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The Mage on the Hill

 

By Angel Martinez

The Web of Arcana: Book One

 

A young magic user who wants desperately to live. A jaded recluse who has forgotten what living means. They’re each other’s only chance.

Toby’s wild magic is killing him. The mage guilds have given up on him, and it’s only a matter of time before he dies in a spectacular, catastrophic bang. His only hope is an exiled wizard who lives in seclusion—and is rumored to have lost his mind.

The years alone on his hilltop estate have not been good for Darius Valstad. After the magical accident that disfigured him and nearly drowned Pittsburgh, he drifts through his days, a wraith trapped in memories and depression. Until a stricken young man collapses on his driveway, one who claims Darius is his last chance. For the first time in fifteen years, Darius must make a choice—leave this wild mage to his fate or take him in and try to teach him, which may kill them both. The old Darius, brash and commanding, wouldn’t have hesitated. Darius the exile isn’t sure he can find the energy to try.






In memory of my mother and her love of all wild things. I think she would’ve liked this one.






Author’s Note

 

 

THE AUTHOR acknowledges that some Arcana channels are based on obsolete periodic table groupings. This is in no way meant to represent the modern table.






Chapter One

 

 

IT’S KILLING him. We have to end this.

Too cruel to force him to keep struggling.

I don’t understand. He should be finding a minor channel at least. Something. He shouldn’t be at this level of physical distress and still be able to throw so much.

We can’t condone pushing on. Dangerous for him and for everyone in a five-mile radius. We’ll have another Darius situation on our hands.

You’ll tell him?

As soon as he’s able to hear it, yes.

Toby drifted from gray misery to scarlet agony, the voices floating to him in fits and starts. His instructors, the director—they were talking about him and they sounded done with him, just like the previous six guilds that had tossed him to the curb. Wild magic. Unplaceable on the web of Arcana. Unsustainable and eventually deadly. The only remaining bets anyone could make now were how many people he took with him when he went out with a catastrophic bang.

Hands lifted him. The familiar sensations of stretcher and rolling followed him down into the dark.

 

 

“WHAT’S THIS?” Toby peered at the papers on the rolling tray, not quite up to focusing through his pounding headache.

The director pulled a chair close and cleared his throat uncomfortably. “We discussed that this might be a possibility someday, Tobias.”

“We’ve talked about a bunch of stuff.”

Director Whittaker let out a sharp sigh.

“Not saying it to be a smartass, sir. I can’t get my eyes to read this just yet.” Toby shifted on the infirmary bed. His fifth stay in this wing of the guildhall and the mattresses hadn’t managed to grow any more comfortable. “Couple hours I should be able to.”

“Ah. My apologies.” The director returned to a concerned parental pose, hands clasped between his knees as he leaned forward. “These are your separation papers from the Montchanin Guildhall.”

Toby swallowed hard. “You’re giving up on me? Already?”

“I’m so sorry, Tobias.” Director Whittaker patted his arm. “The Kovar method is nearly infallible—”


“Nearly. You said nearly.” Despite his pounding head, Toby sat up, hanging on to the director’s hand as hard as he could. “Please don’t do this. You said you’d help me.”

“We said we would do the best we could. Wild magic…. It’s unusual, certainly, but cases of unplaceable wild magic like yours aren’t unheard of. We should have seen some sign of channeling by now. Some directed trickle that would have let us help you find your place in the web.”

Toby let go to fall back against the pillows, hurting, nauseated, and dizzy. His uncontrolled magical explosions, each one harder on him than the time before, had only been getting more volatile and unpredictable. “I don’t have anywhere else to go. Can’t I stay here? Until, well, until….”

“It’s too dangerous for the other students. For the staff and other guild members.” Director Whittaker took his hand again. “Tobias, you blew a hole in the guidance room’s wall today.”

Ten feet of weapons-grade Kevlar and steel—that shouldn’t have been possible. Holy crap. “Did I hurt anyone?”

“Not today. But I can’t risk lives any further. It’s reached that point where we’ve tried everything we could. When you feel up to it, read the packet. There are several wonderful hospice options nearby. Beautiful places where you’ll be cared for and made comfortable. The guild will take care of you and cover any expenses.”

Drugged to the eyeballs so I won’t do any more damage. Allowed to starve to death in the nicest possible surroundings. Toby closed his eyes, his exhausted brain banging up against walls of possibility, trying to find him a way out. All this time he’d been sure one of the guilds would find a way. They were the experts. Now? Now he was terrified. The experts were telling him he needed to accept his impending death. No, no, no, fuck that. “Sir, who’s Darius?”

“Ah, you heard that, did you?” The director sat back and pulled out a microfiber cloth to give his glasses a meticulous cleaning before he went on. “Darius Valstad caused one of the greatest magical disasters in recent memory. He nearly destroyed Pittsburgh. He pulled magic too far from his channelings, the result much like a wild magic accident. The catastrophe was narrowly averted.”

“Oh. That sounds about as bad as it gets. What happened to him?”

“He nearly died. His guild status was revoked, his teaching of any more students forbidden.”

Toby turned that over a few times, his brain fumbling and dropping concepts along the way. “So, but he’s still alive?”

“As far as I know. He lives in isolation, oh, not far from here, with the promise that he will no longer attempt anything beyond personal magic.”

“But he was once like me? And he lived?” Toby knew it was conclusion jumping, but he was desperate enough to reach for anything.

The director’s sigh was slower this time, more melancholy. “Tobias, he found his channels long ago, both his major and minor Arcana. Yes, he lives because as long as he respects the web, his magic won’t tear him apart. He had some early success with teaching unplaceables, but Pittsburgh was the ultimate result of his unorthodox methods.”

“Yes, sir. Of course.”

Director Whittaker rose with one last pat to Toby’s shoulder. “Get some rest. We’ll talk again in the morning. Please keep in mind we’re not simply turning you out onto the street. We want to be certain you’re looked after properly.”

Toby nodded, no longer trusting his voice. He didn’t turn his head to watch the director leave, staring at the white ceiling tiles instead. Ugly ceiling tiles. Places where you have to lie in bed like hospitals and infirmaries should have nice ceilings with meadows and bunnies painted on them. I don’t want to die. Oh gods… I don’t want to die.

When he finally felt like he could parse written words without his head exploding, he skimmed through the packet. He would have to face it eventually. Not looking at the papers wouldn’t change the guild’s mind. Not looking wouldn’t mean he was in any way preventing the inevitable, which wasn’t going to happen because he was going to find a way, dammit.

The first two pages contained the separation agreement. He’d certainly signed those before. Tobias Kingston Freelander Jones agrees blah-blah-blah never to practice magic within the guild’s district blah-blah agrees that access to guild facilities and resources have been revoked except for provision stipulated in Appendix D. His hands shook as he turned the papers. The appendices were on the third page, D being the one providing for his hospice funding.

Unless they had this packet ready as a standard document, just in case, the guild officers had been considering all this for some time. Maybe since the day he first wrote to the Montchanin Guildhall asking for help.

The rest of the packet contained information on three hospice facilities. If he’d wanted an end-of-life option, they all would have been wonderful choices—quarters that resembled apartments more than hospital rooms, with gardens and solariums. The one where the rooms all had views into a central courtyard garden would have been his first choice.

If he was willing to sit around waiting to die.

A seed of an idea germinated in his tired brain, insisting on pushing up through the dark mental soil. It was a stupid idea, probably, and one he had little hope of bringing about, but it persisted with its little green shoot emerging, waving its cotyledons around shamelessly.

When Margie, the older infirmary nurse, brought his dinner tray, he asked her, “Did my tablet come in with me?”

“Should be in the drawer next to you. You youngsters and your having to stay connected.” She winked at him as she took his wrist to check his pulse. “How do you feel? Think you can manage a little?”

“Better than an hour ago. Maybe? Some?”

“You need me to stay?”

“Nah. Thanks. I think I can manage to eat like a big boy.”

With a soft laugh, she patted his shoulder and left the room. The nurses here were always so attentive and friendly, he’d wondered sometimes if he’d been their only patient over the last few months. Probably. He blew out a sigh when he uncovered the tray. Bland chicken and rice. Something that might have been green beans before they’d been boiled beyond recognition. He picked up the brownie and nibbled on a corner while he retrieved his tablet. The desserts weren’t usually half-bad.

Darius Valstad….

A quick search brought up a bio on a mineralogy article from the late ’90s, complete with photo and contact links that were either dead or hadn’t been used in years. The Darius in the photo was handsome, blond hair pulled back in a professor ponytail and bright blue eyes the color of a Siamese cat’s. No other articles, though, nothing more recent. Sometimes Toby wished magic users had their own news sources, like in Harry Potter, but even the craziest mage didn’t want exposure to the rest of the world by posting magic articles online.

All right, Mr. Valstad didn’t want an online presence. He was one of the outcast mages. Toby supposed that made sense. Next he tried a selection of nearby zip codes, Valstad, and property transfers.

Ha. There you are.

It was a Centreville address, so probably hoity-toity, or maybe just isolated enough for a recluse, and Darius Valstad had acquired the property fifteen years earlier from another Valstad.

Address. GPS. I can do this. Am I doing this? When I can barely walk?

If he delayed, he might find himself sedated with his parents making decisions for him. They’d be devastated, but they wouldn’t fight what the authorities would tell them was necessary. Separation papers from seven guilds and rejections from all the others Toby had contacted, every single guildhall on the continent, had scuttled all hope that he could be saved. No one would take him now, and he was a powder keg waiting to commit magical suicide, possibly taking out a small town or two in the process.

Be a stubborn, irresponsible, persistent bastard—or die.

All things considered, Toby preferred to persist. There was too much he hadn’t done, too much of the world he hadn’t seen yet. Maybe being scared of dying was overstating it…. No, it wasn’t. He was petrified, and waves of anguish closed his throat and made his eyes sting if he thought about it too hard. He signed the separation forms and prepared himself for pretend sleep so Margie would leave him to rest and he could slip out the window before the change of shift at eleven.

 

 

THE WEEPING cherry threatened to choke the koi pond. He should trim it back. The koi shouldn’t suffer. In the morning. Plenty of time in the morning. Nothing but time.

Some things should be seen to.

The pool, for one. He’d had thoughts in February of opening it again, cleaning it. Now the snow had vanished and taken the desire to do so with it. The cover needed tightening down. That, at least. No more living things would die because of his neglect.

Darius stood at the back window of the sunroom staring down at the pool terrace, then into the gathering shadows farther down the hill. The darkness reached for him. Beckoned. Even its promise was too much effort. Instead, he wrapped his hand around one of the steel support poles for the raised upper level of the sunroom. The iron hummed to him, soothing his soul while it jarred his bones.

Reach, reach, through the pole down to the stones and earth below, his thoughts sliding easily into the streams of connections, crystal structures, organic molecules, this symphony of notes that existed in no other major Arcana.

It used to bring him joy. Now it brought only information as he expanded his lattice of awareness out to the edges of his property. Squirrel. Fox. Owl. Mouse. Worm. Cricket. All part of him in that moment. Still, amid the riot of life, all was quiet. Nothing invaded his sanctuary uninvited.

Nothing…. Wait. He halted his aimless wandering of the lattice and focused his listening through the dendritic channels of earth. Footsteps. Bipedal. Their rhythm a broken syncopation. At the front edge of his property, coming up his drive. The intruder had climbed the fence, which irritated him. The steps came up the curving drive, though. Stealth couldn’t be the goal. If it was, supreme incompetence was involved.

Or he could be high as a kite.

The impression of male came through quite strongly, echoing into the stones of the driveway with every footfall. He wanted to ignore the intrusion, let the trespasser do whatever he came for and stumble on. A kernel of possessiveness overrode his desire for inaction, though. This was an invasion of his land, his house, his privacy. With a slow intake of breath, he released the pole and shuffled toward the front door.

Another homeowner might have gone for the gun cabinet. Darius didn’t need it.

He flipped on the outside lights, the ones on the front porch and the floodlights lining the drive. A human silhouette flinched and staggered at the sudden illumination, righted itself, and stumbled on. The sharp gradient of the drive seemed to be giving the intruder issues, each step slower than the one before. Darius reevaluated his initial assumptions as the young man reached the circle of lights from the porch. He was gasping, frost-white, and weaving on his feet, close to collapsing from exhaustion rather than from some illicit high.

“Go away!” Darius called out, more roar than shout as his disused larynx fought him for modulation and pitch.

Instead of turning and walking away like a sensible person, his intruder fell to his knees, hands held up in supplication. “Please. Mr. Valstad. You’re, like, my Obi-wan here. My only hope.”

Darius growled wordlessly, but that did nothing to dissuade his unwelcome visitor.

“Please. My name is Toby Jones. I’m an unplaceable. Montchanin just refused to keep trying. They were the last guild who would take me.” Jones shook his head, the white streak through the middle of his black hair blinking in and out of the light like a strobe.

“No.”

“Mr. Valstad, I’m dying. My own magic is killing me. I’m desperate. Any terms, any—”

“No! I can’t!”

“You taught others. Unplaceables like me.”

“Go. Away.”

Jones stared at him, stricken. He put a palm down on the paving stones and tried to get his feet under him to rise. Instead, he fell flat on his face and lay there unmoving.

Dammit. Darius debated leaving him out there, but the boy looked like he was on his last breaths and it was starting to rain. He could no more turn his back on a failing young man fainting in his driveway than he could let his koi suffer in a choked pond.

With an aggravated sigh, Darius pulled his cardigan closed and shuffled out into the rain in his worn corduroy slippers. He shook the boy by the shoulder first. That got him nothing except wetter as he waited for a response. Finally, he slid his arms under Jones and carried him inside, disturbed by how little he weighed. Not that he was big to begin with, but he was too thin, his bones painfully visible at his wrists and clavicles. This was a young mage in the final stages of self-destruction. Old anger rose in him at the realization that the guilds had failed another one. Even if Darius had been able to teach him, it would most likely have been too late.






