seize on it as a reason not to let him go. Grayson, who’d retired from active Guardianship to teach the most comprehensive set of shielding courses offered anywhere in the world.


  It was right after he heard about her that he felt the compulsion to go to Welton.


  Unaware of the rapid-fire progress of his thoughts, Kim had abandoned her own reasoning with a sigh. “Well. Normally I don’t believe in fate—not in the sense of ‘this is your destiny’—but on a more limited scale, I guess you’re fated to deal with this.”


  Julian thought about softening it, but knew what Kim would say to that. Instead he spoke bluntly. “There’s no guarantee I’ll be able to. Wilders have been sent to deal with problems that ended up killing them. I was just the most available.”


  He couldn’t watch her assimilate those words. It was easier to face that possibility when he didn’t think about it affecting other people. They’d all been raised that way, prepared to sacrifice everything for the good of others. Just like the geis wanted—but it didn’t feel imposed. It was just who he was.


  Fingers curled around his own and gripped tightly. Kim had reached over the back of the couch, and fierceness put color into her otherwise pale cheeks. “You’re not alone,” she reminded him forcefully. “Whatever sent you here also put you where you’d find the support of friends.”


  Friends, and more. Julian managed a smile, though the tightness in his throat made it difficult. Kim met his gaze for an instant, then lowered her head, as if unable to continue. “What is it?” he asked.


  “Nothing.” Unsteadiness belied the word. “It’s just … you don’t usually talk about your past.”


  Her hand was still in his, a point of unaccustomed contact. Julian hesitated, then returned the grip, until she faced him once more. The words came out more easily than he expected. “Would you like me to?”


  She drew in a sharp breath, and nodded.


  “All right,” Julian said, but before he could continue, he felt a presence outside. His head came around to face the door. “But not right now.”


  The door opened. From behind Liesel, Robert proclaimed grandly, “I have been thinking.” He entered with a flourish, either oblivious to Kim’s lack of composure or ignoring it. More ominously, Liesel said nothing, either. She went straight to a chair and sat in it, hands clasped around her knees. “More to the point,” Robert continued, “I have been considering what Falcon said last night. And now, my thinking done, I have a theory.”


  “Congratulations,” Kim said dryly, her attention half on her silent roommate.


  Robert remained standing, the better to pontificate. “Ah, but wait until you have heard the substance of the matter, my lady. I was, you see, considering his words regarding travel between their world and ours, and the restriction to Welton, and the manner in which this connection would expand—”


  “Get to the point,” Julian said, his patience fraying.


  Robert bowed floridly. “As you wish. Falcon said the link between here and there would expand outward from Welton. I do not think this was quite accurate. I think it is expanding from you.” And he pointed at Julian.


  Given what he and Kim had just been discussing, it made sense. “Go on.”


  “Allow me to recreate it from the beginning, if you will.” Robert began to pace in front of them. It had been weeks since he’d had such a chance to grandstand; clearly he wasn’t going to waste it. “Samhain is a night long said to have special characteristics, a night when the Otherworld and our world are closer than they are on other days. The veil separating them thins. Contact became possible. And the Unseelie, searching for a suitable location to concentrate on, chose Welton. More specifically, they chose Julian.”


  Because his sidhe blood put him closer to the Otherworld than anyone else. If the geis really did maneuver wilders into the vicinity of an impending problem, this time it had put him squarely in the line of fire.


  “They reached through and attempted to pull him into their world,” Robert went on. “And failed. But the critical point here is that the connection thus formed is to him and not to the place. Welton’s location facilitated the attempt, but nothing in the magic was directed at the land.”


  It was a good observation, and one Julian hadn’t considered before. Kim said, “Right. They don’t seem to have been coming and going from that spot.”


  “Indeed, I do not think they have. To continue: the line was established. And so when Julian cast his summoning circle, he was able to contact the Seelie. Time had passed; the veil had continued to thin. And the nature of the circle thinned it even further. Given this, and given that he did not resist the attempt, they successfully brought him into the Otherworld. The connection was solidified.


  “Now we come to the second summoning,” Robert went on. “Julian must at this point be a beacon to the sidhe, the contact point between their realm and ours. Then he works another summoning—”


  “With our help,” Kim finished. “We cast that circle together, shared magic. And we’re all friends anyway—a link between us.”


  “Exactly.” Robert’s energy faded to grimness. “Julian was the contact point, but we are the next step out. My theory therefore goes thus: the sidhe are not specifically bound to Welton in any way. They are bound to us. Or, more accurately, to my esteemed roommate. They can only come and go in his vicinity, and they cannot go far from him without feeling uncomfortable.”


  “Define ‘vicinity,’” Kim said. “My bedroom’s not that close to the hospital.” Then she cut her own words off with a groan. “I’m an idiot. It’s already expanded, hasn’t it.”


  “I believe so. You were apparently the next in line. At first they may have relied on him alone, but now you are included in the contact.”


  Because of Julian’s own attachment to her. No, it was more than that; he kicked himself as he remembered asking Kim to assist him after Samhain. Sending her out there like that had reinforced her connection. He had made her a target.


  If Kim realized that, she didn’t say anything. “What about you and Liesel? Are you in the contact as well, now?”


  “Impossible to say. We shall have to see if any of them visit us when you and Julian are not there.”


  “But this won’t spread geographically,” Julian said, his voice low. “It’ll spread by the connections we have to other people.”


  “Our families,” Liesel whispered. She looked sick. Robert must have told her this before they came to Wolfstone; it explained her uncharacteristic quiet, and her defensive posture. “And the Circle. We shared blood. Not much, but it’s still a connection. They’re all in danger.”


  Kim rose slowly to her feet, expression bleak. “Gods. I’ve been wondering why nobody’s pulled us into protective custody—but that runs the risk of making things worse. The more we move around, the more the sidhe can, too.”


  “But they could guard us,” Liesel said, her voice tight and wobbly. “Unless we’re just bait to them, dangled out to see what the Unseelie will do—”


  Robert snorted, sounding like he was trying too hard to make light of it. “Never attribute to conspiracy that which can be explained by mere bureaucracy. But Julian, can you do anything to move them along?”


  He didn’t sound worried, but then Robert never did. The real warning sign was Liesel, sitting there with her arms wrapped tight and her face as blank as a mask. Julian was used to closing himself off that way, but on Liesel, it just wasn’t right.


  “I can try,” he said. Guardians didn’t usually have time to call for reinforcements—the problems they faced were over too quickly, one way or another—but maybe this once, a wilder wouldn’t have to stand alone.


  ~


  I made it to my pyrokinesis class the next day and discovered my studying binge had done me a world of good. It meant that I returned home in a good mood. I climbed the stairs, humming under my breath, and found Liesel dusting the room. I sneezed as I closed the door.


  “What are you doing Friday?” she asked as I took my coat off and hung it up.


  The question, so relentlessly ordinary, threw me. “Um, probably studying how to not die. Shit—tomorrow’s Thanksgiving, isn’t it?”


  The dust cloth swept across a shelf, sending a small cloud into the air. “And the night after it is the Department of Telepathic Sciences’ Annual Masked Ball.”


  Just like every year. Welton’s isolated location meant most students didn’t bother to go home for such a short break, so my department staged an event for our entertainment. Where the hell had November vanished to? The Otherworld, apparently. “You want me to go to it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Liesel, I kind of have bigger things on my mind. I don’t feel up to a dance.”


  “People have been asking if you’re okay. Akila came by earlier, wondering why she hasn’t seen you at Div Club in weeks. And why you haven’t been answering your messages. Do you want them to think something bad is happening?”


  “Something bad is happening,” I reminded her. “They’ll know that soon enough; we’ve got less than a month until the solstice. Besides, how could I go to the ball, knowing I’m putting everybody in danger?”


  The dust cloth stopped. I winced, wishing I could reach out and take those last words back. Liesel turned to face me. “What?” she asked.


  I considered trying to cover my tracks. I might have just been referring to my status as a contact point, after all. But this was Liesel. I couldn’t tell Julian about the dreams and omens; he’d only feel more guilty, and convince himself this was all his responsibility. I could tell Liesel, though, and giving voice to the fear festering inside me might do some good.


  So I sat on the couch and confessed it all. I told her about Shard’s prediction and the dreams, from the ones my mother and Michele described, all the way back to mine from the previous quarter. They still didn’t form any coherent picture, but taken together, they filled me with a sense of dread. I spilled it all to Liesel, while she stood with her back against the wall, dust rag forgotten in one hand, and when I was done I felt lighter than I had in weeks.


  “And that’s why I wouldn’t feel right, going to the ball,” I finished. “I can’t tell what form it’ll take, but I am in danger. And I don’t want to expose everyone else to that any more than I have to.”


  Liesel closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. “The Unseelie won’t do anything then. It would be stupid. Everyone will be there, all the students and the professors—everybody. They’d be suicidal to attack. Wouldn’t they?”


  I didn’t put it past them, but…. “I guess you’re right,” I said reluctantly.


  “So go to the ball.”


  “I don’t have a costume.”


  My flimsy excuse did nothing to dampen Liesel’s renewed animation. “Leave that to me.”


  “No, I’ll just go ask Ceridwen. She always wants to use people as dress-up dolls.” In my case, a Christine Rendal look-alike—but it was easier than finding my own alternative. I rose and went to the door.


  “I said, I’ll do it.” Liesel’s voice was sharp. Attempting to look meek, I left the door ajar and, head bowed submissively, returned to my chair. Let her do this her way. Liesel turned to go out, but she was only halfway to the door when it slammed into the wall.


  My personal shields flared as I leapt to my feet. Liesel let out a half-shriek. But it wasn’t a sidhe in the doorway; it was only Julian.


  Julian, radiating anger like a heat wave.


  And then Robert behind him, holding his arm protectively against his body as if it was injured, although I saw no visible damage.


  “Shit,” I muttered, lowering my guard.


  “I think we can assume I’m in the contact as well,” Robert said lightly.


  The guys came in and shut the door behind them. Liesel immediately took charge of Robert, leading him protesting to the couch and examining his arm. “What happened?” I asked Julian with a heavy sigh.


  “Ask him,” Julian said with a curt nod to his roommate. I took a step back. He wasn’t about to lose control, but his anger was far closer to the surface than usual. It was a faint reminder of the insane fury I’d sensed in him at the hospital, and I didn’t want to think about that.


  Robert gave a careless, one-shouldered shrug. Liesel had her head bowed over his arm, feeling for damage with her mind. “One of them was lurking around.”


  “He attacked you?”


  “That fool started it,” Julian growled, glaring at his roommate.


  “What?” I stared at Robert in shock. “You—good gods, you attacked a sidhe? By yourself?”


  Robert was trying to look innocent, but glee lurked under the mask. “I led him to the edge of the Arboretum so as to get him away from everyone else, then sent a little flick to let him know I do not appreciate being stalked.”


  “Hell,” I snarled, and dropped into my chair.


  “There was only one of them.”


  “So what happened to your arm?”


  Another one-shouldered shrug. “I was a trifle careless, and let a levinbolt through.”


  Liesel’s head came up. I couldn’t see the look she gave Robert, but it killed some of the glee. “So I see,” she said. “You’re going to have a massive bruise there.”


  Robert accepted this ruefully. “I shall do better next time—not that I plan on there being a next time,” he hastened to add. “In truth, I was rather curious to see what they were like. I do not know where that fellow stands among his kin, but I found him not that challenging, and had I been better prepared, I think I could have taken him.”


  “And what if there had been more than one?” Liesel snapped.


  “I would have run like hell, my lady.”


  I wasn’t sure I believed that. Robert’s eye still held a manic gleam. I hoped Grayson was right, that help would be here soon. We just might need them to restrain our friends as well as our enemies.


  ~


  I went back to Talman that night. With Julian, at everyone’s insistence. I didn’t mind the company, but being treated like something fragile grated on me. The touch of reassurance Julian sent as we came to the steps of the library wasn’t necessary. I went inside without hesitation.


  The debris was gone from the front room, but there were still holes where the screens had been. Polite signs apologized for their absence without ever quite explaining where they’d gone, though the scars on the walls hinted at the answer.


  Once we had a good stack of books, Julian and I took a few each and went down to the reading room to go through them. There was only one other student there, staring hopelessly at some vodou books and a few sketches of vévés. At first the quiet made my nerves hypersensitive, jumping at every sound, but after a while I was able to focus on my reading, and even to relax. Tense or calm, though, I didn’t find much of use in the books, beyond what we’d already guessed on our own.


  Julian glanced at his watch as we left the library. “We have a little time before dinner. Would you like to walk for a bit?”


  I got the feeling Julian’s request wasn’t an idle one. “Sure.”


  “Let’s go back to Kinfield; it’s too cold to sit in the Arboretum.” That was for damn sure. Robert might be right about the danger attaching to us, rather than to the place, but I could at least be in danger and warm.


  We trudged through the snow for a while in silence before Julian spoke again. “I’d like to finish the conversation we started last night.”


  “If you want to,” I said neutrally. Curiosity was eating me alive, but I didn’t want to push it.


  He looked off into the distance. “I think you need to hear it. This … may help explain some things. Some of my reactions to things.”


  I thought of the hints I’d picked up from his mind during the healing and the fury that followed. Some of that, I knew, was from his captivity with the Unseelie, but the root of it was far older. I wondered if that was one of the “reactions” he planned on explaining.


  Kinfield was a pleasant haven from the frost outside, and for a little bit we were occupied with taking off coats and hats and gloves, shaking life back into cold fingers—at least I was. Julian, as usual, was wearing far less, and never seemed bothered by it. He put hot chocolate on to heat, stealing from Robert’s stash, but it was more for my benefit than his own.


  Finally Julian dragged a chair up to the futon and folded himself into it. I waited patiently. He studied his mug for a moment, hands wrapped around its base, before giving a short half-laugh. “Where to begin.”


  “You could try the beginning,” I said, trying to defuse some of his tension.