Chapter Two

 

 

I SUPPOSE I should try to feed him.

Darius bypassed the sofa in the living room. Like much of the furniture in the house, it had been Aunt Eva’s, and he preserved enough pride not to ruin the cranes-on-cream-background upholstery. Besides, the sofa wasn’t long enough. He carried his foundling to the back of the house and down the stairs to the rec room, where the furniture was dark and oversized.

Carefully, he set Jones down on the longer end of the brown leather sectional, pulled off his shoes, and covered him with all three of the fleece blankets that had been scattered about the room. He gazed down at what was still a beautiful face despite the dark circles under the eyes and the too prominent bone structure, and resisted the urge to brush that single white lock from Jones’s forehead. Stupid. He shouldn’t even have gone to the door. Should have pretended he wasn’t home.

Now it was done, though. He couldn’t take it back. Nor could he call an ambulance. An unplaceable near his end in a normal human hospital would lead to terrible tragedy. So. It wasn’t complicated. Merely wretched. He would take care of the boy until his final magical seizure killed him. Outcast, yes, but he was certainly capable enough to contain a wild magic surge safely on his own, and they were isolated enough on his hill that the damage would be minimal if he couldn’t, and damn the guild for driving the boy to such desperate measures.

Still need to feed him.

He made his slow way back up the stairs to the kitchen, where he stood staring at the contents of the refrigerator, unable to settle on anything suitable to give someone wasting away. He had food—eggs, yogurt, milk, some other things in containers—but none of that struck him as appropriate. The freezer wasn’t much better, filled as it was with microwaveable dinners. A bit of digging did turn up some pork chops. That would do.

Darius frowned at the pork chop staring up at him from the baking sheet. There had been a time when he enjoyed cooking. Living alone, he’d fallen out of the habit. Many days, eating for him was simply a chore like any other. Fine for him, but now he needed to entice someone to eat whose body desperately required extra calories. Pepper. Rosemary. Are there potatoes still?

No. The potatoes in the bin had reached the wrinkling, soft stage. Not something he could serve his impromptu guest. Still frowning, he shoved the tray into the oven, then sat at the kitchen table to wait while dinner baked with his head resting on his arms.

This was all a terrible mistake. How was he going to find the energy to deal with another human being?

 

 

WAKING UP after passing out was something Toby thought he could turn into an art form. What sort of art, he wasn’t certain, but something to do with first impressions of new surroundings. This one he probably would’ve titled Neglected Man Cave with its massive leather furniture, projection TV, and evenly layered dust that hinted at abandonment. He sat up slowly, grateful for the multiple blankets as he started to shiver.

Still Valstad’s house? Impossible to say from this one room. At least he wasn’t facedown on the driveway. He couldn’t even say what Valstad looked like, since he’d been backlit from the light in the hall. Toby retained the impression of a hulking, shambling figure with a hoarse, snarling voice but little beyond that.

Toby’s exit from the infirmary had been almost disappointing in its uneventfulness. He had gotten dressed, gathered the few belongings he had in the room in a pillowcase, and climbed out the first-floor window. Once he’d reached the main road, he called for an Uber and got a squint from the driver when he provided the address. The driver had been a little wary about dropping off some young punk with a pillowcase at a swanky gated home, but Toby assured him it was his uncle’s house. The guy must’ve figured since he had his money, it wasn’t his business. Toby waved to him cheerfully as he drove away.

Neither the fence across the driveway nor the wall fronting the property was more than six feet, no problem on a normal day. On a magical fit day? It’d nearly been impossible. When Toby had finally dropped over, his lungs had burned and his heart felt like every beat was trying to hammer a hole in his sternum. Onward, he’d told himself. Almost there. And other stupid cheery things. Then to top off a perfect day, he’d made a complete idiot of himself begging on his knees and fainting at Valstad’s feet.

He’d made it clear he didn’t want anything to do with Toby. So where the hell was this now?

Huddled over his knees to stop his shaking, he stilled his breathing to listen. A creak, a clunk, several thuds—yes, someone was upstairs. Unformed anxious thoughts niggled at the edges of his brain. He wasn’t scared or anything. He just didn’t like the not knowing part.

The shambling figure that finally plodded down the stairs didn’t make him feel better, exactly. The stooped shoulders were still broad, the hunched frame still tall. Long lank hair that could have been any shade between blond and brown hung halfway down the apparition’s back and obscured one eye completely. He carried a folding table tray under one arm and a serving tray in the opposite hand. When he turned to face Toby, the visible eye glaring at him was clear sapphire blue.

Valstad. Shit, what’s happened to him?

The man—Valstad, because who else could it be?—set the tray down on the coffee table, set up the tray in front of Toby, and plunked a plate and glass on it. “Eat,” he whisper-growled as he transferred silverware from the tray as well. Then he pulled a phone out of a shirt pocket and plunked that next to the plate. “Parents.”

“Okay, um, hi. Nice to meet you. I can’t call my parents. They’ll want to put me in hospice. Which, sorry, I’m not ready to do.” Toby risked a glance up to find Valstad staring at him, expressionless. “Also, thank you. This smells great. But what if I was a vegetarian?”

That single blue eye narrowed. Without another word, Valstad turned away and shuffled back up the stairs.

“Oh, good going. Yeah, real smooth, being a smartass to the one guy you need on your side.”

Toby would have smacked himself if he’d had the energy. He cut off a tiny bit of pork chop, reasoning that if he started small, he could coax his stomach into eating more. While he was chewing that first, admittedly tasty bite, Valstad clomped back down the stairs.

He fixed Toby with a steady glare and dropped a container of hummus on the tray with more force than necessary. Then he switched his glare to the pork chop, his dark frown most likely commentary at Toby’s lack of progress, before he shuffled back up the stairs without a word.

“Please don’t be a psycho. Please,” Toby whispered to the shuffling footsteps overhead. Though, if this ruined mage was unhinged and killed him, was he worse off than before? Eh. Not really. Being murdered was just a different way to die if Valstad couldn’t or wouldn’t help him.

One thing at a time. Toby made his way methodically through the pork chop, which he had to admit was the best thing he’d eaten in weeks, gnawed the bone clean, and guzzled down the bottle of Gatorade his host had left him. He would’ve eaten the hummus, too, but he would’ve had to scoop it out with his fingers. That seemed a little barbaric even for a man cave meal.

Still thirsty and needing to piss something fierce, he levered himself off the couch and wobbled around the corner, where he found a convenient bathroom, complete with shower. It wasn’t exactly dirty, but the fixtures gave off the same air of neglect as the other room, a layer of dust over everything as if no one had set foot in there in years.

He could at least have soap out, even if he doesn’t come down here.

A quick search turned up bars of soap in the vanity along with hotel-sized bottles of everything from shampoo to mouthwash. Toby considered a shower until he realized there were no towels. That’s all right. Don’t think I can stand up long enough for a shower. Instead, he emptied his bladder, washed his hands and face, filled up his Gatorade bottle with water, and went back to his couch-bed. A good guest would’ve taken the dishes up, of course. In the morning, he told himself as he curled back up under the blankets. The leather couch managed to be more comfortable than the infirmary beds, and his exhaustion shoved him off into sleep before his brain could start doing anxiety spins.

 

 

DARIUS SLEPT late. He often did these days, on nights when he slept at all. Most mornings, he had little reason to get up. Today, though, there was something…. He had promised the koi that he would trim back the weeping cherry. Something else….

He wasn’t alone in the house.

The sudden recollection had him out of bed before he’d formulated what he was going to do about it. The boy. The young man. The dying young man. Dammit.

Jones refused to call relatives. That was the first thing. While Darius could have called Montchanin and explained the situation, perhaps called the parents himself, Jones had obviously left the guild because of the threat of hospice. They both knew what that meant for a wild mage—drugged nearly comatose to prevent explosions of magic, kept “comfortable” while denied food and water until death arrived.

The magical community considered it euthanasia. When he’d been younger, Darius had considered it execution. Jones gave every sign that he agreed.

Sudden pain in his hand had Darius glancing down to find his fists clenched to shaking. He couldn’t help. He’d given his word never to teach again. Guild law forbade it. He’d kept his word all those years.

But the thought of giving the boy up to the guild—to his executioners—filled Darius with a dark, acrimonious anger. No. He would watch. Protect the boy as he could. Protect the surrounding land. Death would come. Let it come on Jones’s terms, not the fucking guild’s.

He fished through the clothes strewn on the floor for a relatively clean pair of jeans. They hung low on his hips these days. One day he might have to find a belt. A black T-shirt in the far corner was passable too. Cardigan. Slippers. He hesitated in the bedroom doorway. There were probably things he should do as a host.

Noises from the kitchen irritated him. He’d not given permission to use the appliances or raid supplies. Of course, the first thing Jones did was take advantage. That’s how the world worked. Darius was furious by the time he turned the corner and entered the room. What he saw stopped his angry snarl and his bitter thoughts in their tracks.

The counters gleamed. The dishes from the past week had been washed and set to dry in the rack. Jones was on his hands and knees, scrubbing at a stubborn stain in front of the stove.

“Oh, hey! Thanks for dinner last night. Came upstairs to bring my dishes in and thought I’d help out a little.” Jones shot him a dazzling smile as he used the counter to climb to his feet. He swayed a moment, letting out a slow breath.

“Dizzy?” Darius grated out.

“I’m okay. Got up too fast. So, it’s okay if I stay? Since you haven’t kicked me out?” Jones’s head snapped around when a flash of red zipped by the window. “Oh, pretty. Cardinals. You have birdfeeders. Cool. Look, I hope you don’t mind, but I found this old package of Oreos downstairs. Brought that up, too, since it wasn’t opened. I, ah, had a few.”

Darius rubbed above his eyebrows, where a headache threatened, with two fingers. “Oreos.”

To his horror, the package was half-empty when he wandered over to check. The boy had been so hungry that he’d been devouring expired cookies. He shook his head and checked the fridge. Eggs, yes, still good. Bacon passed the sniff test. Cheese? No. That needed to get tossed. He felt Jones watching as he shuffled to the counter with his finds and pulled a frying pan down from the rack. Even though he knew it would lead to revulsion, he pulled a band from the junk drawer and tied his hair back. Wordlessly, he used the spatula to point to the coffee maker.

“Do I drink coffee? Yeah.” Jones came around where he could face Darius and sucked in a sharp breath. “Holy fuck. Your eye. I mean, shit, of course you know your eye’s gone, but what happened?”

Darius gave an emphatic stab with the spatula at the coffee maker as the bacon began to sizzle.

“Oh, got it! You want me to make the coffee. I can do that.” Jones was quiet for precisely five seconds as he searched out the filters and coffee grinds. “Look, I’m sorry. It must’ve happened a long time ago and I don’t mean to pry.” Another five-second pause accompanied a trip to the sink to fill the carafe. “And my reaction was out of line. Sorry about that too. Just was unexpected. See, I found an old picture of you online. Aaaand I’m not going down that line of thought because if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s foot in mouth. Should make me really flexible by now, right?”

Jones had the temerity to wink at him. That hadn’t happened in longer than Darius could recall, not that he had any idea what the boy meant. Was he being friendly? Simply flirting in a humorous way? Trying to bribe Darius with the promise of sex? Did he know or was he guessing?

Dangerous game. Guessing.

Darius turned back to making breakfast, giving the boy a good view of his ruined, scarred-over eye socket. It was enough to turn even the most determined stomach and would provide sufficient disincentive. As he had hoped, the boy shut up and went about his assigned task quietly.

The blessed quiet remained as they sat down at the breakfast bar with their respective plates and mugs and lasted through exactly three bites of eggs.

“I’m from out West. Spokane. Ever been there?”

Darius shook his head, gaze on his plate as he kept eating. Jones seemed to take it as a sign to keep talking.

“My family’s always been there. Well, not always, of course. But a bunch of generations back from the first mages to come out there. Mostly Light and Air mages. Runs in the family. I was some weird throwback, I guess. I dunno. No one can really tell me how wild mages happen, and my aunties, they make it seem like my mom and dad were bad parents or something, like it was their fault. That’s just stupid, of cou—”

Jones had stopped so abruptly that Darius jerked his head up and met his guest’s horrified eyes.

“Hands?” Darius slid off his stool carefully.

“Yeah. They’re, um, they’re tingling.” Jones swallowed hard, his gaze pleading. “It shouldn’t happen again this soon. Right? It can’t.”

“Outside,” Darius growled as he pointed to the sliding glass door to the terrace.

“It can’t,” Jones whispered, frozen in place.

Darius kicked off his slippers and grabbed the boy’s arm, roaring in his ear, “Out! Now! To the grass! Move!”

That did it. Jones raced for the door, whimpering as he fumbled with the latch, but he had it open before Darius caught up to him. Out onto the terrace, down the steps and to the middle of the lawn he ran while Darius shuffled after him, trying to get stiff joints to move, dammit. Tendrils of magic already spat and heaved from the boy, lightning strokes heralding a storm the likes of which Darius hadn’t seen in fifteen years. He had to get this contained before Jones’s wild magic blew a hole in the surrounding countryside.

Jones reached the middle of the lawn, tears streaming down his face, hands held out to his sides as his fingers began to throw magic sparks in silver and green. “I’m sorry.”

“Shut up. Lie down,” Darius snarled as he flung himself to his knees on the lawn and pressed his palms flat against grass. “Lie down!”

Chest heaving, Jones did as he was told. It wasn’t necessary, but it might save the boy from some injuries. What Darius was about to do wasn’t pretty or sanctioned by any guild. It was a technique born of desperation. He reached out for his Earth channels and through them for his Metals, pouring energy into them at a dangerous rate. It could kill him. It nearly had once.

A circular wall of metal and stone ripped through the ground, heaving up to surround Jones and closing over him like an igloo. Underground, the wall would echo the shape above to form an enclosing sphere. A larger structure would have been better, safer, but Darius couldn’t risk the displacement of too much material without putting the foundations of the house at risk and possibly the foundations of the hillside.

Even now, he couldn’t let go as he held the stones, pressing them close, throwing all his power into keeping them together. He felt rather than heard the terrible upswell and crash of wild magic inside his improvised containment cell, a horrible jolt against him that slammed into his heart and rattled his bones. Just the one. Then it was done.

Panting, sweat dripping off his nose, Darius pulled his power back from the channels slowly, sliding the granite, iron, and feldspar into the earth from which he had ripped them so precipitously. He would repair the damage later. Help the earth to settle, the grass to regrow. He gave himself a moment to gather his courage. The boy would be dead now. Those hidebound idiots at the guilds hadn’t helped him and now he was dead.

Darius struggled to his feet, each step leaden and defeated. If only…. But no, those thoughts went nowhere but in sorrowful, keening circles. He would call the guild. Let them collect the body and contact the family. He knelt down next to Jones—Toby, the boy’s name was Toby—intending to straighten his limbs and lay him flat. When he touched Toby’s hand, he gasped and jerked back.

Life. There was life in that failing body still.

“Poor boy,” Darius whispered, stroking the sweat-soaked hair from Toby’s eyes.

He gathered Toby into his arms for the second time in less than a day, his jaw clenched against his rising fury. The guild could go to hell. Maybe he couldn’t teach the boy without breaking the law, maybe he wouldn’t be able to teach him at all, but Darius wasn’t going to stand aside and let the guild destroy one more beautiful thing they didn’t understand.






Chapter Three

 

 

REALLY, IS waking up twice in a row in the same place too much to ask? Toby blinked carefully, trying to focus on his new surroundings. Not the neglected basement room with its leather-creak sofa, no doubts there. Sunlight threaded through filigree curtains that breathed gently in a soft breeze through an open garden window.

Toby turned his head in agonizingly slow increments so he wouldn’t wake the construction crews lurking in his head. Four-poster. Dresser. Nightstand. All matching, all carved and turned into elegant shapes, though each piece was probably too heavy for him to shift.

The ceiling even had a crystal light fixture with one of those round plaster decorative whatchamacallit thingies. Recall of fancy words would have to wait a bit.

Not a hospital, though, that was also certain. He’d probably scared the hell out of Darius, who had taken him to one of the guild-approved hospices. Not that he blamed the man. Gods, no. All that effort gone to waste, though, and his last hope finished circling the drain. He had nothing left to do now but die.

The thought weighed his limbs down, bleeding a poisoned lassitude inside. That was a fancy word. Lassitude. He supposed he could amuse himself with vocabulary while he waited.

Wait….

If this was a hospice room, why could he think with relative clarity? Where were the drugs that were supposed to keep him in a near-comatose state? With a frown of concentration, Toby rolled to the edge of the admittedly comfy bed and managed to sit up with the help of the headboard. From there, he snagged a corner of one of the curtains and tugged it open. He scooted forward but still couldn’t see much more than a tree directly outside. Finally, he used the windowsill to force his abused and shuddering muscles to allow him to stand.

A garden lay below, unkempt but cheerful enough with a weeping cherry shadowing a little pond. Bright shapes darted here and there in the dark water from one stone outcropping to another. Humming came from somewhere, a tune Toby couldn’t immediately identify, the notes deep and breathy. Whisper humming. It’s a thing. Rustling underlay the soft humming, at first a disembodied sound, but then the source became apparent as the branches of the weeping cherry trembled.

A pair of work boots peeked out from beneath the sweeping branches, more visible by the moment as the humming person pruned the branches back from the fishpond. A moment later, the mysterious gardener stepped into sight.

Darius.

No hospice, then. Darius hadn’t chucked him out and had upgraded Toby to an actual guest room. He couldn’t think about what that meant yet. His head was about to fall off his shoulders. Still he watched, unwilling to look away yet. Something about Darius’s hands, their sure competence even with the occasional tremor running through them—No, no, no. I can’t start skipping down that thought road. I’m lonely and sick and he’s the first person to offer anything besides death. That’s what I’m reacting to. He’s old. He’s half-crazy. He’s so not my type.

But it was hard not to think about how gentle those gaunt, chapped hands were with the cherry branches. Toby crawled back into bed, not quite up to hoping yet, not quite drifting back into despair. Both of those things took energy that he didn’t have. The attack of wild magic had probably happened because he’d pushed himself too fast, too hard. Better to just rest and carefully not think.

 

 

A SHARP rapping accompanied by the scent of bacon woke him later. Why is bacon knocking on the door?

The door shoved open and Toby blinked in muzzy confusion. The large blob in the doorway wasn’t bacon, of course, but Darius, apparently with bacon. He struggled to sit up, unnerved by the glare from that single blue eye. Was it just a default setting, being angry around other people? Or was it Toby specifically?

Oooh, that bed tray had more than bacon on it. Eggs with the bacon, a bagel, cream cheese, orange juice…. “Did you go shopping?” Toby cringed even as he blurted it out. One of these days, he’d figure out that whole mouth-brain connection.

“Delivery,” Darius muttered as he placed the tray across Toby’s lap.

“Thank you. Wow. This is—” Toby stopped himself from saying too much as that one eye narrowed. “Great. This is really great.”

Darius pointed emphatically to the tray. Only that before he turned and shuffled out. At least he left the door open behind him.

The comfy bed, the wonderful smells of breakfast, the soft breeze teasing at the sheers—this was heaven or as close to heaven as he was likely to get right now. But what was all this? Obviously he hadn’t killed Darius or destroyed the house with his last wild magic fit, so the exiled mage must have had a way to contain the blast. He had a fuzzy memory of Darius roaring at him to get down, some odd rumbling from the ground underneath him, but not much more than that.

Was this his alternative to hospice? If it was, Toby supposed he couldn’t complain. Or was Darius actually offering to try to teach him? Seemed a long shot, but why else keep him there? Awful lot of trouble to go to if he’s just waiting for someone to come get me.

“Guess I better assume I’m a student and do what sensei says,” Toby told the eggs as he dug in. The eggs made no protest, and the food really was great after too long on institutional meals. He managed a little bit of everything—half the bagel, a piece of bacon, most of the eggs—before he had to stop. He hoped Darius didn’t think it was too pitiful a showing, but it was more than he’d eaten in weeks.

He was dozing when Darius came back. That single blue eye roved over the remains of breakfast, though Darius’s only comment was a soft huff, which could’ve been good or bad. Who knew? Toby was debating whether he should get out of bed—for a shower at least if not to ask what he should do next—when Darius returned a second time. On this visit he brought a canvas bag and an oversized lap desk with a fabric beanbag underside, the cheery yellow ducky pattern completely at odds with Darius’s glower.

He plopped the absurd lap desk atop Toby’s legs and set the bag beside him on the bed.

“Web.”

Well, that’s all cheery and instructive. Toby opened the bag and peered inside, hoping the contents would make things clear before he had to ask annoying questions. All sorts of unrelated objects filled the bag—a matchbox, a little plastic bag of dirt, a miniature bottle of water, and a number of other things he couldn’t make out yet.

He chanced a quizzical glance toward Darius, who pointed to the bag, then the lap desk and repeated, “Web.”

Dirt… water… fire? “Oh. Um. Really? You want me to build an arcana web. Like they use to teach little kids?”

His possibly new mentor leaned against one of the posts at the foot of the bed, crossed his arms over his chest, and glared, which might have been more intimidating if he hadn’t been wearing a ratty cardigan with shiny elbow patches.

Okay. Right. Building a web. It wasn’t like the webs for kids, really. Those boards had a web already drawn with little indentations where each major and minor arcanum symbol was supposed to fit. The symbol markers were usually plastic, though the ones at his parents’ house had been colored stones. The lap desk in front of him didn’t have any web lines or spots for markers, and the items he pulled from the bag appeared to be random household bits and pieces.

From Darius’s imitation of a perpetually irritated statue, Toby concluded he wouldn’t get any help regarding what item represented what arcanum location.

Toby did a cursory sorting of the items, some of which he couldn’t even identify. He picked up what was probably an electronic component, though the shape reminded him of an alien spaceship made of glass. “What’s this?”

The statue impersonation didn’t crack. No help there.

“Okay. Got it. Process of elimination it is.” Pleased that his hands were steady, Toby did a more careful sorting and began to pick out the obvious items. “Bag of dirt. Oh, I guess it’s potting soil. Shouldn’t matter, though, right? Still Earth.”

He placed it with a fair amount of confidence at the top of what would be his outer octagon—the major arcana. A glance at Darius for approval got him nothing, so he shrugged and went on.

“Great. That’s one.” He picked up a miniature bottle of water next. “Easy one. Easy ones first. That’s how you do puzzles.”

Water went on the right side of the octagon, his second major arcanum. A little bottle of compressed air anchored the bottom right. Air, of course. So far, he had three points on the outer hub, the major arcana, each separated by a missing element. Good start. Now Fire…. He reached immediately for the matchbox, then hesitated when he realized one of the other objects was a fancy lighter shaped like a dragon. Curious, he opened the matchbox. Empty.

“Right. So the matchbox is something else I’m too tired to think of yet. Dragon lighter gets the Fire spot.”

The rest of the items swam around in a sea of incomprehension for a few moments. Darius pulled a chair close to the bed and lowered himself into it, never taking his eyes from Toby and his work. Unnerving? Yeah. Understatement of the year, but Toby was determined not to fail his first test. A rusty nail caught the corner of his thoughts. Rusted, so it was iron. Iron was part of the Metal group in the minor arcana. He placed the nail below and to the right of Earth as his first anchor on the inner octagon.

The nail suddenly made a few other placements more obvious on the inner ring of the minor arcana. The crumpled bit of aluminum foil belonged in the Icosagens. A picture cut out of a catalogue was an oxygen canister—Chalcogens. The travel-sized tube of toothpaste represented fluorine for the fluoride in it—Halogens.

When he got stuck again, he reached for his tablet. “Can I use this? Is it cheating?”

Darius quirked an eyebrow at him, the expression even more disquieting than his stone face since the eyebrow was the one over his ruined eye. “Research. Yes.”

“Cool.” Toby couldn’t help a grin. Even little bits of communication were something.

He took pictures of a couple of the items to do image searches. The alien-spaceship-looking thing revealed itself as a vacuum tube, probably for an old radio. He’d heard of them, but he’d never seen one. Most of them used argon, so there was his stand-in for the Noble Gases arcanum. A little plastic tube filled with slender filaments turned out to be refills for a mechanical pencil. Graphite—Crystallogens. The internet told him that the matchbox used phosphorus as part of the striker panel—Pnictogens.

When he got to the gummi bear that looked like it hadn’t been polished, Toby had to do some searching. A laugh got away from him when he figured it out, and he clapped a hand over his mouth. No way he would’ve guessed that Darius would keep gummi bear calcium supplements in the house. There was his Alkaline. The Minor Arcana were complete.

Now he just needed to finish the Major, fitting Light, Dark, Life, and Animus between the symbols he’d already placed. The keyring flashlight was, well, Light. Duh. Of the three objects remaining—a tightly sealed wooden box no larger than his palm, a test tube with a budding plant, and a little figurine of two golden fish—the box had to represent Dark. The tiny seedling and the fishies? Which one was supposed to be Animus?

Ah. The fishies are a thing. His image search brought up listings about the gaur matsya, a Buddhist symbol for a fearless mind in the sea of existence, floating from teaching to teaching. That one got the Animus spot. The seedling got the Life spot between Water and Air. Though Toby picked the fishies back up to squint at the intricate etching before he finally settled them between Fire and Earth.

“Done.” Toby looked up with a triumphant smile, though his head ached by now. “Do I pass, Professor?”


Darius scowled and rose with the creaking hesitance of a man twice his age. He nodded at the web, placed all the symbolic items back in the bag, and tucked the lap desk under his arm. Then he pointed a finger at Toby. “More rest. Fewer explosions.”

“Got it, boss.” That answered the question of what he should be doing, anyway. Toby slid down into a burrow of soft sheets and down duvet. “Nestling in as ordered.”

He got a snort back for that—oooh, a reaction!—and a soft click as Darius closed the door behind him. What little the man said made sense, though. The magic explosion so soon after Toby’s last one at the guild had to have happened because he’d pushed himself too hard. Just about anything was pushing himself too hard right now. Hell, eating breakfast had tired him out. A huge yawn snuck up on him.

More sleep sounded good right then.

 

 

FUCKING MOLDHEADED guilds. Bunch of dusty fucking skeletons masquerading as mentors. Darius did his best not to stomp down the stairs in case Toby had fallen asleep, but it was a near thing.

Emaciated, exhausted, with tremors manifesting during simple tasks, his foundling was past the point of most people’s endurance. How could the guild have let him get in such a state?

No. Stupid question. The Kovar Protocol.

In theory, Kovar’s method worked under controlled circumstances. The young person who was unable to settle into magical channels sat in a secure guidance chamber. Two or even three experienced mages from opposing points on the web channeled their disparate magic into the room, creating an uncomfortable field of magic dissonance. The discomfort, which often translated into terrible pain, forced the subject to channel their own magic, herding them into their natural arcana, major or minor. Sometimes both.

When it worked the first time, the world was bright and wonderful. The sun shone. Birds sang. But most young wild mages were unplaceable for a reason. Their channels eluded them. The guilds would bring in different combinations of mages, trying again and again, draining the subject physically and magically, until they reached the end of their strength. Rarely, that end led to finding the correct paths for the wild magic.

More often the results produced people like Toby, judged completely unplaceable and too dangerous to live. To be fair, people like Toby were rare to begin with. Most people came to the guild already comfortable with their place in the web. The problem was that because the condition was rare and the Kovar Protocol worked sometimes, the guilds were unwilling to consider other solutions.

The essence of wild magic was its unpredictable nature, which those rule-bound idiots refused to see. One method would never work for all students.