  Julian smiled wryly and leaned back. “All right. The beginning. I suppose that would be soon after I was born.”


  That was rather more of a beginning than I’d had in mind, but I bit down on the urge to say it.


  “What do you do with an infant who has psychic powers?” Julian asked by way of an opening. “You can’t teach him control. He isn’t old enough to even understand the concept, much less master it. And you can’t let him loose with his gifts either. So you’re left with one option: take them away from him.”


  He took a quick sip of the hot chocolate and grimaced. I doubted it was from the taste. “I understand it, but that doesn’t mean I like the answer. They shield the infants so thoroughly they might as well be baseline. And they leave them that way for a very long time.”


  I tucked my arms in tighter against my body, trying to warm the cold spot in my stomach.


  “I could tell something was missing,” Julian said, his gaze distant. “You always know; it’s like you should have an arm, but there’s nothing there, and it’s confusing at first. Then you learn someone took that arm away from you, because you didn’t know how to control it. And they promise to give it back to you, but first you have to prove you can be trusted with it. And every time you fail, they take it away again, as punishment. They call it ‘stripping.’ We do too, around them, but to us it’s always ‘gutting.’”


  “They can do that to you?” I whispered.


  “Oh yes. It’s not easy to do, but it can be done. And they’re permitted, if that’s what you’re asking. For safety—ours, and everybody else’s. I told you, it makes sense.”


  Maybe—but I didn’t blame him for not liking it. “So that’s what set you off. With the Unseelie, and in the hospital.”


  Julian’s eyes were like grey ice. I was grateful they weren’t directed at me right now. “Yes. I don’t remember it very clearly, but I remember enough. More than I want to. Shielding me, blocking me from using my gifts, is … a very good way to upset me.”


  Which was the biggest understatement I’d ever heard out of him. He would’ve leveled the hospital if he could.


  “You should know, though—Grayson is a better person than you think she is. More compassionate.” Julian ran his fingers slowly through his hair, apparently searching for a way to explain. “Let me back up. I told you it wasn’t easy for me to convince the powers that be to let me come here, right?”


  “Right.”


  “They had reasons for opposing it, reasons beyond the obvious ones. If I came here, I was out of their control.”


  I blinked. “I somehow don’t think you just mean they’re fanatical about your education.”


  “They are, but you’re right. I’m talking about the shield. They set up the structures for it when we’re infants. Plant them in our minds, deep, where we can’t get at them. And they have the only keys. It’s far quicker and much more reliable than shielding someone the ordinary way; all they have to do is trigger the appropriate point, and no more gift. Until they choose to give it back.”


  He wasn’t talking about the past anymore, about childhood. He meant now. My body stiffened. “That’s barbaric!”


  “It’s necessary.” Julian’s voice was iron-hard. “It isn’t easy to shield a wilder, not if you can’t monitor it every second. They have to have something like this, something they can trigger and then leave alone. But if I came here, what could they do? So they gave the key to the Dean. And they let me know she has it. If I misbehave, or seem like a threat, she has carte blanche to gut me until someone can come investigate.”


  Outrage almost choked off my voice. “But—you’re an adult.”


  “And I consented. It’s one of the conditions of my presence here. Welton wouldn’t take me, and the government wouldn’t pay my way, unless I agreed.” Julian’s knuckles whitened around the mug. “The Dean gave the key to Grayson when this mess started.”


  “Did she—”


  “No. She could have. Maybe even should have. When I was in the hospital … by all rights she ought to have triggered the shield and called someone in. It would have been safer for everybody. But she didn’t. She knew that gutting me right then would probably have driven me mad. I was close to it, already. And since she can’t take the damn thing down, it would have been days before someone came to free me. That would’ve destroyed me. So she trusted you, and dropped the shields.”


  That night was burned vividly into my memory, but until now I hadn’t understood all its implications. I’d walked a finer line than I realized. And somehow, by the grace of the gods—or maybe by just sheer dumb luck—we’d come out all right.


  But that didn’t make the basic situation any less horrific. “So wilders are slaves.”


  “No, we’re not,” Julian said, with a touch of impatience. “The government’s our legal guardian; it doesn’t own us.”


  “Right—it only owns your gifts.”


  “Do you allow children to handle guns? Of course not. And gifts are just as dangerous as guns, but inborn. They have to find some way to keep us and other people safe. Kim, I know what you’re thinking,” Julian said, laying aside his nearly-untouched drink, as if he was afraid he would spill it. Or fling it across the room. “I feel the same way; I told you that. But consider the situation. Do you see another workable answer?”


  “No,” I muttered, not looking at him. That didn’t mean there wasn’t one.


  Julian glanced over to a clock, with the air of someone looking for a reason to change the subject. “We should go to dinner. Liesel and Robert will be waiting for us.” He started to rise, then hesitated. “There is one more thing.”


  After the things he’d already dropped on me, I was afraid to know what he’d left for last, but I nodded for him to continue.


  “I’m afraid the Unseelie might be planning something for wilders. They can’t make me one of them, but that doesn’t mean they won’t find a way to use me.”


  The cold lump was back, and stronger. I swallowed hard.


  “If that happens … I want you to trigger the shield.”


  I was on my feet before I realized it. “No.”


  “Kim, listen to me,” Julian said harshly. “I don’t want to live like that. I don’t want to know I’m being used as their weapon. The shield is all but hard-wired into me; I don’t think even the Unseelie can take it apart. Not without time to study it. They can try to get the key to unlock it from someone, but nobody here has it, and the delay will buy enough time for someone to get to me.”


  “To do what?”


  “To kill me.”


  “Julian!”


  “If it’s necessary, so be it.” His words were colder than the snow outside, and chilled me a thousand times more. “I won’t be their tool. They tried it once, and I won’t go through that again.”


  I sagged back onto the futon, staring at him. He was serious. I had guessed at Julian’s ruthlessness before, made jokes about a martyr complex, but I never thought he’d say this. I couldn’t do it to him. I couldn’t.


  Even if he asked me to?


  “I can give you the key,” he said steadily. “They don’t give us the one to unlock it, but they do tell us how to trigger it. Just in case. I don’t know any wilder who’s ever had a reason to use it, but we all know what it is.”


  “Julian, I can’t do this. I can’t destroy you like that.”


  “Please,” he said, the word coming out thin and tight. “Please. You don’t know what it’s like, Kim. Being in their control … I’d rather die.”


  I stared at him, trying not to cry. This wasn’t supposed to happen to people like me. Soldiers in the field had to give the coup de grace to their wounded comrades; college students shouldn’t have to. Shouldn’t be asked to.


  But I knew what he meant—or at least, I could imagine it, however imperfectly. What the Unseelie wanted was enslavement of the soul. If I were in that position, and I couldn’t be freed … my mind rebelled against the thought, refusing to accept the possibility that Julian couldn’t be saved. That I couldn’t be saved, if I were their captive. Their slave. But if it were true….


  Then I would want the same.


  Slowly, trembling, I bent my head.


  Julian’s fingertips were cool against my temples. Agitation had heated me, but his body seemed unaffected. I had just enough time to register that before the knowledge slipped into my mind, quickly, painlessly, and then Julian took his hands away.


  I wiped my eyes with one sleeve. “You damn well better not let yourself get caught.”


  “I’m not planning on it,” he whispered, and that was all either of us could say.


  


  Chapter Twelve


  My fears for myself were all but forgotten. I would have been glad, if they hadn’t been replaced by fears for Julian.


  He hadn’t been able to pass the knowledge of the shield trigger to me without traces of the emotions it sparked in him; his control must have slipped. Mine certainly would have. Knowing what gutting did to him, knowing how deep his hatred of it ran … how could I bring myself to destroy him?


  My worries might be pointless. If the Unseelie were planning something involving the wilders, and if they successfully captured Julian, and if they found a way to use him, and if they didn’t kill me taking him—which I vowed they would have to do—then I might have to use it. Maybe. But it wasn’t an immediate issue, and so I should put it out of my mind.


  It wouldn’t go away, though.


  The existence of this control on wilders nauseated me. And despite Julian’s high-flown words about guns and protecting people, I couldn’t help but feel there was more to the situation than he’d been willing to say.


  I could guess some of it. Wilders were dangerous, not just individually but collectively. One uncontrolled wilder could cause a lot of damage; fifty wilders, well-trained and with a specific purpose in mind, could do far worse than that. If they ever decided they needed to turn against the governments that had raised them, the ensuing war could destroy whole cities.


  And that was what the governments were afraid of.


  They shielded wilders, not just to protect people, but to protect themselves. To prevent that kind of mutiny. If the wilders tried to slip free of their control, it would be simple to deprive them of their claws. To gut them. And that deeply ingrained fear kept the wilders in line.


  Had I learned this three months ago, I would have been calling up the ACLU to scream about it. Right now, all I could think was that the deep shield might be one of our few defenses.


  Because if the Unseelie ever did find a way to enslave wilders, we’d need a way to stop them.


  My own thoughts sickened me, but I couldn’t deny them. That was what it came down to. If the misery of a few could save billions, wasn’t the cost justified?


  Julian would say it was.


  The geis was the heart of it. The same impulse that drove wilders to be Guardians, to dedicate their lives and often their deaths to protecting people from dangerous magic, would inspire them to sacrifice themselves for this. Julian hadn’t hesitated in telling me to shield him, to gut him, even though it was the most horrifying thing I could do short of making him Unseelie. He would willingly ask for misery and madness if he thought it would help others.


  For someone often accused of being aloof and inhuman, that was inconceivably selfless.


  And I was the only person here who knew how Julian felt. Even Robert and Liesel didn’t understand, not completely; I was certain of that. As for the others, the ones who made those accusations—they had no idea.


  I tried to shake off these morbid thoughts, but failed. I could feel Julian’s eyes on me that day and the next, watching, probably guessing at the turmoil in my mind. Falcon was no help; when summoned, he said he had no clues as to what the Unseelie were planning. He had promised to find out, but so far had come up with nothing … or at least nothing he would share with us. And from the Guardian Ring, equal silence—at least as far as Grayson was authorized to tell us. She got very closemouthed, though, which made me think something was happening, where we couldn’t see.


  I prayed it was something useful.


  By Friday I’d completely forgotten my promise to Liesel. When I came home that afternoon and dropped my coat onto the couch, she glanced up from her desk and grinned in something like her usual manner. “I found something for you to wear.”


  Looking down at my worn but perfectly serviceable sweater and jeans, I blinked. “What’s wrong with this? It’s all I’ve got left that’s clean.”


  Her smile faded. “The ball, remember?”


  Shit. I’d told her I would go. “Liesel, I can’t.”


  Now the smile vanished entirely. “You promised you would.”


  “I know. But—I just can’t do it. I’ve got too much on my mind.” How could I dance, knowing what I did about Julian? “I found a book that I think might say something useful about—” The sentence died abruptly when I saw my roommate.


  Liesel was trying for expressionless, but failing miserably. Tears glinted in the corners of her eyes, and just as I noticed them a surge of emotion hit me, then cut off with a jolt.


  Misery. A sensation of being at the bottom of a pit, looking up at a circle of light, so small, and so far away. A feeling of terrible weight, of being under fire, of desperately wanting everyone and everything to shut up and go away. A scream, building up inside, kept in only by a will whose strength was crumbling fast.


  It hit me like a hammer blow, then vanished, locked back inside as if it had never been. But it was still there, and now I knew it.


  I whispered an oath under my breath.


  Her mouth wavered. I crossed the room in three steps and reached her just as she broke.


  Liesel hugged me around the middle, so hard I almost couldn’t breathe. And she cried. Cried her eyes out, soaking my sweater, and I found myself patting her head awkwardly and feeling as though the world had just flipped upside down. This wasn’t the way things were supposed to go. I wasn’t the one who comforted Liesel. She always comforted me.


  Of course she did. She was an empath. And we knew that, all of us, and so we leaned on her, looked to her for calming words and rock-solid stability. We used Liesel to keep ourselves sane. It was what she wanted; helping others made her happy. But I hadn’t stopped to think what a burden that put on her. I just piled more and more stress on her head, telling her about my dreams, about my worries, about everything. And she took it, not complaining, not saying anything … but no one, not even Liesel, could take on that kind of strain and not collapse.


  “Gods,” I whispered, stroking her hair. “Lord and Lady—I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”


  My empathic skills were nothing next to hers, but I tried anyway to wrap her in a feeling of comfort and support. I thought about my newfound determination, the confidence that we could do something to take care of ourselves, and tried to share that with her. It wasn’t easy. Liesel had given up any attempt to maintain shields, and her terror threatened to swamp me under. I closed my eyes and concentrated, and while it wasn’t perfect, it seemed to help. After a while Liesel’s crying came to and end, and then she let me go.


  I fetched her a glass of water and waited as she drank it down. When the last drop was gone, she said in a hoarse voice, “Please go to the ball.”


  My reaction to that was still incredulity, but I made myself think past it. She wouldn’t ask if it didn’t matter to her.


  Finally I figured it out. “You need me … to be normal. Or at least pretend.”


  “I need to be around other people,” she whispered. “People who don’t know what’s going on. People whose biggest worry is the astrology test they have next week.”


  “Can’t you go by yourself?”


  Her shields were still gone, and I felt her fear as though she’d tossed a bucket of cold water over my face. “If they show up there—” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Grayson never comes to the ball. Neither does Julian.”


  That left Robert and me. And Robert’s antics the other day ruled him out as an escort.


  I didn’t want to go, but Liesel needed me to. After all the stress I’d put her under, I owed her this.


  “Okay,” I said. “You, uh—said you found a costume?”


  My agreement worked wonders on her. Liesel opened her eyes and got to her feet, heading for the bedroom. I followed more slowly. She met me in the doorway with a bundle of fabric in her hands. “Here.”


  I took the bundle as she shoved it at me and shook it out. Cream-colored silk fell to the floor in luxurious folds, a shimmering curtain of elegantly tailored gown.


  Despite my resolution to cooperate, the words slipped out. “You have got to be kidding.”


  Liesel managed an unsteady grin. “Ceridwen just got this. And when she found out the costume was for you, nothing else would do.”


  “I am not going to wear it.”


  “Oh, but you are.” She was laughing at me! I was glad to see her regaining her composure, but not at my expense. Not like this. “You look too much like Christine Rendal not to.”


  I tried to hand the dress back, but Liesel wouldn’t take it. “We both have dark hair. Some resemblance.”


  “You want to try and convince Ceridwen to give you something else? Good luck.”


  “I don’t care how much I look like Christine Rendal; I don’t care how much money Descent ended up grossing. I am not going to the Department of Telepathic Sciences’ Annual Masked Ball dressed as Persephone. Especially not when Persephone’s dress covers less of my chest than your average bra.”


  “You’ll look good in it, Kim.” Liesel took the dress now, but only to measure it against me. “And it’ll fit you perfectly. Come on; where’s your sense of adventure?”


  “In the closet, cowering in shame.”


  “It’s not that revealing.”


  “Yes it is.” I backed away from the dress and fled to the dubious safety of the common room. “There’s to be something else I can wear. Don’t you have anything?” Liesel, grinning, blocked my attempt to dodge past her. She held out the dress invitingly. “I told you, I’m not wearing it!”


  Five minutes later, I tugged uncertainly at the bodice encasing me rather closer than a glove. “It’s not sitting right. The neckline’s riding lower than it ought to.”


  “No, it’s riding right where it ought to.” Liesel straightened my skirts and stepped back. She nodded approvingly. “If we do your hair right, we’ll barely need the glamour. You do look an awful lot like Rendal.”


  I reluctantly faced my reflection in the mirror. The apparition that looked back wasn’t me. I never wore things like this, deep-skirted dresses with bodices whose necklines wanted to migrate to my navel. And it was about as Greek as I was. Persephone ought to have worn a chiton or something—not this costume Lady Godiva would have blushed to wear.


  The silk was gorgeous, I had to grant. The seamstress knew what she was doing; the skirt hung in soft folds from the bodice, which fit rather better than I wanted it to. Either Ceridwen had gotten it tailored to herself—we were pretty much the same size—or I resembled her favorite actress from the neck down, too.


  Why couldn’t I have resembled someone who dressed decently?


  “Sit here.” Liesel led me to a chair. I had to pay attention to how I sat, lest the skirts foul me up. They actually weren’t as bad as I had feared; I could still move in them, and surprisingly well. They did require minding, though.


  Liesel’s hands were busy in my hair, twisting it up into the pseudo-Greek style Persephone wore in the movie. I still sensed the darkness inside her, but this was helping. She could pretend, if only for a little while, that the Unseelie didn’t exist. “What are you dressing as?” I asked her, still bitter over my own forced costume.


  “Cinderella. Pre-fairy godmother. The dress isn’t right, but it’s close enough to pass with a glamour.”


  “Why do you get to be virginal and modest?”


  “You’re virginal too—at least until Hades gets hold of you.” I sensed her smiling wickedly behind me.


  “I think you’re enjoying this far too much.”


  A quiet laugh. “My dear friend, I haven’t even begun to enjoy it. Just wait until we get to the ball.”


  ~


  The glamour was my one saving grace. Its weak telepathic suggestion kept people from properly seeing my face unless they tried to. And that wouldn’t be in the spirit of the ball. Instead, looking at me would give them an impression of who I was supposed to be.


  Until midnight. And I hoped I would find a way to slip out before then.


  The hall was a swirl of brilliant color. Although the ball was hosted by my department, some of the people in telekinetic sciences lent us a hand with the decorations each year. Globes of witchlight lit the room, and under their glow, everything took on a surreal, vibrant edge. I wondered if this was what the Otherworld looked like.


  Stuart Hall was an amazing place even without the special lighting. Its architect had been on crack; the style resembled Gothic more than any other, but even that was a tenuous match. Its vaulting space, marked out by columns and arches, usually hosted activities fairs and such, but events like this were what it had been built for. Gods only knew why a university campus would need it. Some wealthy donor had paid for it, and the administration didn’t argue.


  Fantastical carvings ornamented the piers of the columns, standing out in strange patterns of bold light and angular shadow. Costumed people moved among these like ghosts of the imagination, dressed in fashions they would never consider in broad daylight. I wasn’t the only one there out of my usual habits. In theory the costumes could be drawn from any source, but in practice they came primarily from history and legend, or pop culture based on them. Stuart Hall seemed to command such behavior. The vulgar present was not permitted through its massive oaken doors.


  On the way there from Wolfstone I did my best to project an attitude of pleased excitement. Liesel’s calm was fragile, I could tell, and she needed me to pretend I was all right. Keeping an eye out for the Unseelie without seeming to do so nearly drove me out of my skull, though.


  But then we got to Stuart Hall, and suddenly I found myself cringing with very mundane dread.


  I fought the urge to slouch as Liesel and I wove our way into the crowd. Even hidden behind the glamour, I felt horribly exposed; I wasn’t used to breezes crossing those parts of my flesh. But cowering would mar the dress’s lines and weaken the effect of the glamour. So I steeled myself and straightened my spine, consciously trying to imitate the fluid grace with which Christine Rendal had moved in the movie.


  It seemed to work. People congratulated me on my costume without any hint of mirth. I was fairly certain they didn’t recognize me, which meant the glamour was holding. It was certainly more effective than the traditional mask would have been—especially given that Persephone hadn’t had a mask.


  On second thought, maybe that was a lack. If we hadn’t been using glamours, I wouldn’t have been stuck in this damn dress.


  Queen Elizabeth I, surrounded by her skirts, nodded gravely at me; I made a curtsy to her. A few moments later I passed Odin. With my luck, some guy out there was dressed as Hades, and then I’d be in for it.


  Liesel plastered a smile on her face and made sour comments about the two other Cinderellas, one of whom was relying heavily upon the suggestion of her glamour; her dress was suitably ballgown-ish, but there the resemblance ended. “If only Carnivale hadn’t been sold out of everything good,” she said with a sigh. “I could have been something interesting. Boadicea maybe, or Lucrezia Borgia.”


  “It’s all right,” I said. “We’ll plan next year’s costumes early, do something really dramatic. Some kind of paired thing.”


  Neither of us wanted to voice the unspoken question: would this all still be here, so normal, next year?


  We split up and circulated, chatting with various specific targets in an attempt to guess who they were. In a while we’d meet to compare notes and make our predictions. The familiar ritual brought some happiness to Liesel, so I was glad to cooperate.


  I extricated myself from a conversation with Cleopatra and took a turn around the room to look for my next target. The Egyptian queen was almost certainly Maria Chiaro, the department’s undergraduate coordinator. I had a private guess that the Shiva I was currently searching for would prove to be Fitzgerald, but I had to speak to him to be certain.


  A hand clamped down on my silk-covered arm and pulled me into the shadow of a pillar.


  My own hand dove for my athame, but it was strapped to my thigh and damnably hard to get at in this gown. Idiot! I was gathering myself to attack without it when the figure who had accosted me hissed, “Do not.”


  I stayed frozen, my back to the pillar.


  The shadow confused things, but the glamour told me the man in front of me was supposed to be Arawn. My mind lashed out in a very specific attack, to punch through the effect and discover his true identity.


  It held.


  My blood went even colder. Costume glamours weren’t supposed to hold up to that, and even a stronger one should have broken under my strike. The list of people who would could cast a glamour that strong was very short indeed.


  Arawn—the Welsh god of the Otherworld. Was that somebody’s idea of a joke?


  “Come,” he whispered. “I must give you a warning.”


  “Not until you show me who you are,” I snapped, resisting his attempt to pull me along.


  He growled low in his throat and stepped sideways, into the light. My jaw fell open. It was Falcon, plain as day. He hadn’t even disguised himself, aside from the glamour’s suggestion of a name; he just pretended his Otherworldliness was part of the effect. He pulled me unresisting through the room without trying to hide, and people complimented him on his costume. I couldn’t decide whether to tear his head off or admire his gall. This room was probably the only place on campus he could get away with looking like himself in full view of everyone.


  Once we passed the outer doors, he drew me off to the side, away from the few people coming and going.


  “What the hell are you doing here?” I snarled at him, venting my nerves.


  “I have to warn you. I could not risk waiting, and so I disguised myself in the manner you are using. Is it wrong?”


  “It’s too damn strong, is what it is. None of us can do that—a costume glamour shouldn’t be able to hold up to an attempt to look through it.”


  “Which would be worse—a strong glamour, or myself without it?”


  He had a point there, and I wanted to slap him for it. I quelled the urge. Falcon might irritate the hell out of me, but he’d said he was here to warn me, and I shouldn’t waste time arguing over petty concerns. I wrapped my arms around my body to warm myself and set my feet. “What do you have to say?”


  “The Unseelie are planning something.”


  “No shit. Details, please, if you have any. Or are you just wasting my time?”


  His emerald eyes betrayed contempt. “I do not waste your time. Will you listen, or shall I abandon you to your own stupidity?”


  I swallowed and told my pride to shut up. “What is it?”


  “Humans have come, who intend to take the changeling into their keeping. The Unseelie are not ready to let him go, and so they will kidnap him. Soon.”


  Reinforcements, at last—just in time to provoke the Unseelie into action. I had to warn Julian. “Thank you,” I said to Falcon, and I meant it.


  “Be wary. I will come again if I learn more.”


  “You be careful. If those people catch you, I don’t think you’ll like the result.”


  A mocking grin. “I will attempt to be discreet.” And then he slipped away into the darkness, leaving me alone outside Stuart Hall, trying desperately to collect my scattered wits and think of a plan.


  I had to talk to Julian, and now. Where the hell was he? My hand dove to the plunging neckline of my dress. Liesel had objected, but I’d insisted on wearing my focus. Paranoia paid off. But even with it, my seeking mind failed to find Julian. Of course he was shielding. He wouldn’t leave himself open like that. And this dress had no pocket for me to keep my port in. Dammit!


  Liesel was still inside, and my first instinct was to tell her about the warning. I stopped myself, though, before I’d gone more than two steps.


  This would break her. To be reaching so desperately for normality, and then to have this dropped on her—


  She was safer at the ball than anywhere on campus. Half our professors were in there. In the meantime, Grayson’s office wasn’t far away. That was the most likely place to find her and whoever had been sent—and if they weren’t there, a public screen was.


  Hiking up my skirts and grabbing my athame from beneath them, I set off across the grass.


  The dress was surprisingly easy to run in. I supposed it made sense; Persephone had done plenty of running in the movie, trying to flee Hades, so she needed to be able to move. I felt like I was going to fall right out of the bodice, but my concern for Julian made me ignore it and run on. Time enough for that later. Time enough for everything later.


  Campus on my left, Arboretum on my right. I knew which one I was used to thinking of as holding danger. But I saw shadows slipping between the buildings, and a quick probe ran me up against a wall of not human. Fear twisted deeper into my bones.


  The Unseelie were already here.


  Footsteps, pounding down the slope from the Arboretum. I veered away, athame coming up in defense, but it was Falcon again. I stumbled over my skirts. He grabbed my bare wrist, and all my skin tried to crawl off my body at once—Julian’s touch, magnified three-fold. “Come! Quickly!”


  “The Unseelie—”


  “I know,” he said grimly, facing the campus buildings, scanning for the threats we both knew were there. “I must get you away.”


  “But they’re going after Julian—”


  Falcon dragged me into a run, and for once I didn’t resist. “They let that slip on purpose. The changeling is not their target, not yet. You are. To lead him into the open.”


  Something brushed across my telepathic senses, a feeling like the howling of wolves. I threw a glance over my shoulder and saw figures loping towards us.


  I was an iron idiot. What better way to provoke Julian into reckless action than to threaten a friend? To threaten me?


  The Unseelie hunters had spread out in an arc. They were herding us toward the Arboretum.


  Every divinatory instinct I possessed screamed a warning at me. This was it, this was the moment all the omens had pointed toward—but I had no choice. If we broke away from the trees, we’d be caught. And whatever threat waited for me under those branches, I’d take it over the certainty of capture.


  I allowed Falcon to lead me into the Arboretum.


  Darkness closed in on me like a trap. I’d been through the place a thousand times, I knew every path of it inside and out, but within ten steps I was lost. Falcon plunged down the trail, hand still clamped on my wrist; I could only follow blindly and hope he knew where he was going.


  Moonlight flashed in and out as we darted across open patches of ground. Once I heard the sound of rushing water and realized we were near a particular rivulet that fed the Copper Creek, but then Falcon made an abrupt turn and I lost my bearings. Were the Unseelie responsible for this confusion? I wanted to ask, but it was impossible when we were sprinting pell-mell down a rocky path.


  And then we were off the path and into the trees. A silly part of my brain yelped a protest for Ceridwen’s gown, but the complaint never made it past my lips. I followed Falcon as best I could, trying with my athame hand to keep my skirts gathered in so they wouldn’t catch on the branches. I failed, and felt the cloth rip in a dozen places. And still Falcon ran.


  Until at last we broke into the moonlight, and ahead of me I saw an irregular patch of darkness. We were at the center of the Arboretum, the cavern around which the university was founded. There was power here, and a defensible opening. Stumbling slightly, grateful I’d had the sense to wear reasonably solid shoes regardless of costume, I jogged across the uneven ground with Falcon and ducked into the cave.


  Stalagmites loomed around me like teeth as we reached the back of the cave. The darkness was nearly absolute. I opened my mouth to ask Falcon to make a light—


  —and he threw me contemptuously to the ground.


  A witchlight flared overhead as I pushed myself up to a sitting position, wincing at what would certainly become bruises. “What the hell—”


  The words died in my throat. For as the light blossomed, I remembered there were no stalagmites in this cave.


  Mocking laughter came from all sides.


  The rock formations vanished, leaving graceful forms in their place. Eight sidhe stepped forward, and even as I looked up I knew what I would see.