And you did so much better. Darius stared out the kitchen window, rubbing a hand carefully over the ruined half of his face. Doesn’t matter. If it all goes wrong, it’s just the two of us up here.

Better for that bright mind to be working toward saving himself, whether the effort was successful or not, than to be put down like an ailing pet. The raw power coursing through Toby reminded him far too much of Kara, though his resistance to placement was greater than hers had been. Clues to her arcana channels had been there from the beginning. Toby? Not a hint.

Darius pulled in a deep, shuddering breath. Against all odds and sense, he would be teaching again.

 

 

HOORAY! I’VE been here before! Toby snickered at his own elation when he woke up in the same bed. Things were looking up since he’d managed to wake up twice now without having to go through the whole where am I now dance.

Cautiously, he sat up. The room stayed steady. Good start. He did feel better after resting for—holy cow, five o’clock—almost a whole day without anyone coming to badger him about another session in the guidance room or more rounds of questions he couldn’t answer.

The evening light poked careful fingers through the lace curtains, and a forgotten feeling swept over Toby. He could breathe again. Of course he’d been breathing, otherwise he’d be dead, but a full, unharried, safe breath? Not since he’d started having attacks of wild magic.

Safe didn’t make much sense since he was staying with a virtual stranger with a sketchy past and possibly a sketchier grip on reality from what Toby had seen, a man who hadn’t invited him here, who really hadn’t wanted him here….

“Maybe I should get up.” No need to be a complete slug and annoy his not-quite-consensual host more. Though Darius would’ve called them to come get me, right? If he really didn’t want me here? Grumpy was probably a default setting and grumpier probably the default dealing with people one.

Toby untangled his legs from his nest of covers and scooted out of the bed on the window side. Whistling drifted up from the garden, a familiar tune he couldn’t quite place. Gardener? He had a minor shock when he spotted Darius trundling around with a wheelbarrow carrying a variety of sacks. Still whistling, he gathered a double handful of something and tossed it into the pond, where glorious flashes of gold, black, and white illuminated a feeding frenzy of koi.

Leaning against the windowpane, Toby felt distinctly stalker-y, but he couldn’t look away as Darius took the handles of the wheelbarrow and shambled onward to the first cluster of bird feeders. The whistling shifted into humming as he filled the triple tube feeder with black seed. When Darius turned to lift the roof off one of the house-shaped feeders, Toby strained to catch the notes, unable to believe what he was hearing. Yes… yes, Darius was singing.

The murmured singing gained volume and confidence with each note, as if Darius had to remind himself that this was a possibility for the human voice. Toby snapped his mouth shut when he became aware of it hanging open. Not only was Darius singing, but also he was really freaking good at it. Baritone? Maybe? Not something Toby knew a lot about.

To you, I’ll give the world.

He realized why he hadn’t been able to place the song. He was used to hearing it sung by Christine McVie. Songbird. Sweet and beautiful, and shocking coming from the barely verbal exiled mage. Toby reached up to wipe at the equally unexpected moisture on his cheeks, completely taken off guard by the tender cradling of the words. He wanted to call down, say something like, I’m so sorry, but he couldn’t have explained why.

Instead he turned from the window, found some clean clothes set out for him, and struggled into sweatpants with legs that were too long and a waist that was too big on his bony frame. Not a tragedy. He pulled the drawstring tight and rolled up the legs. The T-shirt and sweater hung on him too, though there wasn’t anything he could do about those. Socks? Yes, and slippers, for which he was grateful. The house was warm, sure, but Toby chilled easily.

Stairs. I can do stairs. With the help of the sturdy carved railing, he was surprised at how easily he conquered them. Not that he wanted to push things, but he was feeling better, something he hadn’t been able to say in a while.

A stomach-hollowing scent reached him long before he’d shuffled into the kitchen—beef, potatoes, sage? Darius must have stuffed something into the oven before he’d ventured outside. When Toby reached the kitchen, he couldn’t help a smile. The reality was so much more domestic and touched a soft spot of nostalgia inside. Darius had a Crock-Pot going with a roast and potatoes, a far cry from let’s see if there’s anything still edible in the almost empty fridge.

Not to mention that Toby hadn’t expected this half-civilized, half-eagle, half-lion mage—wait, that’s a griffin—to have a softer side. Throwing stuff in a Crock-Pot wasn’t exactly complicated cuisine, but it sure showed more thought than tossing something prefab in the microwave.

Toby scuffed his slippers around the kitchen as he emptied the dishwasher and set the kitchen table for dinner. It felt like the right thing to do, not to mention sitting would’ve made him restless within seconds. He was just working on cleaning a bit of dried something off the counter when the door to the garden opened. Darius stood on the top step staring, or at least Toby had to assume he was with his wind-blown hair covering his single eye. The silent glare went on so long that Toby grew uncomfortable enough to put the center island between them.

“Um… hi.” Such witty conversation, guaranteed to make him want to talk to you.

A gusty rumble came from Darius, like a steam engine complaining about a long day. He pointed to one of the chairs at the kitchen table while he leaned against the doorframe to take off his work boots.

“Right. Sitting.” Toby perched on the indicated chair with his hands folded on the table. “Is it all right? That I’m down here with you?”

A shoulder movement might have been a shrug. That’s how he took it anyway since Darius wasn’t roaring and ordering him upstairs. After a slow scan of the kitchen, Darius moved to the counter and started dishing up dinner without comment. Not that Toby expected a thank you for the little bit he’d done to help out, and when he thought about it, silence was better than being yelled at for doing stuff he hadn’t been asked to.

Or nonverbally growled at.

The silence continued through Darius setting full plates on the table and the first five minutes of the two of them eating. For Toby, that was more a consequence of dinner than respecting his new mentor’s silence. The roast had been cooked to a meltingly tender, falling-apart stage, seasoned with sage and rosemary under the cracked pepper. Skin-on red potatoes, carrots, celery, and onion made delicious companions, and Toby was more than happy to do the food justice.

Eventually, probably longer than usual, the quiet started to make him squirm. “So…. Professor….”

Darius shook his head and glowered across the table without halting the campaign against his food.

“Don’t call you that? But you are… were a professor?”

The one-shouldered shrug managed both noncommittal and weary.

“All right.” Toby chewed on a carrot for a moment. “You were an instructor at the Montchanin Guild, though.”

“No.” The word was barely more than a sharp whisper.

“No? You taught people. They said so.”

A soft rumble rolled across the table, possibly Darius growling or possibly indigestion. “Special cases.”

“Got it.” Toby polished off his last bite and just stopped himself from licking his plate clean. “Like a special consultant.”

Darius nodded and held out a hand for Toby’s empty plate, the eyebrow over his good eye arched up.

Do you want more? Toby’s interpretation, at least. “Yes, please. I’d love seconds.”

That seemed to please Darius. He didn’t smile, oh hell no, but his features relaxed into something less grim. Another full plate slid in front of Toby and he let out an appreciative sigh. For the second course, Toby chattered—family, food, books—instead of continuing to poke at Darius. That worked well with the exiled mage nodding and making noises, disapproving or otherwise, in places. Yes, Toby craved actual conversation, but Darius seemed so worn, so drained from the little bits of engagement Toby had managed, shoulders hunched, head down.

After dinner, Darius sent him to bed in his terse fashion rather than allow Toby to help clean up. For his part, Toby couldn’t protest too much. It was all he could do to drag himself up the stairs and get mostly undressed before crawling into bed.

Tomorrow. I’ll try for full sentences tomorrow.






Chapter Four

 

 

IT’S SO much more bearable when he’s sleeping.

Darius stood in the bedroom doorway sipping his tea while he checked on his new pupil. The young man was a magpie, a chatterbox. It grated on Darius’s last threadbare nerve.

Mostly.

None of it was right. Toby was so young, sociable, good-looking—yes, despite his deterioration, he was still handsome. He should’ve been going to college, going out with the friends who would have no doubt flocked to him, tasting and enjoying all the delights and experiencing the pitfalls of a new adult’s life.

Instead he was here with a foot across death’s door. Darius snorted softly as he turned away. Life wasn’t about things being right. It happened to you or around you and you dealt with it as best you could or you folded your hand and walked away from the table. Right and fair had nothing to do with it.

Still, Darius was determined to do the best he could. If Toby could be yanked back from the brink, he would do it.

The top of his head brushed against a low-hanging light fixture on the way down the hall and he realized he’d been standing straighter. When the hell did that happen?

 

 

THE NEXT morning, Toby woke up at a decent hour and crept downstairs for breakfast, half-sure he’d be chased back up again to rest. Instead, Darius simply pointed to the kitchen table and they ate fluffy pancakes and bacon together. Toby let his host have his silence, comfortable in the warm cocoon of breakfast, coffee, and sunbeams angling through the windows, until birds started showing up at the feeders outside.

“Cardinals,” Toby murmured as flashes of bright red resolved into fiercely serious songbirds with their pointy hats.

Darius lifted his head, one bright eye tracking the movement. He really likes the birds.

A larger bird with a pointed hat landed atop the house-shaped feeder. “Blue jay,” Toby managed before it chose a sunflower seed and launched again.

“Mm-hmm.” Darius had turned in his chair, coffee mug in hand, to watch the show.

A smaller bird with a hat—blue-gray?—twitched from one perch to another at the cardinals’ feeder. Toby realized he’d exhausted the birds he knew. “Baby blue jay?”

“Titmouse.”

Toby turned and blinked at him. “What?”

With a little lift of his mug, Darius indicated the twitchy bird. “Titmouse.”

“Oh. That’s a weird thing to call, well, anything.” Toby crammed another bite of pancakes into his mouth, then into his cheek so he could ask, “And that tiny guy? With the black head?”

“Chickadee.”

Toby forced himself to swallow. “Like my little chickadee? Also weird.”

“Sound they make.”

That was almost a whole sentence.

“And that one?”

“Finch.”

“What about that one with the kind of pinky-purple?”

“Different finch.”

It felt like a miracle, but Toby kept him talking, or at least answering questions, through the rest of breakfast. It was a start. Breakfast over, he tried again to help clean up, only to be met with Darius’s imperious pointing.

“Dining room.”

“Okay?”

Darius made shooing motions with one hand as he put the butter back in the fridge. Reasoning that it was time for lessons or observations or something, Toby wandered through one of the doors off the kitchen and found himself in an obvious old-fashioned dining room. An actual crystal chandelier sparkled to life when he hit the light switch. Fine, it was dusty—really dusty—but it still managed sparkly. Brooding on the far side of the room, a huge china cabinet took up an entire wall, dark and imposing like that one surly uncle no one wanted to invite to dinner, but Grandma made you even though he never had anything nice to say to anyone.

Could be that not everyone has that uncle, of course. Just me.

The table was big enough to seat ten, its surface covered in sheets instead of tablecloths, and at the head of the table sat another board, this one with the outline of the web of arcana clearly marked, and… modeling clay?

Yep. Clay. The kind that didn’t get all dry and crumbly when it sat out. The message was clear. Toby’s task, if he chose to accept it, was to make another web using school art supplies. A little bizarre, but it wasn’t like he had appointments to keep or anything better to do. Mini-sculptures it is, then.

“Happy little tree for Life.” Toby put the crooked, barely recognizable tree in the correct spot. “Happy little helium balloon for Nobles. Happy little fishy for Water.”

An hour later, Darius shuffled in to peer at the completed web of clay sadness, tipping his head this way and that.

“Yeah, yeah, not a good career choice for me, I know.” Toby waited, certain what was coming.

After a few moments of Darius’s eye flicking from one point of the web to another, he pointed to the little sculpture at the Alkaline spot on the web, forehead creased in obvious confusion.

“Oh, um. That’s supposed to be a tooth. Calcium. I know, lame.”

But Darius only nodded and indicated the one at the point for Dark.

“It’s a cave.” Toby sighed. “Even if it looks like a squashed bowl that fell over.” Another puzzled, eyebrow-raised inquiry, this time at the thing that looked like a weary, diseased tornado. “Animus. It’s supposed to be a… soul, I guess. Spirit. I mean, who knows what that looks like?”

Darius tilted his head a bit but appeared to accept this. After he questioned a few more of the less recognizable items, he gave a final nod and stepped back.

“Good. Go rest.”

Three not-yelled words together and a full, if incredibly short, sentence. Toby took the order as good advice and, instead of struggling back upstairs, found a nice spot in what had probably been the den when more people lived in the house. The old squishy sofa had plenty of cushions and a blanket that wasn’t too dusty. The quiet house sounds and the surety that he was safe because—not in spite of—Darius watching out for him let him drop off quickly.

Get better sleep with our griffin security system—slightly damaged chassis discount makes it a steal!

Noon had him waking to the unmistakable scent of pizza, a quiet lunch with Darius, and afterward, another web puzzle. This one was a little more challenging, since Toby had to construct it entirely from items he found around the house, and not items Darius had used previously. Good thing there was cleanser with bleach under the kitchen sink or he’d have been out of luck for the Halogen stand-in.

Again, Darius approved his work, this time with a little twitch that on anyone else might have blossomed into a smile. Toby was watching for it. It didn’t. When he’d given his okay, though, he didn’t walk away this time. He took both of Toby’s hands and closed his eyes. Then nodded and let him go. And that wasn’t at all weird.

He was tired enough that he didn’t figure it out until he’d sunk into one of the dining room chairs and plopped his head atop his arms, turned to keep Darius in sight. Of course. “Do you think I’m gonna have another explosion soon?”

Darius shook his head. Shrugged. “Bleeding.”

“I’m bleeding?”

“Magic.”

Waving a hand in irritated negation, Darius stalked from the room. Good going. You’ve pissed off your new teacher already. But no. He returned within a few seconds and smacked a folder down on the table next to Toby, the kind that had a clear plastic front and opaque back like he used to use for science reports. With a grunt that could’ve been anything from “this will explain everything” to “fuck you,” Darius stomped out again.