  Golden eyes.


  How had this happened? It was inconceivable that Falcon could have betrayed me; sidhe were either Seelie or Unseelie, and would never turn traitor to their Courts. It was impossible. Yet he’d brought me here, and thrown me to the ground like a rag too filthy for him to touch.


  Had he lied?


  “I trust your confusion is resolved,” a taunting voice said from behind me.


  I rose to my feet before turning to confront him. I refused to continue cowering on the floor like the helpless maiden this damn dress made me resemble.


  The face was Falcon’s. The body was Falcon’s. But the eyes—the eyes I hadn’t seen, because he’d turned away from me too quickly and had never faced back again—were not his. Because a glamour could not disguise eye color, could not make me mistake gold for green.


  He grinned wickedly and let the illusion drop. “An excellent trick, is it not?”


  I’d been warned. Gods. Falcon, the real Falcon, had told me—but it hadn’t helped, because I was too goddamned panicked to look.


  Pure fury drove me to raise my athame, but a deft flick of power from one of the surrounding Unseelie staggered me before I could use it, and then the blade was ripped from my grasp. The sidhe who was not Falcon had backed up a step, but now he smiled again.


  “It wasn’t you both times,” I said, fighting to keep my voice even.


  “Both times? Were you visited by him tonight? What wonderful irony.”


  “They moved as quickly as we expected, then,” one of the others said.


  My deceiver nodded. “Indeed. How obliging.”


  “Which one of you attacked me in the library?” I asked abruptly. I knew the drill; I had to stall. Someone had to be looking for me. I hadn’t told Liesel where I was going; she would be getting worried soon.


  Gods, please let her be worried.


  “It was I,” someone behind me said.


  I whirled and leapt to attack him, but this time I was frozen mid-motion and held there. The sidhe I’d been facing, who seemed to be leading this ring, clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “We’ll have none of that.” The back of his hand cracked me across the face; the magical hold on me dropped just in time for me to be knocked to the floor by the blow. “Or we’ll have more of this.” And, before I could roll away, he planted his boot in my ribs.


  “Patience,” one of the other Unseelie said as I curled up in agony. “You can kill her if it fails.”


  If it fails. They had a plan.


  I had to get out of here.


  I threw myself at the cave’s exit. They dragged me back into its depths by my hair. “No more escape attempts,” one of my captors warned me. “You will not be treated so gently next time.” My scalp was bleeding where hair had come out, and my sides ached from more blows to my ribs.


  “I shall put this to you simply,” the leader said, standing in front of me with his arms crossed. “You have a choice. We believe you can be one of us if you choose it willingly. Do so, and you will be spared pain.”


  Knowing it was stupid, but lacking any other options, I spat on the rock at his feet.


  He ignored it. “Very well. We shall see if you are more pliable than your friend.”


  Rough hands slammed into my back and I fell to my knees on the unforgiving stone. Blocking pain and fear from my mind, I tried to lash out magically, to strike at any of them with my excuse for a levinbolt. I failed, of course; I’d been shielded since I came in here. A shove from behind sent me to my face on the floor, and my focus dug into my chest.


  My focus.


  I closed my eyes and sent everything I had through the crystal, slamming at the barriers around me, trying to generate just enough of a break to get out a telepathic scream for help, and they laughed at me. To them, I was nothing but a helpless child.


  A hand tore my focus from around my neck. It fell to the stone with a clink.


  Two Unseelie grabbed my arms and held them out wide so I was strung between them. A third grabbed my hair again and yanked my head back.


  In front of me I could still just barely see their leader, watching this all with calm, cold eyes.


  Two more Unseelie came forward with a long, slender pipe and a small bowl. My eyes tearing up in pain, I watched in apprehension as one tamped a small measure of powder into the bulbous end of the pipe.


  And then he brought it toward my face.


  I tried to throw my head to the side, but the one holding my hair merely tightened his grip and clamped a hand down on my chin, holding my jaw shut. Head immobilized, I could only watch, straining in vain to escape, as he lined the end of the pipe up at my nose and put his mouth to the other end.


  His cheeks puffed once.


  My scream echoed off the walls of the cave. I barely felt those holding me tighten their grip; my blood was on fire, and that surpassing agony drowned out everything. My body convulsed uncontrollably. Had they not been holding me, I would have cracked my skull against the stone floor. I wanted to tear my own skin off. The powder burned like acid, tracking with wildfire speed into my throat and lungs and brain, and I could only thrash in their grip, and scream, and scream, until at last the blackness stooped on me like a bird of prey and carried me away.


  


  Chapter Thirteen


  Julian floated in the space between worlds. Next to him, the silver thread led from the falcon carving to the sidhe who used that name. He wondered if it would be possible for him to reach this space without that guide. After all, the carving could be lost, or stolen, or simply not in his possession when he needed it.


  That was an experiment for later. Right now, he wanted to try contacting someone else.


  Though he’d spent very little time in her company, the seer called Shard had left a vivid psychic impression. He sent his mind questing outward, brushing with a feather-light touch across the auras populating the Otherworld, seeking that familiarity. It wouldn’t have worked in the other direction; there were far too many people on Earth to pick one out of the masses. The sidhe were vastly fewer in number—though still enough to be a threat.


  There.


  Julian focused his thoughts into a solid arrow and sent them to Shard, politely tapping to get her attention.


  Curiosity.


  Come.


  That was all he could manage. Without the assistance of the link, conveying anything complex was too difficult. If Shard had reached out to him, creating her own connection, it might have been easier, but she chose instead to merely indicate assent. Julian withdrew, dissatisfied with his bare success.


  Then he waited.


  Falcon had appeared rapidly in the Arboretum, but he had after all been expecting the call. Julian could have saved time by contacting Shard from there, but he preferred to remain safe behind the layered shields on the dorm and his room, especially while in a trance. He’d go outside once Shard contacted him.


  Before that could happen, though, a quiet knock sounded at the door. Julian rose and opened it.


  The door across the hall opened at the same time, and his neighbor Declan came out. The other student looked away reflexively; he’d been unhappy all term about living across from the campus wilder. Declan hunched his shoulders and hurried down the hall, and only then did Julian realize he’d been flinching away from more than just a wilder.


  Shard had cloaked herself in some kind of don’t-see-me trick, a powerful telepathic suggestion to look away. Julian only saw her when she excluded him from its effect. The sidhe woman was standing right in front of his door, with an uneasy look on her inhuman face. She motioned for Julian to open the door wider; when he did, she edged carefully past the knob, staying as far from it as she could. Or rather, from the iron of the lock.


  Once the sidhe was safely inside, he shut the door and turned to face her.


  Like Falcon, she was tall and androgynously slender. Julian wasn’t even certain he could correctly identify all sidhe as male or female—or that such categories applied to them in the first place. But that was where the resemblance ended. Where Falcon was predatory and intense, Shard’s inhuman presence had a serene quality, as if she was content to watch the future approach, for good or for ill.


  She surveyed the room in a slow pivot, her expression unreadable. Circle completed, she faced Julian and spoke. “It does look peculiar. Falcon tried to describe it, but his words made no sense until now.”


  Perhaps that was why she’d come to him here, rather than calling him outside: so she could see for herself. “I told you, the world has changed. We turned to technology. Less so after First Manifestation, when people began exploring their gifts, but we’re even finding ways to combine the two, now.”


  “You speak,” Shard sighed, “but the words have little meaning. The ideas in your mind are too alien to me.”


  “Forgive me if I don’t mourn that fact. I’m hoping the unfamiliarity of technology will be a strength we can use against the Unseelie. Anything they don’t understand is an advantage for us.”


  “It could be a powerful one.” Shard seated herself gingerly on the edge of the futon; Julian took that as his cue to cross to a chair. Speaking to Shard made him want to stand at attention. It took real effort to relax, or to appear to.


  “So.” She fixed him with a piercing green gaze. For all that Falcon could stare a hole in a wall, Shard’s eyes made his look soft. “You called me here for a reason.”


  Julian nodded. She never liked to waste time on idle chatter, and he respected that. “I need to know whether you’ve learned anything.”


  Instead of answering immediately, Shard gave him a considering look. “Why did you call me and not Falcon? He could answer that question, possibly without having to leave the Otherworld.”


  “I wanted to see if I could,” Julian admitted. Her response implied that neither Falcon nor she had much information to share. He prayed he was misreading it. “It isn’t easy, though.”


  “Falcon gave you that carving for a reason.”


  Impossible to tell if she disapproved of him departing from it. He ignored the point and said, “What about the plans of the Unseelie?”


  Shard closed her eyes and thought for a moment before speaking. “As you might expect. The Unseelie still seek a way to use you. They believe—or so I believe—that those of your kind are the keys to controlling humanity.”


  They might not be wrong. From a social standpoint wilders were useless; the Unseelie would be far better advised to kidnap world leaders. And maybe they would, soon enough. But as far as magical influence was concerned, they could do no better than to control wilders. If it came to an outright battle between the Unseelie and the wilders on one side and the bloods of the world on the other, Julian would not care to bet on the outcome. Possibly even if the latter had Seelie help. “You have to know more than that, though,” he said. Unless they’d been dragging their heels as badly as the Guardians.


  “Whispers only.”


  “Then share the whispers.”


  She looked away. Julian still didn’t know if they could speak falsehood, but they could certainly lie by omission, and he wondered if she was about to. Her words, though, were blunt enough in their honesty. “Supposedly they have found a means to bind your kind as Unseelie.”


  Every nerve in his body leapt to alertness. “How?”


  Shard merely shook her head. “Whispers, as I said. Possibly even whispers meant for us to hear, to distract us from their true intent. Who can tell?”


  At moments like this, her serenity was as grating as Falcon’s disdain. Julian gritted his teeth, banishing memories of golden eyes, mocking laughter, pain. “I won’t let them.”


  “They do not expect you would. That is why they make plans to capture you. Falcon came here this night with a warning, but could not find you, and time was running short. He went instead to … your friend, and gave her the word before he had to return. Then you contacted me.”


  Julian had tried to explain to the Seelie that human names held no particular power, but he wasn’t sure they believed him. Kim must be trying to find him, though. He would get in touch with her as soon as he finished with Shard.


  The sidhe woman was contemplating him with what passed for curiosity among her kind. “How stand matters with her?”


  Coming from her, the question could mean only one thing. “I told her about your prediction. She didn’t let it turn her away.” Not that he’d tried very hard to convince her. He hadn’t wanted to—not badly enough. “We’re being as careful as we can.”


  “But speaking your love to her makes you happy, despite the danger?”


  Where was she leading with this questioning? Julian couldn’t begin to guess. There was definitely an edge to Shard’s curiosity, though; she wasn’t just making idle talk. “As happy as we can be, given the circumstances. I’m glad we did say it, though.”


  “Why?”


  Now it was Julian’s turn to pause, searching for the right answer. “Maybe this isn’t true of you, but humans feel a need to say things to one another. For most of our history speech has been the main form of communication available to us. Telepathy is useful, but I don’t know a single person who would be entirely comfortable until he’d said the words out loud.”


  “Interesting.” Shard’s eyes were, as always, unreadable.


  Julian had the feeling that her curiosity, whatever it was, had not been satisfied. Nevertheless, she rose from her seat, with her usual unnatural grace. “I must return. Mind well what I have said.”


  He too rose, and reflexively made a semi-bow in her direction before opening the door. “I will.” She passed into the hallway and faded into unobtrusiveness once more.


  As he closed the door behind her, cold dread settled its grip on him. A way to make him Unseelie. He’d put a countermeasure in place—but gods help him, he didn’t want it to come to that. Not only for himself, but for Kim, who shouldn’t ever be forced to that point.


  But she was the only one he trusted with it.


  Kim—she would be searching for him. Julian dug out his port and was about to dial when it rang. Grayson. He frowned and accepted the call.


  “There’s an escort waiting for you downstairs,” the professor said. “They’ll bring you to my office.”


  ~


  The escort was no one he recognized, except that both of them were obviously Guardians. A short, heavily built black man, and an even shorter white woman, neither of them wilders. It seemed the cavalry had come at last.


  They bracketed Julian on the walk to Grayson’s office, and stood sentinel at the door once they’d delivered him to her. Grayson was pacing—a bad sign. It didn’t get any better when the first words out of her mouth were, “I’m relying on you, Julian Fiain, to remember your training. Rash action is the last thing we need.”


  His feet had automatically spaced themselves to shoulder-width, hands clasped behind his back, so that he stood at half-attention. Remember his training? It was reflex. “I won’t be rash.” Over what?


  “Good,” Grayson said. This wasn’t her lecturing voice; it was the voice of a Guardian, delivering a report. “We’ve been in contact with the Seelie tonight. According to them, the Unseelie ambushed Kimberly Argant-Dubois—”


  He didn’t move, but his entire body tensed at the sudden violence within. It even threatened the integrity of his shields. Grayson paused to stare him down, and Julian forced himself to calm. Measured breaths, centering his mind. Remember your training.


  But gods—Kim—


  “Their intent,” Grayson went on, “as we understand it, was to use her to lure you into vulnerability. You remain their ultimate target. Fortunately, the Seelie intervened, and have Kim in their keeping.”


  Relief drained half the tension out of him—but only half. “So she’s all right.”


  Grayson didn’t answer.


  Julian clenched his jaw until it ached, then made himself ask with perfect calm, “What is her condition?”


  She placed her fists on the desk, knuckles down, and lowered her head. “The Seelie are being … evasive. All they’ve said is that she’s in the Otherworld, and can’t be moved.”


  He had himself under control now. It didn’t matter that he’d been warned of this, that he’d ignored that warning and let himself accept a greater connection to Kim, when if he’d acted differently he might have prevented this. What mattered was logic, planning, action. “Who has command?”


  Grayson’s eyes were black chips under the white lines of her brows. “That’s a very good question. Broad strategy is the responsibility of the Guardian Ring, in consultation with other officials. But it was determined that field decisions should be in the hands of someone who’s been on the ground here. Even though I’m no longer active as a Guardian.”


  He’d feared a stranger, ignorantly barging in. This was better. Julian nodded crisply.


  “But,” Grayson said, “I recognize that your firsthand experience of the sidhe is greater than mine. So although you’re under my command, I’m not about to bundle you off into a padded box. If you have any recommendations, make them now.”


  Get Kim out of the Otherworld. But Grayson didn’t need to be told that. Julian ran through the events in his mind, dispassionately, examining them for points of action. Ambushed, Grayson had said. “Kim had intended to go to the masquerade tonight. With Liesel Mandelbaum. Did the Seelie say anything about her?” Grayson shook her head. “She might still be there. Liesel’s the next likely point of contact here at Welton, and after her, the remainder of the Palladian Circle. They need protection.”


  The professor ran a hand over the white fuzz of her hair, scowling. “This university needs to be shut down, and everyone else moved out of the line of fire. We aren’t going to be able to skate through to the solstice. But yes—for now, we’ll start with that.”


  ~


  They got Liesel to safety—but she didn’t answer when Julian called, that night or the next morning. He tried for her mind, but she was safe behind the shields on her room, which the Guardians had reinforced before they left her. After checking in with Grayson, he and Robert went to Wolfstone in person.


  No one answered his knock. Robert’s more vigorous pounding brought no response, either, and the handle wouldn’t turn. “Should I kick the door in?” he asked, only half-joking.


  Julian shook his head. No call to break university property or Robert’s foot, not yet. Placing one palm against the door, he tested the defenses around the room. He’d left a small loophole when he built the shields, and it was still there. He had to be physically present to use it, but now that he was, he could send a probe worming through into the room.


  “She’s in there,” he said. Robert’s pacing stopped.


  He felt Liesel’s presence, but nothing else. No stray thoughts. No emotions. It was as if she’d locked herself into a box. Worried, Julian called out to her. Liesel. Wake up. Robert and I are here, and we need to talk to you about Kim.


  As if that name had unlocked the box—or shattered it—everything came spilling out. Terror and guilt and shame flooded over Julian, until he staggered under their weight. The part of his mind that was still paying attention to his body felt Robert catch him before he fell. Julian dug his fingers against the surface of the door and forced his thoughts toward Liesel, against the flood. Let us in.


  The onslaught stopped as if she’d turned off the tap. Julian opened his eyes. After a long, breathless moment, the door unlocked. He turned the handle and went into the dim room.


  Liesel had retreated to the couch, where she sat in one corner, curled up into a tight ball. She had on a ragged grey dress that looked as if she’d worn it to the dance and then slept in it. Or perhaps not slept; there were dark shadows under her eyes.


  Robert closed the door behind them. Julian knelt a short distance away, feeling awkward. This wasn’t his specialty. He had empathic skill, but he couldn’t touch Liesel; the inhumanness of his nature was the last thing she needed right now. Bad enough to have him present.


  Robert solved the problem. He was a lousy empath, but he sat on the couch and pulled Liesel to him. After a brief resistance, she huddled against his chest. One long arm went around her shoulders, and then she spoke.


  “It’s my fault.” Her eyes were wide and staring, and even in the dim light Julian could see they were bloodshot. “I made her go. She didn’t want to. But I made her do it. For me, so I could pretend things were normal. I thought it would help. But they attacked her and now she’s in the Otherworld and it’s all my fault.”


  Robert’s face twisted in horrified sympathy at Liesel’s words. Julian felt the same. Now he could read the strangeness in Liesel’s expression: it was self-loathing, and he’d never expected to see it in her.


  “It’s not your fault,” he said, groping blindly for useful words. “Knowing Kim, she wanted to help you.” He hadn’t even thought about how this stress would hit Liesel—worse than the rest of them, because she would carry their burdens as well as her own. Kim had, he guessed, and had done what she could to repair the damage.


  Liesel just shook her head. “My fault. Because I needed her to go.”


  There. That was the key to the self-loathing. Liesel helped others; she didn’t need help herself. In all the time he’d known her, this was the first time Julian had seen Liesel put her own emotional needs before someone else’s. And look how it turned out.


  “But Kim’s all right now,” he reminded her. “The Seelie have her. She’s safe.” He kept any hint of doubt locked well away. Right now he’d lie through his teeth if it helped pull Liesel back together.


  “I shouldn’t have done it,” Liesel whispered. “She got hurt.”


  Julian opened his mouth, but found nothing to say. He shared the same guilt. Easy to tell himself Kim had made her own choices; much less easy to accept the consequences. If he couldn’t resolve that for himself, how could he expect to do it for Liesel?


  Robert answered her. Robert, whom Julian had almost counted out of the situation, expecting that he would provide nothing more than a shoulder to cry on.


  “Harm to yourself counts too, you know.”


  Julian blinked. Robert’s words made no sense to him. But they must have meant something to Liesel, because she stirred.


  “You asked Kim to go to the ball,” Robert continued. “But you didn’t force her. Kim has free will. Because of your request, she was put into danger, harmed; yes, all that is true. But you were only an indirect cause. You did not do it to her yourself. That blame lies squarely on the Unseelie.


  “And what if you had not asked? You would have hurt yourself, by denying your need for release. You would have hurt those around you, because the pain bottled up in you would inevitably have spilled over. And that would have made you feel guilty, because you were not superhuman, and let your emotions become your weakness. Under normal circumstances you would know better; I have heard you chastise others for similar foolishness on more than one occasion. But these circumstances are not normal.”


  Robert’s voice lowered, until his last words were barely audible. “And Kim, who could have helped all this by doing you a small favor, would have accused herself of failing you when you needed her.”


  Julian went still, understanding. Wilders were raised non-religious; it never occurred to him to view the situation from that angle. But Robert, despite only patchy adherence to the Wiccan faith, knew it better than Julian, and knew the central tenet shared by most: An it harm none, do what ye will. Liesel had followed her own wishes, and this was the result.


  But keeping silent wouldn’t have avoided harm, either.


  “No matter what I do, it turns out badly,” Liesel said in a choked voice.


  Robert shrugged. “Sometimes there is no good answer. We merely do the best we can. The Lord and Lady will not punish you for weakness. Act according to your heart, and be strong, and deal with the consequences as they come.”


  Liesel closed her eyes. Julian felt the raging tangle of emotions inside her quiet slowly. She wasn’t locking them down; she was smoothing them out. Fear remained, though—a great deal of it. She didn’t have Julian’s training, or Robert’s confidence, or Kim’s determination, and without those she felt very vulnerable.


  “You don’t have to be strong alone,” Julian said.


  She hesitated. He could feel it in her, as if she was standing on the brink of a cliff and trying to believe that someone would catch her if she jumped. He reached out a psychic hand toward her, offering support, and she opened her eyes and looked at him as if she could see it.


  Then her mind touched his, not flinching at the contact, and she accepted the aid.


  Liesel sat up, brushing her disarranged hair out of her face. Robert stayed at her side. She took a few deep breaths, wiped her face dry, and said, “We have to do something, though.”


  “We will,” Robert said lightly, as if the Unseelie were no bigger problem than a cockroach infestation. “We’ll get Kim back to her own world, and then we will figure out how to save the world, and then we will have biscuits and tea.”


  ~


  Julian slept badly and woke early, then set himself to the task of reaching the Otherworld without the carving to lead him. Grayson had taken it from him to facilitate official communication, and while he couldn’t refuse her, he wanted very badly to contact someone who would tell him something about Kim.


  He breathed away his growing tangle of frustration and fear, centered his mind, and tried again.


  Twice he managed to touch that space between worlds, but the sun had set before he slipped fully into it. And before he could try to reach further, across the void to the approaching Otherworld, he felt a disturbance ripple the aether around him.


  Sidhe were passing physically into the mortal world.


  Robert wasn’t in the room. No time to look for him. If the visitors were Seelie—he was certain there was more than one—he might be able to get news of Kim from them. And if they were Unseelie, he could follow and see what their purpose was. For he could sense, now that he knew they were coming, where they would emerge.


  Julian snatched his coat off the hook and took the stairs at a dead run.


  ~


  It was the Arboretum, of course. Whether because of the cave, or the comfort of green space, or some lingering connection to the riverbank, Julian didn’t know and didn’t care. He plunged into the cold darkness, running as swiftly and silently as he could. His reaching mind found human auras up ahead—the Guardians who’d escorted him to Grayson’s office. Good. That saved him the trouble of alerting them.


  He found quite a group: Falcon and Flint, two others familiar only from pain-ridden flashes of memory, and the two Guardians. No Grayson. When they spun to face him, Julian slowed to a walk and spread his hands, nonthreatening. “I felt you pass through, and came to investigate.”


  Falcon said dryly, “You are rather slow.”


  But Flint stepped forward, suddenly alert. “When did you feel us?”


  “A few minutes ago.”


  In one swift rush, everyone re-aligned, facing outward and scanning the trees. The male Guardian said to Julian, “They’ve been here more than half an hour.”


  “But we, on the other hand, have been here mere minutes.”


  The smooth voice brought Julian around and into a ready stance. Six Unseelie approached through the trees. Of course they would come through here; they sought a place where it was easy to connect the worlds, and the presence of the Seelie would facilitate that nicely. Julian wondered if the two Courts had stumbled across one another before this. From the posture of both sides, they might have. The threat of violence hung in the air, and Julian backed away one careful step at a time, tensing for trouble.


  “They will not fight,” a new voice, female, murmured silkily in his ear. “They only bare their teeth and snarl.”


  In the clearing filled with sidhe, where the effect of their Otherworldly nature was overwhelming, the woman at his shoulder stood out like a beacon of familiarity. She was human. Not sidhe.


  A wilder.


  Relief turned to ice an instant later. Wilders had long noted that although they possessed almost every strange eye color possible in the human genetic spectrum, their eyes were never truly green, or gold.


  But her eyes were as gold as the Unseelie.


  He pulled one swift step away. That unnatural gaze showed mocking amusement, as if she could hear the thoughts screaming through his head. Shard said they had a way. But how? We can’t be forced to their side!


  But perhaps they could go of free will. And though Julian had hoped—prayed—that the geis would keep all wilders on the right side of the fight, in the end they weren’t perfect. Everyone had their price.


  It seemed the Unseelie had found one they could buy.


  He risked a glance over his shoulder, but the two Guardians were occupied with the staring contest between the Seelie and the Unseelie. It hadn’t broken into outright battle, but it might at any second, whatever this wilder thought. Had she come as part of the contingent sent to Grayson? Or had the connection expanded through blood to other parts of the world, where the Unseelie could enjoy richer pickings?


  When he turned back, she was smiling. “I know what you’re thinking. You assume they’re your enemy, that they have nothing to offer you but pain and enslavement. You’re wrong.”


  Every nerve was alive, burning with contradictory fires that made it hard to think. She spoke in an intimate tone, as if she knew it was the easiest way to unsettle him, and the damnable thing was that it worked. Julian clenched his jaw, then asked the question she was waiting for. “What else, then?”


  “Freedom.”


  He forced a laugh. “Freedom through enslavement to their cause?”


  Her impossible golden gaze bored into him, as if she could see straight through every facade, to his soul. “Freedom from the shield.”


  Laughter went away. So did thought. The clearing might have been deserted except for the two of them; inter-world war could have broken out behind him and he wouldn’t have cared. “You’re lying.”


  “No, I’m not.” She came a step forward, drawing close—too close, but he couldn’t move, and he knew she was slipping through his unsteady shields to call a response from his body, making him aware of hers, but he couldn’t muster a defense. “The Seelie would never do it. The deep shield helps keep you in line, and that’s as useful to them as it is to your masters. But the Unseelie would free you.”


  His breath was coming too fast. Years of study under Grayson; more years before that, examining it every time they gutted him, all toward this end. To break the deep shield.


  “And then,” she whispered, almost in his ear, “you would never have to trust someone else with the key to your soul.”


  His breath stopped. Julian turned his head the bare inch necessary to look in her eyes—golden eyes, alien and unfamiliar, and the face around them so subtly changed as to be nearly unrecognizable, because change like that should be as impossible as her eyes. But he recognized it.


  “Kim.”


  She laughed, in a voice that didn’t sound like her, any more than her features looked like her. Kim, and yet not. Black horror threatened to overwhelm his vision. Kim. A wilder. How?


  Kim. Unseelie.


  Smiling at him like some kind of entertaining toy.


  Hands clamped down on his shoulders and dragged him back, and Julian couldn’t even pull together a defense out of the shattered fragments of his mind. It was the other Guardian, the woman, and people were shouting, sidhe and humans alike; he couldn’t focus enough to pick out words, but the Guardians were retreating, the Seelie and Unseelie going in opposite directions, and Kim was going with the Unseelie. Watching him the whole way. Still smiling.


  Her whisper slipped into his mind just before she vanished from sight. Think it over.


  ~


  “They lied.”


  Grayson had her head in her hands, fingers laced into brown cage across her white hair, either to defend or to hold something in. She didn’t move at Julian’s flat declaration, but she answered him. “Now we know they’re capable of it.”


  Every muscle in his body ached with tension. He hadn’t slept; how could he? Instead he told Robert and Liesel, hearing his own voice like a stranger’s, and now all three of them waited with those two Guardians in Grayson’s office, watching the pale sun rise, counting down the minutes until the Seelie could step through again.


  He couldn’t murder them. He needed them to answer questions.


  Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Kim’s face. Not the face she wore last night, but the one he’d known for years. Human eyes, blue and filled with kindness and determination. A smile that had never once mocked him. Everything he had come to know, to trust—and, in time, to love.


  The Unseelie had taken all of that.


  Everything was too silent. Grayson’s office was the only occupied one; the building had been cleared, and the area around it. The evacuation of campus had begun. Those with a connection to the sidhe, however, were staying until the solstice, whether they wanted to or not.


  No sound in the hall, but none was needed. They all felt the sidhe approach. Julian and the others stood as Falcon, Shard, and three other sidhe came into the room.