“Here, Toby, you should read this,” Toby muttered as he pulled the folder over. “This will explain all the things. And some extra things you hadn’t thought of. And why they still use those stupid plastic thingies on packages of rolls that refuse to stay on right.”

Not surprisingly, the folder had nothing to do with packaging rolls. Lecture Transcript: Wild Magic Theory and Uncontrolled Discharge Anomaly Disaster Prevention.

The date put it during the time that Darius had been a geology professor. The name at the bottom of the title page left no doubt as to whose lecture this had been. What had it cost Darius to dig this out and toss it on the table? His pain was so obvious that Toby didn’t know why he wasn’t curled up and screaming all the time. From someone who had been outgoing, maybe ambitious, hitting his stride in his field—both his fields—to this barely verbal hermit who looked so much older than he was. What happened, Professor Valstad? What the hell happened?

 

 

THE LECTURE started with introductions, some blah-blah-blah about methodology that nearly put Toby to sleep and finally—

This blockage, if you will, of magical energy is what causes the magically induced seizures and subsequent uncontrolled bursts. Except in rare cases, where the student’s magical sourcing never progresses beyond a minimal level, these unchanneled magic events grow as the student ages until they reach catastrophic proportions. Historically, those who remain without viable Arcana channels rarely survive past the age of sixteen.

There were footnotes about seeing Appendix this and Chart that. Toby ignored those for the moment. He didn’t need to know about the dying part in more detail. What he wished he could have experienced was Darius giving this lecture to a gathering of guild officers. Standing tall and confident, both bright eyes raking his audience as he made his points. He’d probably had a strong voice, one that carried without a microphone. Hints of it remained when he raised his voice, despite the sandpaper rasp.

With concentrated exercises, several students have been observed to bleed off magic when directed to actively meditate on the web itself and its component parts. Exercises using a combination of problem-solving and fine motor skills appear to be most effective. Using this technique to bleed off the blockage of the student’s magical flows, I’ve observed students exhibit less frequent and in some cases less intense magical seizures. By careful observation during these and other exercises, I’ve been able to discern subtle, subconscious preferences for one channel over another and have been able to guide students appropriately.

“Oh, so that’s what we’re doing.” Toby wondered if maybe he shouldn’t have known that. Though… since he had no idea where his stupid Arcanum channels were, he didn’t think he could influence the subconscious stuff. Not telling would’ve been for early students, right? While Darius was young and running actual experiments.

It must’ve worked. He must’ve helped some people. Right? It worked… until it didn’t and something awful happened and Darius nearly died. He had to have needed help back then, must have needed support, and the guild tossed him out. The guild….

Was supposed to help. That was why magic guilds existed. They were supposed to help. Nauseated, hands shaking, Toby closed the folder and pushed it away.

“He shouldn’t be up here alone,” Toby whispered.

It occurred to him that he might be overreacting. The guild might have ordered him never to teach again, but they might’ve tried to help. Maybe Darius had chosen to be alone. Plenty of evidence that he’d given up on himself, maybe on life. He pushed to his feet, waited for the dark edges to clear from his vision, and went searching for his host. Not in the kitchen or the den. Not in the front parlor or living room or whatever it was called. Not in the cozy little room that looked like a study or the library next to it.

“He didn’t go upstairs. I would’ve heard the stomping. Seriously, how hard is it to find someone that size?”

Turned out it wasn’t difficult at all. It just took Toby longer since he wasn’t moving much faster than a tree sloth. Darius was out on the stone bench by his koi pond staring at the fish. Carefully, Toby eased down onto the opposite side of the bench.

“Hey. Thanks for that.” Toby joined in the koi watching so he wouldn’t make Darius any more uncomfortable. “So I’m like this steam pipe under pressure, and what we’re doing, it’s like a safety valve?”

“Release valve.” Darius shrugged. “Bleeds off.”

“Gotta tell you, I really don’t like the whole bleeding imagery here.”

Darius let out a soft snort. “Leaks.”

“Better, thanks.” Toby ran his palm over the tufted ornamental grass growing beside him. “You think there’s any chance I might make it?”

The rasping voice gained an extra layer of husk. “Everyone dies.”

“Thank you, Mr. Philosopher.” Toby dared a gentle nudge with his shoulder. “You’ve seen people like me before. Taught them. Does it feel like…?”

“Maybe.” Darius squeezed his one good eye shut. “I’ve been wrong.”

The temptation to touch was almost overwhelming, but Toby didn’t think a hug or even a hand on his arm would be welcome. Didn’t take a genius to see how far Darius was wrapped in his pain and guilt, and he’d probably snarl at any offer of comfort.

“Look, I know something awful happened. They wouldn’t tell me details, but it’s not hard to kinda figure out the big parts. And….” Toby stopped and swallowed hard. “And if I’m going to be too big of a danger to you, you need to let me know. I’ll… I don’t know. Go somewhere I won’t hurt you. But I was serious about the Obi-wan part. You’re my last shot.”

Darius shot him a sidelong glare. “No wandering off.”

“Um, okay?”

“You stay with me.” Darius stood and dusted off the seat of his pants. “Dinner.”

Toby couldn’t help a tired snicker. “Not to change the subject or anything.”

Shoulders straighter than his usual hunch, Darius pointed. “You. Need to eat.” He actually held out a hand to help Toby up. “Get you stronger.”

Well, damn. We’re having a conversation. Too shocked to do otherwise, Toby accepted the hand, warmth spreading down his arm as strong, callused fingers closed over his. “Totally on board with this. But I get to help this time, deal?”

Darius blinked at him, something happening in that less than penetrable brain. “Deal.”

 

 

OVER THE next three days, Darius established a routine and monitored constantly. Toby was far stronger than he looked, and his condition did improve rather than sliding further toward a point of no return. They kept up the exercises, Darius reaching back through the years for ones he’d used and inventing others when he needed them. Sheer raw power roiled behind Toby’s walls, just enough seeping through now to keep magical explosions at bay.

He hadn’t expected to discover his student’s natural channels quickly, but it would’ve been a relief.

In the meantime, Toby slept well and ate like an industrial vacuum, the hollows lightening around his eyes and his borrowed pants not in so much danger of sliding off. With some of the rough edges smoothed away, elfin waif beauty evolved into a more conventional handsome not at all hindered by that quick, mischievous smile or the sparkle returning to those gray-green eyes. Dangerous, to think about Toby that way or any way other than student in dire straits, but also unavoidable.

With the weather improving, Darius had moved some of the exercises outside. The way Toby’s magic reacted to working out of doors, lapping over the blockade in little waves instead of trickling, made the next bit of the curriculum obvious. Darius didn’t want it to be, dammit. The more Toby mirrored Kara’s progress, the more he worried. Kara, though…. No, Toby wasn’t the same. It wouldn’t be the same.

He wouldn’t allow it.

But there were next steps—external stimuli to explore that Darius couldn’t provide in the safety of his little domain. He needed, gods help him, to take Toby off the property to different and possibly progressively larger points of magical confluence. The idea had been churning in Darius’s mind since the night before to visit places that not only offered powerful enough magic that might break through Toby’s barriers but also other… experiences. Possibly. Difficult to say what the final trigger might be.

The thought made his stomach knot and his hands tremble. Going out. Away from this small patch of world he’d made safe. Far too tempting to keep them both safe and stay put. Except they wouldn’t be. Toby needed more to survive this.

So far, Toby was doing well, far better than he’d hoped. Darius was struggling. Convincing his jaws to open, his voice to speak every time he had something to say was ridiculous. Toby had even pointed out that Darius was fine when he sang, but it wasn’t as if he could sing instructions. Singing was using someone else’s words. Conversation involved deliberate choices of seemingly random sounds in order to convey thought. It felt alien after so long.

He managed a full sentence of greater than two words at dinner the third evening. Small steps. “We’ll be leaving the house.”

“Oh yeah?” Toby temporarily halted in his destruction of a second dinner roll. “Are we going on a field trip? Do I need a responsible adult to sign something?”

Darius snorted and tried for a smartass comeback. All that came out was “No.”

“No on the field trip, the permission slip, or the responsible adult?”

A growl got out before Darius could squelch it, his fists clenched in frustration.

“Hey… sorry. I’m sorry.” Toby put a hand on his arm. “Can we start over? We have to go somewhere. So where are we going?”

Not Pittsburgh. Anywhere but there. “Magical confluence points,” he managed slowly, confluence nearly sticking in his throat halfway through.

“Is that the next step? Or lesson or whatever?” The way Toby’s eyes widened betrayed his anxiety. He waited for Darius’s nod before he went on. “Is this really a next step, or is it more of a, you know, an escalation? Nothing’s working, so we have to do something else?”

“Progression,” Darius corrected and patted the hand still on his arm. Why was that hand still on his arm?

Toby regarded him a moment, all traces of his smile banished. He let out a hard breath as he nodded. “Okay. I’ll take it. Are we going far?”

“Duncannon.”

A few moments passed as Toby returned to devouring dinner. “I don’t know where that is.”

“Not… far. North of Harrisburg.”

“So this’ll be a day trip, then? Not that I have packing to do if it’s not.”

It depends on how you react to the confluence. If we can get you stabilized, we can stop there. If not, we need to move on. Please let me be capable of moving on if Toby needs it. He needs me to not fall apart. No excuses. No crawling back into my nautilus shell and hiding, no matter how overwhelming this feels. His thoughts came out as “Probably not.”

“Packing it is, then.” Toby flourished his fork as if to say Tally ho! The mischief drained from his eyes almost immediately after. “Do you think they’ll be looking for me? The guild? I mean, since I’m a danger to myself and others and all that?”

Darius schooled his features so Toby wouldn’t mistake anger for being angry with him. “Possible.”

“Why haven’t they, you know, come knocking yet?”

“No idea.” Darius pointed at the tablet beside Toby’s elbow. “Disable any tracking.”

“Well, okay. I guess that’s just a good precaution. But they’re guildmaster mages. Why would they be tracking electronically when they can use, you know, magic?”

Darius tapped the table, glaring at the tablet. “Don’t need… to make it easy.”

Toby’s laugh sluiced over him like summer rain.






Chapter Five

 

 

“THAT’S A Land Rover.” Toby stood in the nearly empty garage, blinking. “My, aren’t we posh.”

“LR3,” Darius grunted as he shoved bags in the back.

“QF7.”

Darius slammed the hatch, probably harder than he needed to. The black eye patch with a blond eyebrow raised over it somehow managed both piratical and distinguished. “What?”

“Oh. I thought we were spouting out random letter/number combos.”

The gusty sigh could’ve been the end of Darius’s patience or exasperated amusement. Toby hoped for the second.

“Not… a Range Rover.” Darius shooed him toward the passenger side. “Less pricey.”

Toby peered into the cabin. “Still looks pretty cushy. Older model, yeah, doesn’t have the kind of display every car has now, but still looks like a spaceship cockpit. Or at least airplane. Why do they call it a cockpit, anyway? I mean, you can’t steer with your dick. Though I guess if you—”

A sharp throat-clearing cut him off. Darius had moved over to the driver’s side door and regarded him over the roof of the vehicle. “Scared?”

“Maybe a little.” Toby fidgeted with his backpack strap. “Yeah.”

“Of me?”

Was there a hint of sorrow in the question? “Hell no.” Toby let a smile creep in. “You’re just a great big teddy bear.” Griffin. Teddy griffin.

The snort at least was free of emotional subtext.

“Look, I trust you.”

“Not much….” Darius grimaced, apparently fighting for a word. “Choice.”

“You don’t say much, but you don’t bullshit me either. You took me in when you didn’t have to. You’re trying to help, even though I can see parts of you want to run screaming. If I haven’t said thank you yet, thanks. Even if none of this works and I go up in a big magic mushroom cloud. I’m grateful you want to try.” The conversation was moving into territory that sometimes made Darius stomp off, so Toby flashed a grin. “Did we bring junk food?”

That bright blue eye gave a slow blink. “Maybe.”

“Maybe? Aw, man. You’re killing me here.”

One corner of Darius’s mouth twitched. Score! Almost smile! “If you behave.”

Toby let out a dramatic gasp before he laughed and climbed into the car… truck… off-road thingy. He had the feeling Darius had bought it years ago for fieldwork when he was still geology professoring. A few wriggles in his seat confirmed his initial assessment, though. Might’ve been a work vehicle, but it was still cushy and comfy.

He hadn’t been bullshitting Darius either, nor did he intend to. Maybe his new teacher’s methods were dangerous like the guild said, and maybe Darius was crazy like the guild implied, but he was trying to do something to save Toby. Sure, Toby might still die before he got his magic under control, but it was better than having the rest of his life taken from him. Yes, he trusted Darius, to protect him and to know what to do next.

As far as the scared part went? Yeah, he was scared. Even though he felt better than he had in weeks, he was a ticking wild magic explosive. Any moment might be the final number on a countdown clock he couldn’t see.

That could’ve been paralyzing if he thought about it too much, and if he’d been alone. He wasn’t. The mage beside him was badly damaged, but in watching him struggle out of his own personal murk, battling demons Toby couldn’t begin to visualize, he’d seen something of the fierce heart burning under the scars. Yes, he trusted Darius, and not just for his expertise. He trusted Darius to be a decent person, to do the right thing.

It wasn’t exactly friendship, but it was a start. Or something. Where was his brain going with that thought? A sudden weary wave compressed his spine as the garage door went up and uneven light filtered in from a cloud-swept sky. So tired….

Toby jerked when something landed on his lap. “Oreos! Cool, thanks!”

A normal grunt response, then Darius got out of the car, which made no sense since the garage door opener was in the car. Curious, but not so curious that he didn’t open the package of cookies and snag a couple, he kept an eye on Darius as the big man used the outside keypad to close the garage and lifted a bucket of something reddish.