  He held onto his focus, not letting any emotion interfere. Falcon’s bored disdain didn’t bother him. Neither did Shard’s refusal to meet his gaze. He asked, in a perfectly level voice, “What did they do to her?”


  “There is a powder we use,” Falcon said, “to strengthen our own abilities, on the rare occasions when it is needed. We believe they used it on her, and its effect was to make her a changeling. And in that moment of change, they bound her.”


  She hadn’t chosen it. Julian hadn’t believed it, not once he realized who she was; maybe everyone had a price, but the notion that the Unseelie could grant anything Kim wanted that badly was too impossible.


  But it meant Kim truly was a wilder. Her changed appearance was real.


  “Why did you lie?”


  Falcon’s mouth settled in what might be the sidhe equivalent of an eye-roll. “Because you would act foolishly otherwise—as you almost did last night. You are the one that matters, changeling. Neither they nor we particularly care about her.”


  Julian was only barely conscious of the explosion as the room’s windows shattered. As if the glass had been his cage, all the fury he’d been holding in roared free of his control, and with it came everything else: his love for Kim, his fear and grief, his sense of betrayal, that the sidhe considered her to be disposable in this fight. Falcon actually flinched, and Julian almost took him by the throat and slammed him into a wall. “You goddamned bastard. You have no idea how much she matters!”


  “She is lost,” Falcon spat at him, hunching like a cornered animal. “As you were warned. Do not blame me for that.”


  Julian fought the rage under control before he could do something unforgivable. Everyone else was standing well clear, sidhe and humans alike. He pulled his anger in, forged it into a harder shape. “So I’ll get her back.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. She is Unseelie.”


  “She’s human,” he snapped. “More human than sidhe, and we have free will. We aren’t born to one side or the other, and can’t be bound that way.”


  “But the part of her that is sidhe can be bound. She can’t be helped now, changeling; accept it!”


  “One moment, if you please.”


  Robert’s incongruously polite interruption startled both Julian and Falcon out of their focus. Robert had retreated with Liesel to a corner, but now he stepped forward, diffidently, as if hoping one of the Guardians would save him should someone decide to tear his head off. As if he wasn’t sure which one it would be, his roommate or the sidhe. Behind him, Liesel had her hands pressed to her mouth, and tears ran along her fingers.


  “I still have difficulty with your telepathic technique,” Robert said with a forced laugh. “So I’m not certain whether I have interpreted your words correctly. She can’t be helped now, you say. By that, do you mean the time to help her has passed—or that it has not yet come?”


  A tiny spark of hope flared within Julian.


  But Falcon shook his head. “The time will never come. By the time the conditions are right, she will be dead, or too long under their control.”


  “What conditions?” Julian whispered.


  The sidhe clamped his lips into a thin line, refusing to answer. But Shard spoke, from behind Julian. “The two worlds. To touch her human nature, the Unseelie worked in this world, and caught her spirit as it moved. But now she is split too much between the two, and you cannot reach her completely. In our world, you will miss that part of her which is human, and here you will miss that which is sidhe.”


  Caught her spirit as it moved. When Falcon spoke of the powder, Julian hadn’t thought about its implications. They’d precipitated the same crisis in Kim that made a wilder—or killed someone with the psi-sickness. There were many more of the latter than the former. How close had she come to dying?


  It was done with. The future mattered more. “So at the solstice—”


  Shard shook her head. “That will only open the doors. The worlds will meld in time, but not soon. Years, perhaps. I have not looked ahead to see.”


  He didn’t think she was lying. It sounded right; in fact, he was willing to bet the meld would spread as the connection had before it, following sympathetic and contagious links.


  But power and sidhe blood weren’t the only things that had thinned the veil here. “Then we’ll force it,” Julian said. “Like I did before, with the summoning circles.”


  He’d never seen a sidhe come that close to open-mouthed shock. “You think to move whole worlds?” Falcon said. “I have heard of human arrogance, but this is beyond belief.”


  “Not whole worlds,” Julian said, the idea taking shape in his mind. “Just a tiny portion of them.”


  He looked instinctively to his roommate and saw Robert considering it, as if this were a theoretical assignment Grayson had set. The professor herself stood silently, and the other Guardians watched her, waiting for a cue. “Blood calls to its home,” Robert said. “The best would be to put sidhe here, and humans in the Otherworld; then they anchor themselves where they stand, and summon their homes to them.”


  “The Circle,” Liesel whispered. Her face was still wet with tears, but she’d lowered her hands, revealing a surprising degree of resolve. “They’re still here. And they’re connected. They would do it, to get Kim back.”


  Grayson said, “We can defend you while you work.” She was too professional to say more, but Julian thought he saw pride in her eyes, for all three of them—even Liesel, who had never been her student.


  Then she turned to the sidhe—addressing Shard, not Falcon, who still looked mutinous. “Will it work?”


  “I do not know,” Shard said. “Not everything can be seen. But it is a possibility.”


  “Then we’ll do it.” Julian only needed a slim chance. The rest, they would do for themselves.


  ~


  They didn’t race out of Grayson’s office to perform the ritual on the spot. Something like this couldn’t be done off the cuff; it had to be planned, and checked, and checked again, with wiser heads offering advice. They chose their battleground: the wasteland on the riverbank, where Julian had first been attacked. They chose their people: seven humans, seven sidhe, with Guardians to protect them. They chose their configuration: Robert and Liesel with Falcon and Shard on the inner circle, and the remaining ten on the outer.


  In the end, however, it would come down to Julian and Kim.


  He spent the hour beforehand cross-legged on the floor of his room, deep in meditation. For this, he could not afford any missteps. He had to banish every last distraction from his mind, every emotion that might weaken his focus. All the discipline of his childhood might have been intended for this one moment, when any error would bring a fate much worse than gutting.


  A clumsy nudge to his mind brought him out of trance. Robert stood before him, worry written plainly on his face. Not just for what they would do tonight, but for Julian himself. There were certain kinds of details Robert noticed, and he would not have missed the ones before him now: the black clothes, the grim expression, and the long box on the floor in front of Julian.


  His roommate nodded warily at the box as Julian rose to his feet. “How exactly do you intend to use that?”


  “Any way I have to,” Julian said, shrugging into his coat.


  It didn’t reassure Robert, but it wasn’t meant to. There wasn’t any reassurance to be had, tonight. Julian stooped to pick up the box, and when he straightened, he found Robert staring at him with both fear and pity. “One way or another,” Julian said, “I will free her.”


  ~


  The others were waiting for them at the riverbank. The Palladian Circle stood in a wide-eyed clump, nervous of the Guardians’ presence. Julian wondered if they’d seen the sidhe yet. He wasn’t about to ask. He was grateful enough for their aid, without doing anything to remind them of what it was for.


  They flinched back from him, too. For once, though, he didn’t think it was because he was a wilder. Julian couldn’t spare the effort right now for any pretense. The coldness inside was plain for all to see.


  Michele came forward, though, and shook his hand. The gesture meant a great deal, even though their gloves protected her from skin contact. Hers were thick ski gloves; his were the same black leather he’d worn on Samhain. She fixed her gaze just below his eyes and said, “Lord and Lady bless you, Julian.”


  “Thank you.” He nodded at the rest of them, and then Liesel came forward and hugged him hard.


  “Bring her back to us,” she whispered.


  The air thrummed with rising power, and the sidhe stepped through.


  It almost seemed as if part of the riverbank’s lost vegetation had reappeared, amidst the flat and featureless snow. Even in the dark night, the colors glowed vivid and strange. The portal wasn’t a door, though; it didn’t exist only in two dimensions. The effect was more like a summoning circle, with a patch of the Otherworld appearing on the ground, and the sidhe stepping out of it.


  Julian sensed Liesel extending her support to the rest of the Circle, and them accepting it. Led by their empath’s resolve, and escorted by Grayson and the female Guardian, they went through, and then the portal vanished behind them.


  Leaving him alone with the other Guardian and seven of the Seelie.


  “Are you prepared?” Shard asked.


  Julian answered by shrugging out of his coat and tossing it outside the snowy circle they had once blasted clean. He scarcely felt the cold as he carried the box to the center of that space; his mind had already sunk inward, preparing. Falcon and Shard took up positions on either side of him, Shard in the east, Falcon in the west. The other Seelie positioned themselves in a larger ring around the three of them, spacing themselves equally.


  Then they grounded themselves in the earth and began to pull.


  The sidhe chanted nothing, made no ritual gestures. They didn’t have to. For them, magic was a matter of will alone. Even for them, however, this was an epic undertaking, and although their serenity never wavered, he felt the effort.


  Then he felt something more: the motion of the worlds. They shifted slowly, grudgingly, stretching in unaccustomed ways in order to draw closer to each other. The sidhe part of his own nature hummed in response. Closer. And closer.


  They slid together with a stomach-turning wrench.


  Robert and Liesel materialized, seemingly from nowhere, standing in the south and the north on either side of Julian, and beyond them the rest of the Circle appeared in the gaps between the sidhe.


  But Julian knew, before he even saw them, that the two worlds had merged. He sensed it, bone-deep, and for the first time in his life knew that he was home. A tension he hadn’t felt until it was gone melted away. The human world rejected the part of him that was sidhe, and the Otherworld did the same to the human … but in this place he truly belonged.


  He wanted to luxuriate in the feeling, but he sensed the strain in Liesel’s shoulders, felt in his own jaw the force of Robert’s clenched teeth, and knew he couldn’t spare the time. He had to hurry.


  Julian reached out with his mind to find Kim.


  It wasn’t like seeking someone between worlds, or even like searching within the mortal world. It was easier than either—far easier. Standing in this place gave him strength he’d never had before.


  There.


  Even with the alterations, there was no mistaking her aura. Julian began to chant, using the words to direct his will, summoning her to this place of merging.


  Resistance. She didn’t want to come. And the resistance built; the Unseelie were trying to hold her where she was. But they weren’t prepared for this, and the glade where the two worlds met was as native to her as it was to Julian. It called to her with a power she could not resist.


  Julian opened his eyes and found her standing barely twenty feet from him.


  Even though he was prepared for it, the sight of her twisted his stomach into a knot. It was Kim, but not: familiar features cast in an inhuman mold, familiar expressions distorted with cruelty and disdain. But the focus he’d given her hung around her neck, crystal wrapped in silver. He had to believe that, like the pendant, the Kim he knew was still there, somewhere. Could still be saved.


  While he was distracted, she struck.


  A lance of pure magical force, driving straight toward him. But Julian had been shielded before this ever began, and Grayson’s training served him well. When he spun the blow off, it shattered against a shield now covering the four of the inner ring. A similar barrier glowed around the outer circle. The Guardians were doing their job—leaving him to do his.


  But before he could help Kim, he had to fight. She flung a second blow at him, a third. He parried them and cursed himself. Stupid, stupid. He’d worried about the Unseelie following Kim here, but he hadn’t stopped to consider the danger she represented. She was one of them. He was the enemy. Of course she would attack.


  Kim threatened him with fire, superheating the air around him. He diverted the energy skyward, but not easily, though pyrokinesis had once been a weakness of hers. Levinbolts slammed into his shields, one after another, as fast as he could sink their force into the ground. Untutored, but strong, and she maintained her own shields with raw power against his attacks.


  Julian bored away at her protections, seeking weakness. He had to work quickly; he didn’t know how long the meld could be maintained. But they hadn’t been able to guess in advance what he’d find, much less what he could do about it, and Kim wasn’t giving him a chance to study anything. He had to get inside her defenses.


  Gathering his strength, he struck out with a massive blow that sent her reeling for just a moment.


  In that heartbeat of vulnerability, he reached through and seized hold of her spirit.


  But in his lunge to do so, he left himself open, and even as his psychic grip closed on her he felt hers do the same. Their two minds struggled in a deadlock, each trying to wrestle the other into submission.


  Kim. Listen to me. Hear my voice.


  There was no sign that she heard, nothing in her expression except cold, unblinking determination.


  This isn’t you. They’ve bound you against your will. You can break free; you’re human, not sidhe. Break it. Come back to us. Come back to me.


  No reaction. She merely tightened her grip. This pain was familiar: the Unseelie had tried the same thing, hoping to warp him to their pattern. But they had failed, and she would, too. All she could do was hurt him. So long as he accepted the pain, and didn’t let it distract him, he was free to work on her.


  His mind slid over the shields within hers, sensing the changes, seeking their cause. It had to be there, somewhere. But he found nothing before Kim realized the futility of her efforts and shifted her energy to something new.


  Julian screamed as she drove a wedge at his mind. It struck at the boundary between his sidhe-born gifts and his human self, trying to sunder them. He had never not been a wilder, had never known what it was to be without that Otherworldly touch. Now Kim’s attack threatened to alienate him from himself, splintering his sanity, making his own gifts foreign and uncontrollable—like the men and women who had gone mad during First Manifestation. Julian fought to stop her, but the sharp edge of her attack pierced his defenses as quickly as he built them up, and he could not both protect himself and work against her for long.


  Forcing down his own growing panic, Julian hardened his focus to a diamond edge. He dragged vainly at Kim’s mind, striving to bring her back to herself, but there was no net for her to slip free of, no binding he could cut. It had to be there somewhere, but he couldn’t feel it, and couldn’t affect it. There was nothing he could attack. And while he searched, her own strikes came closer and closer to destroying him.


  Julian pulled back at the last instant before she broke through, and only his will kept despair at bay. He couldn’t do it. He’d thought he could—had insisted it would be possible—but there was nothing for him to work on. Kim couldn’t be brought back.


  He had to free her another way.


  Now that he’d loosed his grip, the battle was more even. He struck once more with a blow that shifted her back a step. In that pause, a telekinetic flick sent the lid spinning off the box at his feet, and as Julian stretched out his hand, his sorcerer’s sword rose up to meet it.


  She saw it and snarled. Julian caught a glint of metal, and realized she had her athame. He crushed the urge to swear and instead lashed out.


  Power flowed through him and down the slender blade, arcing across the circle to strike at Kim. She parted it with her athame, but staggered. No one had trained her for this. He struck again and again, with hammer-blows intended to shatter her shields and lay her bare. She fought back with raw, animal strength, and the deflected energy cracked the air, slammed into the shields of the two circles, ripped apart the snow and soil beneath them.


  Julian drove everything from his mind. He could not afford to feel. Kim, the Kim who had existed before they took her, would choose death over enslavement in Unseelie hands.


  For her sake—for the sake of who she’d been, and what she’d meant to him—he had to give her that mercy.


  Sparks showered down as they threw lethal blows with reckless abandon. Julian drew on the reservoir of power he’d built, heedless of the dangers of backlash. He had to do this. He had to.


  He couldn’t.


  They were too closely matched. He had the training, but the crisis that made her a wilder had taken her closer to the Otherworld. She was stronger than he was. And she had a purity of purpose he lacked, untroubled by any desire to save him.


  But there was another way. Julian took a step forward, then another, praying to the gods that she was too focused on their magical duel to retreat. He’d never been taught to use the sword in his hands as a physical weapon, but it didn’t take training to know that if struck in the heart or throat she would die.


  He just had to get close enough.


  Another step, and then another. She was almost within reach. One final step—and he was there. Julian looked directly into her Unseelie eyes.


  “I’m sorry,” he whispered, and struck.


  Or tried to.


  His arms jerked, but would not follow through. Paralyzed, he stood wide open, and she snarled triumphantly and lashed out with a blow that shattered the sword.


  Shards of metal scored them both. Julian leapt backward, clutching his shoulder where her athame had cut him. The wound burned agonizingly; she’d backed the strike with malevolent power. Blood trickled down his chest.


  He had no chance to recover. With a grin of avid, unholy anticipation, Kim attacked again and again, driving him back one staggering step after another. Julian’s outermost shield shattered, and he knew he had lost. He’d failed to save her, he’d failed to free her, and now she had him on the run. It wouldn’t be long before the last of his shields failed. Then he’d be at her nonexistent mercy.


  Only one possibility remained. He couldn’t get an attack through her shields, but if he could lure her in closely enough, he could take her down with him.


  Wilders had died that way before.


  He still struggled, reflexively, because he’d been trained from childhood to fight, and even at this extremity he couldn’t give up; but he was losing the battle and he knew it. Kim slammed through the last of his defenses.


  Pain. Pain beyond anything he’d ever imagined. It drove him to his knees in the snow. She tore through his mind like a serrated knife, like acid, leaving him bleeding wherever she touched. Julian threw his head back and screamed in agony, and in despair. He’d failed. He could only hope to take Kim down with him. And he wept with grief and blind fury at the Unseelie, who had brought it to this, that because he loved Kim he had to kill her.


  Another scream overlaid his own, and then it all came to a wrenching halt.


  ~


  Snow. Snow in front of his eyes.


  Julian tried to focus. He was on his hands and knees in the snow, and his fingers ached with the cold, but distantly, as though his spirit wasn’t quite anchored to his flesh. His gloves were gone, burned off. He remembered that dimly. His entire body was a throbbing mass of pain that paled in comparison to the agony in his mind.


  But he was alive.


  The world wavered dangerously. By the last dregs of his will, Julian brought his head up.


  Her dark hair fanned across the snow around her head. Kim lay face-down on the ground, not moving, scant feet from where Julian struggled to hold on to consciousness. The world shuddered again, and he knew the circles were losing their hold, that the glade was on the verge of sliding apart once more. He mustered just enough strength to throw one arm out and seize hold of Kim’s wrist before it all dissolved.


  


  Chapter Fourteen


  The face in the mirror was no longer mine.


  It was still mostly the same. The line of my jaw wasn’t identifiably different, nor were my cheekbones, or my nose. A difference marked them, though, the same subtle cast that identified wilders on sight—subtle, yet enough to render me almost unrecognizable. And my eyes, my eyes … they would never be the same.


  A soft step sounded at the bathroom door, and Julian appeared in the mirror. I closed my eyes to block out sight of the sling on his left arm. I’d already seen the bandages, extending from his shoulder across his chest, and the burned slashes streaking his abdomen. Wounds inflicted on him by my hand and my magic. And those were just the visible ones.


  Just as my golden eyes were merely the outward sign of what had been done to me.


  He put one hand on my wrist. My skin no longer tingled at the contact; Julian’s touch was as neutral to me as my own. Gods only knew what my Krauss rating had become.


  Death, and the Knight of Swords. Just as the cards had warned me, back when none of this was more than a stormcloud on the horizon. I’d become a different person, all right. I’d become a wilder.


  Julian pulled me gently away from the mirror and took me out into the common room. Everything lay where I’d left it before the masquerade, textbooks and cups and dirty socks. An oasis of normality, false and mocking. Wolfstone was empty, the students evacuated. So was the rest of campus. The only ones left were Guardians, soldiers, and those of us bound in connection to the Otherworld.


  I let him settle me on the couch. With all the reinforcements on our shielding, this room was as safe a place as any; even the doctor had come to me here. Not that he could do anything for me anyway. No one could. My remaining wounds, I’d have to learn to live with.


  Like the one between me and Julian.


  He tried not to show it, but I saw the hesitation, the brief internal struggle before he touched me or looked at me. And he knew it. “I won’t lie to you, Kim,” Julian said softly. “This is hard for me, too. I … I can’t look at you, and not think about what happened. What you did—what both of us did.”


  Salt on raw wounds. I cringed into myself.


  “But I’ll get over it,” he said, with more strength. “Not that it’s comparable, but—Kim, I know you used to look at me and see a wilder, just like everybody else does. What made you different was that you kept looking, made yourself get past that and see me. The least I can do is return the favor. You didn’t join the Unseelie by choice; I know that. And you’re free of them now.”


  Free—except in my memories.


  Julian waited for my answer. When it didn’t come, he said, “We just need to figure out what happened. What released you.”


  I shrugged, still hunched in. “You’re the one who did it. You tell me.”


  “I don’t know what I did. I wasn’t consciously doing anything at that point; I’d given up. I need to know your side of it.”


  In a heartbeat, I was suddenly several feet from the couch. I didn’t even remember rising. “No, you don’t.”


  Julian stared at me, surprised and confused. He reached out, and instinctively I backed up a step. The hurt in his expression cut at still-bleeding wounds and I turned away, hugging my arms around myself, to escape the sight.


  “Kim, we have to know. Grayson thinks—I think it might be the answer. Some kind of defense against them, that would help us win our battles in the future. It’s what we’ve been searching for, all this time.”


  I wanted to block my ears, to spare myself the sound of his words. “Find out some other way. You’re smart; you can figure it out without my help.”


  Silence. Then a soft creak as he rose, but he didn’t come toward me.


  “All right,” he said, and there was no censure in his voice. “I understand.”


  He didn’t, not really. He couldn’t understand, because to do so he would have to experience what I had, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. But I took his words for what they were—acceptance of my reluctance to speak—and I was grateful.


  Julian left then, and I was alone in the room. I leaned against the window’s edge and sighed. Half of me was glad Julian was gone, with his pain and love and expectations, but half of me wanted him back. When I was alone, my thoughts were free to come out and dance.


  The Arboretum was a dark smudge in the snow. I couldn’t see the riverbank from here, the new damage I’d inflicted on it. I could visualize it, though, all too well. That was the most terrible cruelty of all. The gods should have been kind enough to erase my memories of that time along with the binding that made me that way—but no such mercy. I remembered it all in perfect detail, from the moment the false Falcon led me astray to the blazing agony that ended the fight.


  Pressing the heels of my hands into my eyes, I fought the memory down.


  I didn’t want to remember. If I could, I would’ve blocked it all, wiped my memory clean. But I had tried that already, and failed. Instead I was left with crystal-clear recollections, and a desire for the courage to slit my wrists.


  At least I was still sane enough to know that wasn’t a good idea.


  ~


  There were guards on my room, of course. I was the biggest security risk in the United States, probably even above Julian. Almost no one got in to see me. Maybe I could have had more visitors if I wanted them, but I didn’t; the ones I had were too much. Grayson, on behalf of various officials. Julian—I couldn’t make myself say no to him. People to bring me food and take it away half-eaten, and a doctor to make sure I was continuing to recover from the backlash that had laid me out for days.


  Not my mother, or my father. They never both came at once; they were taking turns flying up here, each of them called away repeatedly to deal with crises outside. The news had broken, and consequences were unfolding as expected. That was all I knew, and all I wanted to know. I couldn’t deal with the world right now. I couldn’t even deal with my family.


  My mother’s only surviving child had become a wilder. I didn’t want to know what she thought of that.


  But I couldn’t hide forever. I didn’t even expect to hide until the solstice. Sooner or later someone would break into my self-imposed isolation, whether I wanted them to or not.


  I just didn’t expect it to be Liesel.


  She stalked into the room and shut the door behind her, then stood staring for a long, wordless moment, hands on her hips. When she finally spoke, she sounded more like Robert than herself. “All right. Time to get off your ass.”


  It jarred me out of my half-numb state. “What?”


  “I thought they were keeping me away from you for security reasons, but apparently it’s just so you can enjoy your pity party alone. Well, enough of that. I’m not going to tell you the pity’s misplaced; you’ve been through hell, Kim, and it isn’t over. Even if the sidhe leave you alone after this, the rest of the world won’t. But you know what?” She shook her head impatiently. “I don’t care about that. You could turn into a hermit if that would make you happy, and I’d cheer you on, except for one thing: you’re hurting Julian.”


  Her diatribe had frozen me in place. When she stopped, I turned away, sheltering myself as I’d done a thousand times since waking up. “I already have hurt him. Worse than I ever wanted to. Staying away from him is the best thing I can do for either of us right now.”


  I didn’t hear her approach. Her hand came out of nowhere to grab my shoulder and yank me around to face her. “Sure—be the first person he’s opened up to in his entire life, then cut yourself off from him. That’s a good plan.” She rolled her eyes, disbelieving. “Kim, that would be stupid enough even if this was just about your trauma. But there’s a bigger picture, and you didn’t use to be the kind of person who ignored it. Julian still isn’t. He’s trying to face it without the one person he thought he could trust to be at his side.”


  The last thing I wanted to do was cry in front of Liesel. I pulled back, but I was running out of room to retreat. “I know I betrayed him—”


  “By getting turned Unseelie?” Liesel shook her head in frustrated disgust. “Kim, you’re doing it right now. By letting that drive the two of you apart. Do whatever penance you like for trying to murder him—gods know he’s beating himself up for doing the same to you—but stand with him! We all need you two, because you’re the only ones who can put this puzzle together. And he can’t do it without you.”


  The word “murder” had driven me the last remaining distance, until I stood in the corner between my desk and the wall. The only other place to go was out the window. Unwilling to commit that final indignity, I dropped my head, and found myself looking at something I’d been trying to avoid seeing since I first woke up in my room, days ago.


  The silver was blackened and in some places broken. The crystal itself had shattered, within its wrapping of wire; cracks mazed its surface and extended into its depths. The sight of my ruined focus was a knife in my heart, worse than my face in the mirror.


  Because Julian had given it to me, and this was what had become of it.


  My teeth sank so hard into my lip I tasted blood. I couldn’t do it. There was too much pain, just waiting for me to drown in it; sharing it with Julian would hurt him, too. He didn’t know what he was asking of me.


  Just as I hadn’t known, when we stood in the snow and admitted we loved each other. Lost, Shard had said. I’d been warned, and I went ahead anyway. If that was stupid of me, at least it was my own choice; I’d refused to let Julian take it away from me, even for my own good.


  How much of a hypocrite was I, to refuse him that same choice?


  My hand crept forward without instruction, hovering, then finally closing down around the focus. The chill silver warmed against my fingers. Liesel said nothing, but I felt her relieved satisfaction.


  I wiped my face dry, crossed the room, and opened the door. The guards outside twitched in surprise. “I’m going to Kinfield,” I said. “You coming?”


  ~


  The gods were smiling; Julian was there and Robert was not. I didn’t know if Robert was even living there anymore, or if they’d pulled him away to be with Liesel and the others. My erstwhile roommate left me at the door to Kinfield, and my escort joined Julian’s, leaving us alone in his room.


  Julian knew something had changed. He prepared tea while I stood in the middle of their common room, staring at the floor and trying to organize my thoughts.


  I accepted the mug and curled my fingers around it. For once I hadn’t even noticed the cold outside. I’d been too preoccupied to pay attention. But that was irrelevant; my mind was just making one last-ditch attempt to escape its fate.


  “I’m … torn,” I said at last. The words were harder to force out than I expected, but I had to give him one last chance to decide differently. “I don’t want to talk about what happened. But if I don’t, I know it will only get worse. More, I want to talk to you—but at the same time, I know it’ll hurt you to listen, and as the gods are my witness … I don’t want that.”


  Julian wisely didn’t try to touch me. “You know my answer. I can handle a little pain.”


  My laugh was bitter. “It won’t be just a little.”


  “I don’t hold you responsible for anything they made you do.”


  “But that’s just it.” He might as well have jabbed a lance through my guts. “I wasn’t forced to do anything against my will. Don’t you see? I wanted to help them.”


  He went very still, very quiet, every hint of his reaction locked away. I blessed him for it. If I knew what he was thinking, I wouldn’t be able to go on.


  “They forced me to become like them, it’s true,” I whispered. “I didn’t want to be turned Unseelie. But once I was … I was. Their goals were mine. I was happy to be on their side, because I wanted them to succeed. I wanted them to use everyone I knew as pawns in their game against the Seelie. I wanted you to be their pawn. Failing that, I wanted you dead.”