Darius held a palm over the bucket. When he raised his hand, the red substance followed and filled in the seam between door and garage. It mimicked his movements up, across, and down to complete the fill until the garage door had an unbroken seam of whatever it was.

With the bucket left near the front stoop, Darius climbed back into the driver’s seat and eased the Land Rover down the driveway.

“So, uh, what was that?”

“Clay.”

Toby twisted in his seat and spotted an identical red seam around the front door. “To seal the house? But you didn’t do the windows? Is it to keep someone from breaking in?”

“No. Yes. No.”

“Okay, my fault for the multiple questions, but you can do better than that.”

Darius scrunched his nose as they reached the end of the drive and turned onto the windy back road that led down the hill. “Warning me. If someone tries.” He tossed the hair out of his eyes and cleared his throat, fighting for words. “Magic. Not magic.”

“So the clay tells you if someone tried to get in. Or did get in. And the windows?”

“Bottom edges. First floor.”

“Got it, got it. Missed you doing all that.”

The surviving eye, on Toby’s side, crinkled at the corners. “Busy packing.”

A heap of clothing had been left on Toby’s bed that morning with instructions to “sort and pack.” Since he only had the clothes he’d arrived in, now laundered, and a couple of borrowed sets, the instructions had obviously been to pick extra clothes that would stay on his bony body. “Yeah, I guess I was.”

All the way up Route 52 to Route 1, Toby managed to leave Darius in peace until a stray thought slammed into him. “Wait. How long are we gonna be gone? What about your fish? Your birds? Your garden?”

Darius reached over and patted his arm. “Under control.”

“Really?” Toby pulled out his hardest side-eye. “I don’t think the koi can feed themselves by magic.”


“Emailed someone.” Wait, was that a snicker? “They’ve done it… before.”

“Oh, duh. Of course you’ve had someone come out to take care of stuff when you’ve had to go away before.”

The crinkling vanished abruptly from around Darius’s eye socket, his voice flat and raspy as he said, “Then too.”

Stupid, stupid. We were doing so well. Impossible to miss the subtext there. Darius had needed to arrange for someone to take care of things in the garden when he’d been unable to, and who knew what those times had been? How long had it taken to recover physically from the accident that took his eye? How often had he gone through depressive episodes since then that kept him from doing things?

Wordlessly, Toby offered up the Oreo package, pleasantly surprised when Darius accepted one.

 

 

DUNCANNON’S MAIN drag appeared to be Market Street, only a couple blocks over from the river. Of course it was, since the major thoroughfare in every small town on the East Coast was either Market or Main Street. Maybe that was true throughout the country—Toby had no idea.

They drove past the usual mix of little stores, pizza shops, and hair salons, past duplexes and semidetached homes in a variety of colors and levels of upkeep. There might have been a train station, or a building that had been a train station, off to the right near the river. There definitely was an old, probably historic hotel, the Doyle Hotel, with a sign: Welcome Hikers!

“What’s that about?”

Darius, who had been silent for the last hour and a half of the two-hour drive, managed an interrogatory grunt.

“The hikers. The sign about welcoming hikers.”

“Appalachian Trail.”

Toby frowned. He thought he understood what the Appalachian Trail was. Sort of. “It goes through town?”

“Nearby.”

“Is that where we’re going? Somewhere on the trail? Out in the woods with the bugs and snakes?” Toby thumped his head against the window. “I hate mosquitoes.”

The sound from Darius might have been a snort or an aborted laugh. “Too early.”

“Too early for what?”

“Mosquitoes.”

The mixed commercial and residential district gave way to more widely spaced houses on the other side of town, and Darius took a sharp right onto a road that looked more like an alley to Toby, though it still had a name on the map. Here they pulled up in front of a neat two-story house with bushes that were just beginning to flower pink and white on either side of the door. The lace curtains in the front windows and the pastel bunny wreath threw it over the wall from “tidy” to “cute.”

“You have a great-aunt here or something?” Toby waited until Darius made definite moves to leave the car before he followed suit.

“Friend.” A muttered I hope might have followed, but Toby couldn’t be sure.

The door opened before they’d reached the second step up onto the porch, and a figure filled the doorway, though filled was kind of an overstatement. Tall and willowy, he might not have been able to fill a poster tube.

“Darius?” The man reached out a hand, then let it drop. “Is it you?”

Beside Toby, Darius nodded. “Arden.”

“They wouldn’t tell me….” Arden’s voice cracked. “Anything. I called. And called. I thought…. Dammit, Darius, you let me think you’d died.”

Toby stayed where he was while Darius took another step forward. Was this guy an old boyfriend? Lover? Colleague? Cousin? Gah, this is awkward. Toby hitched his backpack up and retreated another step as they stared at each other.

“Sort of… did,” Darius whispered, and at that Arden stalked forward, head leading, graceful and strange in his movements, like a wading heron.

He took Darius’s head between his hands, eyes roaming over the eye patch and the more visible damage. Then he wrapped his arms around Darius with a ragged sob. “You’re a pretty solid ghost.”

It took two whole breaths before Darius unstiffened and returned the hug. “I’m…. Good to see you.”

“Gods.” Arden stepped back, swiping at his eyes. “I’m shaking. Come in. Please. Both of you. No need to let the neighbors watch me go to pieces.”

Toby hesitated since it still felt like he was intruding here. Waiting out on the front steps after an invitation inside would’ve been rude, though. Arden had an arm around Darius as they turned to go in. Grumbling about noncommunicative teachers, Toby trudged after them.

The little vestibule where Toby toed off his shoes in imitation of their host let out into…. Well, into one of the strangest hallways he’d ever seen. The old cliché was organized chaos, but this went far beyond. It was strictly regimented chaos, and Toby knew that made no sense even as he thought it.

A wall-mounted shelf on his immediate left held a collection of thimbles, but not the twee little ceramic collectibles with painted scenes other people collected. No, these were practical thimbles in every possible color, arranged by material and size. Cabinets with dozens of little plastic pullout drawers—the kind usually found in a garages or woodshops—lined both sides of the hallway. They probably had a name. Toby couldn’t recall what. A small regiment of knickknacks sat atop each cabinet, one category to each, such as cats on one or windmills on another. Some of the cabinets had wheels, some didn’t, but each one had a neat printed label, and each little drawer also had a perfectly affixed, straight, and centered label.

Holy mother of perfectionists.

He couldn’t stop to read all the labels as he hurried to catch up to Darius, but he definitely caught one on a cabinet that read beads and another designated washers. They passed two closed doors and one that led into an overstuffed parlor before the hallway dumped them out in the riotous kitchen. Again, riotous was both an overstatement and an understatement for the gleefully excessive collection of stuff lassoed and hogtied into structured order. In any other house, Toby would’ve concluded that Arden lived with his grandmother or a fussy great-aunt, but something about the way Arden moved through it made Toby certain this was his domain and his ruling of it.

Arden had settled Darius in a chair at the surprisingly clear kitchen table and was bustling around the stove and sink, apparently putting tea on. Because of course he was.

A hand suddenly blocked Toby’s move to the table. “Arden MacEvoy, Life/Chalcogen Mage, exiled.” The uncertain smile slipped a hair when Toby shook his hand. “You’re unplaceable.”


“Toby Jones. How did you—?”

Arden’s free hand fluttered. “Life mages feel stuff like that. Darius, are you teaching still? After everything?”

“No.” Darius had hunched in on himself, hair hanging in his face in a return to the Darius that Toby had first spotted on his front step. “Yes.”

A frown furrowing a deep V in Arden’s forehead, his gaze snapped between them. “What is this? Darius, what’s happened?”

The cords in Darius’s neck strained, and Toby could feel the words stuck in his throat. Not my place to speak for him. It’s not. But watching him struggle set one sharp needle after another into Toby’s heart. “He’s not supposed to be teaching, okay? They kicked him out after what happened, and I don’t really even know what happened, except it was wild magic and it was bad and Darius almost died, that’s what they said. But it’s not like they helped him, he needed help and they kicked him to the curb and told him not to teach anyone, and I guess he promised he wouldn’t, but then I showed up at his house and I was dying and he said he would even though they told him not to.”

Pale eyebrows vanishing under a ginger hairline, Arden cocked his head. “You’re speaking for Darius now?”

“He….” Toby felt the flush all the way down his chest as he glanced at Darius for some hint of… something. Anger. Approval. But his teacher was staring at the duckies on the vinyl tablecloth. “It’s hard for him now. Speaking. He’s been getting… better.”

The last word trailed off as Arden stalked to Darius and dropped to his knees beside the chair. “Why, Dar? Why didn’t you let me know? You could’ve emailed. Texted. If you needed help. You did need help. I would’ve come.”

“I know,” Darius whispered.

Arden shook him by the arm, not as gently as Toby would’ve liked. “Then why?”

“Kara… died.” Darius had wrapped his arms around his ribs and started rocking. “Too much. And she couldn’t….”

“I know she died. The guild didn’t keep that secret. But that doesn’t exp—”

“I killed her!”

In such a small space, those words shouldn’t have echoed, but in the silence that followed, they reverberated endlessly. Toby wanted to ask what he meant, because it was Darius and there had to be more to it, but the anguished roar had frozen him in place. He could only watch in helpless ineptitude as Arden gathered Darius into his arms, helped him stand, and led him away.

He hadn’t moved, pack still on his shoulder, rooted to the kitchen tiles, when Arden returned.

“I hope you don’t take that at face value.” Arden flicked the stove off as the kettle began to whistle and poured the steaming water. “There’s no need to be frightened. Of him.”

“I’m not.” Toby cringed at the note of childish defiance. “Where is he?”

“Back in the guestroom, resting. He’s not well.”

“No shit.” Dammit, where did all this rude come from?

Arden handed him a mug of tea and pointed to the table, the gesture too much like a Darius direction to ease the lump in Toby’s throat. It got his feet moving, though. He settled uneasily with his backpack in his lap and the mug clutched in a death grip.

“Park the attitude, magpie. I’m not the enemy.” Arden took the opposite chair, long legs stretched out under the table. “When did you last do a web?”

“What?” Toby jerked when a foot tapped his leg.

“Web. I know at least that much about how Dar teaches. The web exercises were an early innovation.”

“Oh.” Resenting someone for knowing Darius longer was stupid, and where the hell was that coming from? “Last night before dinner.”

Arden gave one definite nod and rose, all limbs and sharp movements. Scrap paper from a heaping pile in one drawer and pens in various colors from another joined the mugs on the table. “Draw three webs—any symbols or illustrations you like—while I make lunch. Looks like you need food as much as you do channeling.”

The tone was irritable and weary, further setting Toby on edge. But he didn’t feel like he had any room to argue as a guest in a stranger’s house. He wanted to go check on Darius, wondering if maybe he shouldn’t have been alone. Instead, he pulled a piece of paper toward him and started drawing.






Chapter Six

 

 

“WERE YOU his student?” Toby took a bite of the veggie burger Arden had made for him, piled high with spinach greens, tomato, and onion. Mmmmm. I could eat twelve of these. With a jolt, he realized he’d recovered his appetite living with Darius, then jolted again when Arden laughed. He’d forgotten he’d asked a question.

“Me? No, but thank you for thinking I’m that young.” The smile transformed Arden’s face, making him immediately more accessible, less forbidding. “I worked as a teacher at the Montchanin Guild when Dar started taking unplaceable students, so we were sometimes colleagues even if he was still at the university.”

“Were you, um….” There wasn’t any polite way to ask it.

Arden jerked forward to take a bite of lunch, like a water bird striking, though his eyes still crinkled in amusement. “No, not that either. Friends, yes. Co-conspirators. Dar was young, fit, and very much not wanting a relationship. Sex, yes, indiscriminate of gender. Anything lasting, no.”

“And you wanted something more?”

Arden tipped his head to one side, then the other. “Back then I did. Oh, I had a terrible crush on him. When we became friends, it faded.”

“Because you didn’t want to lose him as a friend?”

“Ha. That too. Mostly because his ego was bigger than a container ship.”

Memories of that one photo of Darius still online surfaced, of the transcript he’d let Toby read. Yes, the self-assurance, the confidence could’ve been cocky, maybe even arrogant. It sure wasn’t Darius now.

“Co-conspirators?”

The sound Arden made was somewhere between a snort and a sneeze. “We were both young. Going to change the world, our hearts full of revolution and our heads full of big ideas. The old guildmasters wouldn’t know what hit them, and we’d make the world better for all of mage kind, not just the acceptable ones.”

“What happened?”

“Well, we failed.” Arden took another peck-bite. “Obviously.”

“No, I mean…. Sorry. I guess Darius’s not-talking’s been rubbing off.” Toby dissected an onion ring, wondering if his actual question would be too intrusive. Curiosity won out over manners. “You both wanted to change things. He wanted to change how unplaceables were treated. I read the lecture. But he wasn’t exiled until, um, the Pittsburgh thing. Did you…?”

Arden’s smile turned into something uncomfortable. Bitter, maybe. “Oh, no. My transgression was much worse. I dared to research.”

“Okay, that makes no sense. I mean, it’s not like we’re living during the Inquisition. What were you researching? Did you build a time machine or something?” Toby stopped dissecting his onion ring. “Sorry. I get like this. It’s your business. Tell me to shut up if I ask, you know, a question too far.”

“You’re… I see why he likes you.” Arden’s expression lost the mean again as he chuckled.

“He does?”

“Not naïve, exactly. But you definitely have some sheltered spots.” Arden flipped a hand toward him. “That’s not always a bad thing. You’re openly curious and don’t bring a lot of baggage to the table.”

Toby puzzled over that last statement, but there didn’t seem to be intentional innuendo in it. “So what did you do?”

“Persistent too. No, it’s all right. It’s something you could ask any guildmaster.” Arden pulled over one of Toby’s web drawings, the one where he’d used numbers corresponding to each letter of the alphabet to indicate the web’s symbols. “What’s here?”