  Bile rose in my throat, but there was no swallowing it down now; I had to purge it, had to cut open the festering wounds and pray there would be healing when I was done. “You can say that was them and not me, but it doesn’t change the fact that I remember, and will always remember, that I once wanted to see my friends as slaves. It wasn’t something consciously imposed on me. It was me. My thoughts, and my desires. Not theirs. Mine. When I tried to turn you, when I tried to break your mind….” I set my tea down blindly, before my shaking hands could spill it all over the carpet. “It was fun. Tearing your thoughts out, dropping them in bloody rags when I was done. Hearing you scream. And I live every day with that memory, knowing what I did, knowing I enjoyed it. And I can’t think about it without wanting to turn myself in to be executed.” I pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes, but still the tears came, flooding down my face.


  Now Julian reached out and touched my wrist gently. His shields lowered, and the pain in him washed over me, but there was no condemnation. “I understand.”


  Choking on a sob, I tried to avoid his hands, but he put his arms around me with gentle insistence. “I heard everything you said,” he told me softly, “and I believe that you believe it. But I don’t believe the very deepest part of you was ever Unseelie.” I flinched, and he held me closer. “Do you know how I know? You didn’t use the deep shield.”


  I stopped breathing. Then, slowly, I drew back, and this time he let me go. Meeting his grey eyes, I stared at him in unthinking shock.


  He nodded. “You knew how. I’d given you the key. All you had to do was gut me, and I would have been at your mercy. Completely. But you didn’t do it, did you? You fought me, and tried to kill me, but you never used the shield.”


  Lowering myself with extreme care into a seat, I searched for words and found none. He was right. In all the painful, bloody memories I had, nowhere was there a remembrance of wanting to use the deep shield, or even thinking of it. Something in me had pretended it didn’t exist. I could have gutted Julian and killed him, or watched as the shield drove him mad. My Unseelie self would have found it the greatest entertainment in the world.


  But I hadn’t even thought of it.


  “They never really had you,” he whispered, kneeling on the carpet in front of me.


  This time, when the tears flooded out, they carried the poison with them.


  I don’t know how long I cried, but it seemed an eternity, and when I finally stopped I felt born anew. My memories were still sharp; the pain was still there. But Julian was right, and the knowledge flowed over me like a healing glow.


  At last I wiped my eyes and swallowed hard. Reaching for my now lukewarm tea, I took several long gulps, then finger-combed my hair out of my face. Julian watched me with his eyes warm and loving. I could look at him now and not feel the bone-wrenching agony that had plagued me since I woke from my golden nightmare. That was a boon greater than almost any other.


  “All right,” I said thickly, and swallowed again. “Enough of my cowardice. We’re going to figure out what happened—what you did to free me.”


  Julian nodded, and rose to pull a chair closer to mine. “I was trying; you felt that. It didn’t do any good, though.”


  “It was like you were trying to pull me somewhere, but your hands—or maybe mine—were greased with butter. You kept sliding off.” That won the terrible metaphor award for the day, but even being able to speak of it was a victory.


  “Whatever I did at the end, it was when I had stopped consciously doing anything,” Julian said. “Truly. I’d given up completely; I figured I’d lost, and there was no way to save you, and the only thing I could think to do was to take you down with me.”


  “Was that it?” I said, my brow furrowing in thought. “You giving up? Except I don’t see how quitting could lead to victory.”


  He shook his head, agreeing with me. We both sat for a moment, trying to wrestle it into some form of logic. Then he rose to pour us new cups of tea. I took mine gratefully and sipped it. He said, “If you think you’re up to it, can you tell me what you felt? What were you doing when it happened? And what was I doing, that you could see?”


  That trod painfully on memories that would take a while to heal, but I made myself think. It was that or live with the cowardice Liesel had thrown in my face. “It … burned. Like fire and acid and ice, all at once, and all over. I touched something that felt like … anathema.”


  “What did you do then?”


  “I tried to pull away. Something in me knew it was burning whatever made me Unseelie. So I tried to fight it. There was nothing I could do, though; I couldn’t run from it, and the more I tried to focus and shove it off, the worse it hurt. And it went on, and hurt more and more, except that the worse it hurt the more I began to welcome it. I guess it had done enough of its work by then that I was myself enough to want to be free. I started trying to help it. And then it got unbearable, and then it ended.” I shrugged helplessly. “That’s it.”


  “That’s not it,” Julian said, insistent. “Something started that burning. What was it?”


  “I don’t know.” Putting my mug down again, I rose and paced, feeling alive for the first time in days. “It was something in your mind; it had to be. Right at the end, you must have been doing something.”


  He shook his head. “I wasn’t even thinking. I was in too much despair.” His voice tightened with his own remembered pain. “All I knew was if I loved you, then I had to kill you. As a final mercy.”


  Once again I stopped breathing. Then I lifted my head from where it had sunk to, and turned to face Julian.


  My voice should have trembled with the force of what lay behind it, but the words came out perfectly steady. “Do you remember when we were first talking about the sidhe?” I asked. Julian nodded slowly. “I suggested that we might be able to learn more about magic from them, but you told me that wouldn’t work. You said….” We were staring at each other now, not blinking. “The words you used, were they yours?”


  “No,” he whispered, barely audible. “I was paraphrasing Shard.”


  “What did she say? Tell me exactly.”


  He closed his eyes to think. “I asked her to explain to me how it was that she spoke prophecies that were so clear. She said … she said, ‘I cannot tell you. Could you tell me how it is that you love another, or how you can feel hope?’”


  “Gods.” I sank onto the futon and stared at him as he opened his eyes. “It was right there.” Then my hands flew up in sudden epiphany. “Hell, Liesel told me! After she met Falcon. She said they didn’t think or feel the way we do. But neither of us realized what that meant!” His flat affect—the Unseelie had it, too. They were capable of emotion, of a sort. But it wasn’t the same.


  They had no empathy.


  Julian shook his head again, this time in stunned disbelief. “I never once, during the entire fight, let myself feel. I didn’t let myself admit guilt, or think about how I loved you—because I knew that would only interfere with my gifts. Until the end, when it was all over, and I gave into my feelings. Despair. Guilt. Love.”


  “And their strength burned me free,” I whispered. “All this time, we’ve been afraid, because the sidhe have stronger magic. But on this count, they’re little more than animals. What we feel—it’s anathema to them.”


  “Even with Falcon.” Julian laughed, a bright, delighted sound, one I hadn’t heard in months. “You should have seen me, Kim; I took a page out of your book. I’ve always tried so hard to stay controlled around him, but you showed me how to get the upper hand: let go of control, and bite his head off instead.”


  I could trace the lines of it in my head—no, in my heart. Fear wouldn’t do it. Nothing animal, nothing that belonged to the id. But higher emotions, yes: hope and despair. Compassion. Love.


  I echoed Julian’s laugh. “Turning this into an actual defense will be interesting. ‘Just think keeping positive thoughts, people!’ But … I think it can work.”


  Julian reached out and took my right hand. “It will.”


  I’d been living under the sword of this threat for so long that it felt strange to know we had a weapon against it. The fingers of my left hand curled around the arm of my chair as though I would float away without that anchor. We had a defense. At last. It was like the sun on my shoulders, bringing light and warmth back into the world.


  With a jolt, I realized I’d been staring sightlessly at the carpet. I stood, drawing Julian up with me, and planted a kiss squarely on his surprised mouth. “Come on. Let’s go tell the others.”


  ~


  The winter light was thin but piercing as the sun made its descent. The cold didn’t bother me as I stood with Julian in the snow; I was capable now of warming myself without much effort. One small benefit from what I’d been through. We waited patiently, not speaking much, until the last sliver of sun vanished below the horizon.


  There was no visible sign, and not much of a palpable one. The shiver that ran through us both might have been as much psychological as psychic. But with the sun’s departure, the longest night of the year began, and the doors to the Otherworld opened in full.


  A second, very definite tingle danced across my skin. That was all the warning we had before Shard and Falcon were there.


  The seer didn’t bother with simple greetings. “Are you ready?” she asked.


  “Does it matter?” I said. “Time won’t stop for us to get our bearings. But I think we’re about as ready as we can be. The coming chaos may well make First Manifestation look pretty; who knows. But humans are a resilient bunch. We’re good at surviving.”


  She cocked her head to one side and considered me. “The more I try to understand you, the less I succeed. I would think you would be afraid.”


  That made me smile. She misunderstood, but not in the way she thought. “I am. I don’t want to see society fall apart trying to figure out how to deal with you. And I know it’s not going to be easy or painless. I can deal with that fear, though, because we’re not helpless. The world may look very different when it’s all over, but I’m no longer afraid that it’s going to be destroyed. The rest, I can live with.”


  Shard shook her head. “That still makes no sense.”


  I grinned. “Hope. It’s a human thing.”


  “Do you have any prophecies for us?” Julian asked her.


  “I am not that reliable,” Shard said dryly. “The future is too clouded.”


  “We should not keep you,” Falcon said, obviously eager to move on. “The solstice has begun; the passage is open. I imagine we all have tasks to accomplish tonight.”


  Julian and I didn’t, not beyond this ceremonial meeting with them here on the blasted riverbank where contact had first been made, but Falcon didn’t need to know that. Let him think we were busy. We would enjoy our first chance in months to breathe.


  The four of us shook hands. I hoped the sidhe weren’t planning on practicing that human custom with everyone; anybody but a wilder would find their touch unbearably jarring. I didn’t much like it myself.


  “We shall speak again soon,” Shard said.


  Provided none of us were killed by the coming chaos. I didn’t think we would be, though. My outlook these days was optimistic, and not just because hope was a defense. I put one arm around Julian, drawing him close.


  With a slight bow, the sidhe turned and melted into the solstice night.
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  Warrior


  When a witch is born, a doppelganger is created. For the witch to master her powers, the twin must be killed. But what happens when the doppelganger survives?


  Mirage, a bounty hunter, lives by her wits and lethal fighting skills. She always gets her mark. But her new mission will take her into the shadowy world of witches, where her strength may be no match against magic.


  Miryo is a witch who has just failed her initiation test. She now knows that there is someone in the world who looks like her, who is her: Mirage. To control her powers and become a full witch, Miryo has only one choice: to hunt the hunter and destroy her.


  Witch


  Mirei’s extraordinary magic makes her the most powerful witch alive. By some, she is hailed as a miracle, while others proclaim her to be an evil abomination … and vow to destroy those who champion her.


  Now the different factions of witches engage in a bloody war, with magic, treachery, and murder. But both sides may be fighting for nothing. For the power that the rebel witches fear, the magic that Mirei alone possesses, is killing her.
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  Midnight Never Come


  England flourishes under the hand of its Virgin Queen: Elizabeth, Gloriana, last and most powerful of the Tudor monarchs.


  But a great light casts a great shadow.


  In hidden catacombs beneath London, a second Queen holds court: Invidiana, ruler of faerie England, and a dark mirror to the glory above. In the thirty years since Elizabeth ascended her throne, fae and mortal politics have become inextricably entwined, in secret alliances and ruthless betrayals whose existence is suspected only by a few.


  Two courtiers, both struggling for royal favor, are about to uncover the secrets that lie behind these two thrones. When the faerie lady Lune is sent to monitor and manipulate Elizabeth’s spymaster, Walsingham, her path crosses that of Michael Deven, a mortal gentleman and agent of Walsingham’s. His discovery of the “hidden player” in English politics will test Lune’s loyalty and Deven’s courage alike. Will she betray her Queen for the sake of a world that is not hers? And can he survive in the alien and Machiavellian world of the fae? For only together will they be able to find the source of Invidiana’s power—find it, and break it….


  A breathtaking novel of intrigue and betrayal set in Elizabethan England, Midnight Never Come seamlessly weaves together history and the fantastic to dazzling effect.


  In Ashes Lie


  The year is 1666. The King and Parliament vie for power, fighting one another with politics and armies alike. Below, the faerie court has enemies of its own. The old ways are breaking down, and no one knows what will rise in their place.


  But now, a greater threat has come, one that could destroy everything. In the house of a sleeping baker, a spark leaps free of the oven—and ignites a blaze that will burn London to the ground. While the humans struggle to halt the conflagration that is devouring the city street by street, the fae pit themselves against a less tangible foe: the spirit of the fire itself, powerful enough to annihilate everything in its path.


  Mortal and fae will have to lay aside the differences that divide them, and fight together for the survival of London itself…
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  A Star Shall Fall


  Science is King, but Magic is Queen …


  The Royal Society of London plays home to the greatest minds of England. In the century since its founding in 1660, it has revolutionized philosophy and scientific knowledge. Its fellows map out the laws of the natural world, disproving ancient superstition and ushering in an age of enlightenment.


  To the fae of the Onyx Court, living in a secret city below London, these scientific developments are less than welcome. Magic is losing its place in the world—and science threatens to expose the court to hostile eyes.


  In 1666, a Great Fire burned four-fifths of London to the ground. The calamity was caused by a great Dragon—an elemental beast of flame. Incapable of destroying something so powerful, the fae of London banished it to a comet moments before the comet’s light disappeared from the sky. Now the calculations of Sir Edmond Halley have predicted its return.


  So begins their race against time. Soon the Dragon’s gaze will fall upon London and it will return to the city it ravaged once before. The fae will have to answer the question that defeated them a century before: How can they kill a being more powerful than all their magic combined? It will take both magic and science to save London—but reconciling the two carries its own danger…


  With Fate Conspire


  Marie Brennan returns to the Onyx Court, a fairy city hidden below Queen Victoria’s London. Now the Onyx Court faces its greatest challenge.


  Seven years ago, Eliza’s childhood sweetheart vanished from the streets of Whitechapel. No one believed her when she told them that he was stolen away by the faeries.


  But she hasn’t given up the search. It will lead her across London and into the hidden palace that gives refuge to faeries in the mortal world. That refuge is now crumbling, broken by the iron of the underground railway, and the resulting chaos spills over to the streets above.


  Three centuries of the Onyx Court are about to come to an end. Without the palace’s protection, the fae have little choice but to flee. Those who stay have one goal: to find safety in a city that does not welcome them. But what price will the mortals of London pay for that safety?
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