Elbows on the table, Toby leaned over to see where Arden pointed, directly at the center of the web where the connections of the Minor Arcana all crossed. He shrugged. “Nothing. It’s just the middle.”

“You don’t seem quite certain. Neither was I. It always struck me as odd that at every other line drawn between two points on the web, there’s a connection. The lines between are the whole basis of the web—what connects to what. Why would there be nothing at the center, the very heart, where everything comes together?”

The bit of crazed academic in Arden’s voice pulled Toby in. “What was it? What was at the center? Did it do something horrible?”

“I have no idea.”

Toby sat, blinking. Didn’t see that coming. “So there wasn’t anything?”

“Again, no idea. They told me the research was forbidden. I responded that research within safe parameters could never be forbidden and continued on. They tossed me out and barred me from the community.” Arden’s hand fluttered in a way that suggested both being tossed out and flying away.

“And from the guild hall,” Toby ventured. “Where your research was.”

“Not just a pretty face.” Arden shrugged. “The research, the facilities to conduct said research safely. Relatively. The support of other mages of different channels. All of it.”

“I’m sorry.”

The smile returned, not a happy one, but not the angry, scary one either. “All long past. Or it was… I thought it all was. You have no idea what happened in Pittsburgh.”

It wasn’t a question. Toby answered anyway. “No. Just the tiny bits I’ve heard. Unplaceable student Darius was teaching. Something went wrong. He got hurt. She died. And he blames himself.”

“Well, you knew more than I did.” Arden ran both hands back through hair so thick it was a wonder his fingers didn’t get stuck. “How did you find him?”

“Google fu.”

“Keep your secrets, then, young Jedi.”

“Mixed universes there.”

Arden squinted at him. “Don’t be that guy. Go rest. He said you should. Guest room has plenty of space.”

Toby wandered down the indicated hallway, also lined with cabinets and shelves, to the door that opened into a cozy, not entirely cluttered bedroom where the most prominent feature was a queen bed with a massive oak headboard carved with woodland scenes. Darius’s shoes sat by the door, perfectly aligned and perpendicular to the wall. His jeans and sweater lay on the perfectly placed chair at the midpoint of the wall opposite the bed, both articles of clothing folded neatly enough for a window display.

The only messy part of the room was the Darius lump under the covers, curled on his side. His unbound hair looked like it was trying to flee in every direction from his snoring, and he’d kicked enough of the covers sideways that one foot stuck out.

Toby’s heart turned in his chest and flopped over to settle as a spreading ache. That foot, naked and pale, toenails badly clipped, looked so vulnerable, and Darius wasn’t supposed to look….

Except sometimes he did. When he hunched in on himself as if the world might be caving in, when his single eye lost focus and remembered pain etched spiderwebs on his face, when he flinched at certain words—those windows into despair were always there. Then they weren’t and Darius as an immoveable stubborn object returned, powerful enough to contain a magical explosion without a containment room, strong enough to carry an unconscious person up a flight and a half of stairs.

With a shuddering sigh, Toby flipped the blankets back over the exposed foot and glanced around the room. One bed, though it was a big one. Not that Toby minded. He’d shared with cousins, roommates, and the occasional friend too drunk to go home. He just hoped Darius didn’t mind or wouldn’t freak out.

He toed off his shoes and eased onto the bed atop the covers. The room was warm and Darius’s heat had already soaked into the bed. A little nap sounded good. Toby wasn’t going to say it to Arden, but he was starting to feel shaky.

“I wish I could help,” Toby whispered as he lay down slowly so he wouldn’t shake the mattress too much. “I wish I could, you know, take the pain away. I know it doesn’t work like that…. I’ll shut up now.”

Darius grunted and curled into a tighter ball. He didn’t seem to have woken, but at least the snoring had stopped. Nothing of him stuck out of the blanket now beyond his hair, not that Toby wanted to watch him sleep. Much. That would’ve been creepy.

The warmth wrapped around Toby and dragged him under fast. Tired—yeah, maybe he wasn’t up to traveling yet—but secure and safe with Darius sleeping next to him didn’t hurt one bit.

 

 

WARMTH AS he woke. A soft heater wrapped up in his right arm, snugged against his chest. Darius nuzzled closer, unwilling to commit to waking yet. Where had he been last night? A bar? A concert? A lecture? And who had he brought—

No. He didn’t live in the house near campus anymore, the old two-story in the neighborhood nearest Old College. Aunt Eva had left her huge, rambling house on the hill to him. He’d moved there when he couldn’t face the world anymore. But he didn’t go to bars anymore, or concerts, or anywhere else… and this wasn’t Aunt Eva’s house.

He didn’t….

Gasping for air, he shot up in bed in a room he didn’t recognize beside a tousled head of dark hair with a white stripe on a person he couldn’t immediately place. A collection of metal boxes rattled on a nearby bureau, responding to his distress. He had to stop, but he couldn’t find a solid anchor.

“Hey.” The person beside him turned, the face suddenly rooting Darius to earth and magic and his own protesting lungs. Toby. “What’s wrong? Nightmare. Hey, you’re okay.”

Something that tried to be a reassuring sound stuck in his chest.

“Dammit. You were having a really good sleep.” Toby rubbed his shoulder, somehow comforting even though Darius wanted to twitch away. “Stupid nightmares. Hey. Look at me. Take a breath.”

Darius put a hand over the one on his shoulder to hold it still and stared at the comforter in…. Arden’s guest room. There. He had place and person. The angle of sunlight through the room’s single window suggested late afternoon. Time. “Startled. Sorry.”

The hand in his had an odd texture, human skin but with an overlay. Darius gripped that hand tighter and fumbled for Toby’s free hand. “Leaking.”

“Am I? That’s good, right? I’m supposed to be leaking so I don’t go all explody?”

It was good and probably meant they’d bought Toby some time. “Webs?”

“Did them. Three of them like a good student, but that was hours ago. Does the magic leak for hours? Not that I mind being a dripping faucet if it helps.”

Darius ran his thumbs over the backs of Toby’s hands, head cocked to one side as he tried to glean some hint from the slow trickle from Toby’s fingertips. Like a fleeting scent half remembered, he couldn’t grasp enough to identify the channels or even if Toby was manifesting channels yet. He shook his head, biting back frustration. “No.”

“No, what? No, it’s not usually hours? No, it’s not helping?”

For a moment, Darius could only stare until he realized he’d failed to put two pieces of a conversation together. “Your channels. Can’t tell.”

“Oh.” Toby’s forehead creased in confusion, and Darius had to fight the urge to smooth the lines away with his thumb. “Wouldn’t I figure it out first? Where it’s supposed to be going?”


“Not always.” Darius patted one of the hands he still held and released both. “Been doing this longer.”

That swift Toby smile blossomed suddenly, erasing both creases and the shadows from his eyes. “Early days, right? I mean, if it was easy, I wouldn’t have been kicked out of every guild in the country. And at least we got to sleep together and hold hands.”

Part of him wanted to return that smile, though he didn’t want to send the wrong signals. His social skills might have atrophied nearly to the point of being snuffed out, but even he knew better than that. He managed a soft snort and slid around Toby to get out of the bed. No slippers, no cardigan—the habits that had developed in his cocoon of solitude had no place here. He’d known after that first day with Toby that they might need to travel. It had seemed so distant, and even on the road, it hadn’t felt real.

Now, after seeing Arden again, who wanted things from him, wanted him to be Professor Dar Valstad again? Now he just wanted to go home.

“Darius? You okay?”

He pulled in a long breath and shook out his sweater. Promises. They tangled around a man’s feet and pulled him into the dark. But there was Toby, regarding him with earnest concern, and he knew he would let them. One more time. “M’fine. Sleep?”

“I had a decent nap, even though you snore.”

There it was again—clear illustration why Toby wasn’t Kara and why he hoped the outcome might be different. She had been a disturbingly immense dam of power, just like Toby, but Kara hadn’t been able to fight her way free of despair. Toby carried his sense of humor like a second set of clothes, always right there when he needed it, and his desire to live burned fierce and bright. They were not the same.

Darius scooped up his shoes as he left the room and pointed Toby, hard on his heels, to the back door. “Outside.”

Toby’s eyes widened. “I’m not… am I? It doesn’t… my hands….”

“No.” Darius shook his head, irritated with himself. “Go feel things.”

“Ummm….”

He waved a hand to indicate the surrounding area. “Magical confluence.”

“Magical… so it’s more concentrated here and I might get a jumpstart or something if I touch the right things?”

“Don’t just touch. Feel. Reach.” Darius cleared his throat. More words. “See what reaches back.”

“This is one of those you’ll know it when it happens kinds of things, isn’t it?”

“Yes.”

Toby rolled his eyes but seemed happy enough to skitter out the back door into the sunshine. Warmth spread through Darius to see Toby move like someone his age should rather than someone who was afraid any sudden movement would break bones. He turned toward the kitchen, arrested by the shelves of owls in the hallway. Owls, of all things—ceramic, pewter, plastic, yarn, and glass. Arden had always been a magpie, collecting bits of this and that, but this current collection of over-regimented obsessions? It struck him as worrisome.

Creaking from the second floor placed Arden upstairs somewhere, so Darius went through the kitchen as quietly as he could until he found pen and scratch paper. Since his ability to put spoken words together worked about as well as a clogged water pump, he would write. He took a seat at the kitchen table and began, slowly at first, to write a factual account of that trip to Pittsburgh. The magical confluence there, both intense and far-reaching, came largely from the meeting of three rivers—Ohio, Allegheny, and Monongahela. Darius hadn’t considered it a last resort, but he had thought it the best chance for Kara within easy reach.

He kept his own reactions out of the tale—the confidence he now recognized as arrogance, the rising uncertainty, the abject terror of those final moments. Only what happened, though twice he had to retrace his steps since the order of events wouldn’t stay in a neat line in his brain.

“Dar? What in the world?” Arden had come downstairs when Darius reached his third sheet of scribbling.

He handed off the first and kept on while Arden lowered himself into a chair and began to read. The end of the story came hard, and Darius’s hands shook already from unaccustomed writing, but he shoved his heart and his more visceral memories in a lead-lined box and went on, fact following fact.

“You don’t—”

Darius thrust the second page at Arden without even stopping for a glare. Three pages. Three and a half. He shoved them all across the table and walked to the counter to stare out the window over the sink, unwilling to watch Arden’s reactions. Maybe he was afraid to. Arden had always read swiftly, taking in information at a blinding rate that often left onlookers incredulous, disbelieving. Darius knew better. He turned back to the table when he heard the last page set down.

“You self-centered bastard.”

Not the response Darius had anticipated. “What?”

“Always so sure of yourself. Never asked for advice. Never asked for help. No, the great Darius Valstad knows better.” Arden slapped the pages onto the table and rose, stalking toward him. “Someone should’ve been there with you.”

“But there—”

“Someone besides a student of yours.”

“I—”

“Someone who could’ve helped you control the blast. Put things back afterward. Maybe saved Kara, but from what you’ve written, probably not. Or not for long. Someone at least could’ve been there afterward.” Arden had reached him and poked Darius’s chest hard with one bony finger. “For you, you idiot! You shouldn’t have been alone!”

Darius squeezed past him and returned to the table to write, Arden, still bristling, peering over his shoulder.

Zubayr was there. Water for water. And I barely saved him. What could you have done?

In his irritation he may have underlined you a few too many times, which wasn’t kind or fair.

Arden’s whisper was an ice-tipped serrated knife. “He was too young. I could’ve done something. And you could’ve told me you weren’t dead.” He paced in a ragged circle around the kitchen, arms flapping. “I mourned for you, you son of a bitch. The guild told me nothing, and I couldn’t understand why they wouldn’t even acknowledge your death. I’ve spent these years constructing strange conspiracies in my head, and all this time you’ve just been sulking?”

“I… wasn’t well.” Darius’s own anger deflated in the face of such anguish. He hadn’t thought anyone would even wonder. He’d been resigned to being dead to the community.

“No shit, Dar.”

The break in Arden’s voice took his feet across the room, and Darius enclosed him in a hard embrace before either of them could think too much about it. Part of him recoiled from the raw emotion as Arden struggled with tears and clung to him. Part of him resented having to comfort someone else when his life had been nothing but pain for so long. Both of those dishonorable thoughts died well-deserved deaths in the face of Arden’s immediate need.

“I’m sorry,” Darius murmured, rocking them both. “I am.” He pulled in a shuddering breath. “Hospital. Then rehab. Wasn’t….”

Arden’s voice was steadier when he asked. “How long were you in rehab?”

“Don’t know.”

“Do you remember anything? From then?”

“Bits. Spots. It’s jumbled.”

“And then?”

Darius lifted the shoulder Arden wasn’t clinging to quite so hard in an awkward shrug. “Home.”

“Not your home, though. Your house.” Arden pulled back, holding him at arm’s length. “I kept checking.”

“Aunt Eva’s. It is mine.”

Arden stared at him. “You said you’d never live in that old pile. You were going to sell it. I would never have thought of looking there. That’s where you’ve been?”

Darius had to look away.

“Tell me you haven’t been alone all this time. That someone was checking in with you.”

A memory of nursing aides flitted in and out. It might have been an actual memory from the first month. There’d been visits from the guild every six weeks those first couple of years, too, to make certain he was behaving like a good outcast and not doing anything stupid. Eventually, all contact stopped. He couldn’t have said when, which made the back of his brain itch. Aggravating, losing time like that, potentially years’ worth. He shook his head in irritation, unable to explain all of that, especially to someone who had known him so well in his old life and had no understanding of the new.

“Fifteen years. My gods, how did you—” Arden twitched toward the front of the house, raced to the kitchen window, and opened it. He thrust his hands outside, palms outward. “Dar, you have to go. They’re coming.”

No need to ask who they were. Darius spun and flung himself toward the back door, bellowing as he built up to a limping run. “Toby! Let’s go! Now!”

Give the boy credit, he moved despite his what the fuck expression. They hadn’t unpacked anything from the car, so Darius just needed to grab his shoes and jacket, while Toby snagged his backpack. On their way back through the kitchen, Arden had the papers with Toby’s webs and Darius’s account burning in the sink.

Darius stopped for a quick one-armed hug. “I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t help anything now. Go, go.” Arden waved an impatient hand toward the front door. “I’ll cover traces of you best I can. And I haven’t seen you.”

Toby clutched his backpack to his chest. “Will you be all right?”

Smart kid. Figured it out.

“Please. I’ve been handling guildmasters longer than you’ve been alive. Get.”

Darius hooked an arm through Toby’s and pulled, hustling them out the front door. When things had settled again, he’d check in. For now, the question pummeling at his brain was—how had the guild found them so quickly? He went to one knee and put a palm to the ground while Toby scrambled into the truck. They were maybe a half mile out and coming in fast. In a vehicle, then, so the situation hadn’t reached such a dire point that they were closing a circle on foot.

He headed up the side streets, zigzagging in a roughly southwest direction before turning them north again. Anything to throw them off. They could track his outline in the web at this range. Every mage left a signature as they moved through the world, and Toby’s, unchanneled, uncontrolled, would shine like an uncapped oil well on fire. But that was at close range….

“Toby.”

His student still clutched his backpack in both arms, eyes far too wide, complexion far too pale.

“Toby!”

“What? Don’t yell. I’m right here.”

“Guild.” Darius choked on the words as he took a left turn.

Toby let out a hiccoughing sound. “Yeah, I know.”

Darius held up a hand for patience, took a deep breath, and tried again. “In your pack. Anything from them?”

“Oh. Um.” Toby’s hands shook as he held his pack away from his body. “I don’t think—”

“Check.” Darius did his best to smooth out his growl as he added, “Please.”

Pocket by pocket, Toby searched through his sparse belongings. “Pens, no. Tissues, no. Really old pack of gum, no. Oh, there’s a mint from… gods only know. Not guild, though. Sunglasses. Some receipts. Should really clean this thing out. Tablet. Notebook. Oh….”

Darius risked a glance over, dangerous with only one eye, as Toby pulled a folder out of the largest pocket of his pack. “What is it?”

Breaths coming short, Toby pulled out the folder and set it in his lap, smoothing the edges fretfully. “It’s the brochures. For the hospice centers. They… they wouldn’t have tracking on that? Would they? Not on something so, you know….”

Toby trailed off, and Darius pulled over next to a roadside trash can. He held out his hand, waiting for Toby to finish processing this newest betrayal. They were far enough out of reach. Darius could give him the time he needed. With a loud sniff, Toby finally held the folder out, watching with glistening eyes as Darius took it and threw it in the trash.

He let Toby have his privacy all the way out of town. “You okay?”

“Yeah. No.” Toby’s voice was a dull, faded-poster version of its usual bright clarity. “How could they do that? The whole hospice thing was so personal. I mean, I kept them just in case. So I’d be able to pick if you’d said no or… I feel….”

Darius reached across the center console and groped for Toby’s hand, grateful when those slender fingers closed around his without hesitation. “Violated?”

“Sort of?” Toby’s grip tightened. “Growing up, everyone always told me the guilds were the good guys. The ones who made sure magic wasn’t misused. The people who helped when you needed it. The places where good little magelets learned how to be the best thems they can be.”

“They try,” Darius said softly, though it rankled to say it. “They do.”

“But they’re not always right.”

“No.”

Toby patted the hand he held in an absent way as he stared out the window until he looked down and flushed. “Oh. Sorry. You need that to drive.” With gentle deliberation he placed Darius’s hand back on the wheel. “I guess you scare them, huh?”

With a nod, Darius pulled back into traffic, such as it was on 849. “Change scares them.” He turned words over as he drove. “Radical change… probably harmful.”

“They kept saying that to me, over and over.” Toby sighed and reached in the glove box for his package of Oreos. “Well, not that exactly, but that they were trying to protect me, to keep everybody safe.”

“Yes.”

“I guess dead is pretty safe.” The bitter note in Toby’s voice stabbed at Darius.

“Rules, because they worked.” Darius gripped the wheel tight, determined to get out enough words for once. “Procedures, because they worked. But also walls… against new ideas.” He stopped and swallowed hard as his words started to rasp. “Kovar? Twenty years… to approve.”

Toby leaned forward far enough to look him in his eye. “That was a lot of wording. Go you. But are you serious? It took twenty years for them to start using the whole Kovar thing they’re so sure’s the only way now? Twenty freaking years?”

An asshole in a Jeep was riding his bumper, so Darius eased into the shoulder to let him pass before he answered, “Yes. Adrian Kovar had passed.”

“Huh. Poor guy. Didn’t even get to see his ideas used. Not that it was fun. At all. It was kinda awful, actually. But not for everyone, they said. When it worked, it worked. Maybe it wasn’t so bad then.” Toby twisted in his seat to look behind them. “Are they still coming?”

Good question. Darius opened his door and put his foot out on the ground. This wasn’t his familiar home patch of earth, but it still spoke to him. Quiet. The rumblings of something powerful approaching had quieted. “No.”

“Cool. Okay. I guess they’d check Arden’s house first, and dammit, I hope they don’t give him a hard time. Then I guess they’ll be checking out a trash can on whatever street that was back there.” Toby stuffed an Oreo in his mouth, obviously feeling better, and spoke around it. “Can they still follow us, you think?”

“Possibly. Slower, though. Don’t spray crumbs.”

“Sorry.”

West, Darius decided. They would head toward higher ground and less populated country. Maybe meeting Elias would help. It was possible that Toby was like him. As he drove, he tried not to think about how empty his hand felt without Toby’s.






Chapter Seven

 

 

THE WINDY two-lane back roads had put Toby to sleep, and when he woke, groggy and stupid from a dream about sorting rose petals, it took a moment to register that they were traveling a lot faster and a lot straighter, and it was getting dark.

“How are we on an interstate?”

Darius’s snort was definitely an amused one. “PA has them.”

“I know, but… never mind.” Toby sat up, rubbing at his stiff neck. “Are you okay still? How long have you driven today?”

“Had a nap.”

If Darius still had both eyes, Toby had the feeling he would’ve been side-eyed hard enough to knock him into the next county. “I could help out, you know. It’s not like I don’t know how to drive.”

Without taking his eye off the road Darius reached over and patted his knee, which might have been condescending from anyone else, but his voice only held soft concern when he followed the touch with, “Too dangerous.”

“Right. Right.” Toby slumped in his seat again. “Like driving with an uncontrolled seizure disorder.”

Darius gave him that little sideways head tilt that was more agreement than a simple nod. “Food back there. Sandwich.”

“Not sure I’m really hungry.”

“Something besides… cookies.”

Toby let out a dramatic sigh. “All riiight, Dad. Geeze.” He twisted around and dug a ham sandwich out of the cooler behind Darius’s seat. “You want one?”

After a silence long enough to make Toby feel silly about hanging nearly upside-down over the plastic tubs and packaged food, Darius muttered, “Could eat.”

“Good. You’re doing all the work, so you should be eating too. Fainting while driving isn’t really recommended.”

Toby unwrapped a roast beef sandwich for Darius and set it on the console between them before he realized that was a dick move. Darius probably couldn’t see it. Instead, he retrieved a couple of napkins from the glove compartment, the logos indicating ones left over from fast food visits, draped those on Darius’s nearer thigh—because brushing against that hard thigh was awkward enough to make reaching across his lap out of the question—and set the sandwich on top. He most definitely did not look at Darius’s crotch. Nope. ’Cause that would’ve been wrong, even if it was impossible to miss that Darius tucked left.

Dammit. This is stupid. He’s my mentor, and I’ve imprinted on him like an orphaned baby ducky. Toby crammed his mouth full of sandwich to ensure no ridiculous words made it out. Except it’s not that, is it? He’s grumpy and stubborn and awkward—and I like him. And he’s hot, which really isn’t fair because I still can’t since he’s all kinds of screwed up, probably, even though he’s super smart and probably knows just how he’s screwed up and how badly and it would look bad if I screamed right now, wouldn’t it?

He took another bite of sandwich instead and concentrated on how good the stupid sandwich was. Darius didn’t buy the cheap ham, and the mustard was the good brown kind with the little seedy bits in there. Sandwich, good. Mooning over teacher, bad. He’d just keep repeating that to himself until he managed a restart for his glitching brain.

“Penfield,” Darius said after half a sandwich.

That took a few bites to puzzle out, telling Toby just how overloaded his brain was. “That’s where we’re going? Not that I asked, but good to know. Another magical confluence point?”

Darius nodded. “Bigger one.”

“I’m gonna go out on a limb here and guess you know someone there too?”

“Yes.”

Toby chewed for a while before he had another thought. “Is this a thing? Knowing people who live near concentrations of magic?”

“A thing?” Darius rolled his hands around the steering wheel. Either he was trying hard to word or he just hadn’t considered the question before. “Outcasts…. Isolation draws them. To those places.”

“So is your place near a magical confluence point?”

“Small one.”

“Darius?” Toby leaned his head against the dash so he could see Darius’s eye. “How many outcasts do you know?”

A deep rumble preceded the next answer, which could’ve been a ruminating sound or a growl. “A handful.”

“All mages the Montchanin Guild tossed out?”

“They…. Outcasts are those the guilds failed.” Each word clawed its way out separately and carefully, full of an anger so bitter Toby could taste it.

“I guess, yeah, if you keep tossing the people out who think differently, nothing changes. And I guess if it’s just a handful of people, just sometimes, nobody questions it.” He finished his sandwich and contorted his spine again to get out waters for both of them. “Most people, the guild teaches their kids and they do fine. When they have disputes, the guild’s there. When they need help, there’s someone to go to.”

A huge sigh lifted Darius’s shoulders. “Serve a purpose. Yes. Necessary. But outdated.”

“There’s a slogan for you. A modern guild for modern times. Why didn’t you start your own? I mean, it sounds like you probably got pushback way before anything, um, bad happened.”

“Regional approval.”

“Well that sucks. I guess there’s politics in everything. And I guess if you tried to have, like, an outsider guild, they’d come and shut it down, right? Which makes sense since you can’t just have guilds popping up just wherever ’cause of exposure issues and keeping guildmasters from running their own little kingdoms. Still.”

Darius gave him another little head tilt and lapsed into silence as they turned off the interstate and the road grew darker. Considerably darker as they turned off the two-lane state road and onto something that might’ve been called a road by someone who didn’t want to hurt its feelings. In some places, the pavement appeared to simply drop off into darkness on either side, and in others, two cars would’ve met at their own peril as it wound ever upward through larger and larger trees. Toby snuggled down in his seat and tried not to see things lurking beyond the headlights as the drive started to resemble a David Lynch scene.

About half an hour into the drive, they left even the dubious road for a gravel track where Darius had to slow the truck to a crawl. To Toby’s relief, this only went on for a few hundred yards before the headlights framed a cabin tucked into the woods. Which, not ominous at all, right? Cabin in the woods.

“So does your friend—”

“Elias.”

“Does Elias know we’re coming?”

Darius shaking his head didn’t make Toby feel any better. The fact that he sat drumming on the steering wheel and chewing on his lower lip added nicely to the uneasy ambience. Finally, he sighed and pulled the rearview mirror over to resettle his eye patch and do a quick finger comb of his hair.

“He hasn’t seen you since Pittsburgh either, has he?” Toby took a stab at the reason behind his distress. He waited for Darius to turn and glare. “Look, you don’t look the same, but you’re still gorgeous.”

That one eyebrow went up, and damn if that didn’t look all roguish and rakish over the eye patch.

Toby pulled his backpack onto his lap and dug out his brush. “Don’t look at me like that. You are. Want me to put your hair back? Make you look like a presentable hermit?”

When Darius fished a hair elastic out of his shirt pocket, handed it over, and turned his back, Toby was almost shocked into dropping the brush. He took careful strokes, trying his best to concentrate on making a neat tail instead of on how soft Darius’s hair was, and managed without his hands shaking too badly.

“All set. Stop worrying.” Toby shouldered his pack as they stepped out into the chill spring night. “What’s the worst that can happen?”

Forehead creased, Darius stared at him over the truck’s hood. “Don’t… say that. Ever.”

Light flooded the front porch and flowed down into empty flower boxes. Probably not warm enough for flowers yet. It’s a nice cabin, at least. Looks co—

The door flew open to reveal a shotgun aimed at them. “Stop where you are! Who are you and what are you doing here? I’ve got the sheriff on speed dial and can have her up here in five minutes.”

Darius took a cautious step closer to the light, both hands raised. “Elias? It’s me.”

“Me?” The person in the doorway clomped onto the porch. “Who’s…? Fucking hells. Valstad?”

“Yes. I’m—”

“I heard you were dead.” The shotgun wavered before the man held it out and to the side.

A strangled sound came from Darius. “I keep… hearing that.”

“Who’s with you?”

“Student. Toby.”

Toby managed a shaky wave. “Um. Hi?”

“Student. Fuck me sideways.” Elias backed into the house, gesturing for them to follow. “Come in, come in. Dammit, I’m sorry. I’ve had poachers up here sometimes and kids with nothing but bad on their minds.”

Something about the way Elias walked struck Toby as different until he looked down so he wouldn’t stumble over the threshold and caught sight of Elias’s lower legs. “Oh, cool.”

“You like those? They’re my new running legs.” Elias’s expression softened into a smile as he stuck out a leg ending in a curved blade. “Carbon fiber and everything. Not cheap, but totally worth it.”

“They’re fantastic. Are they fast?”

“So fast I’ve passed myself leaving the house when I was on my way back.” Elias winked as he shut the door. “But enough about me. Darius Valstad, my gods. It’s like seeing a ghost.”

“Elias… I…. We’re….”

“Okay, don’t hurt yourself.” Elias frowned up at Darius. “I get it. Past Darius isn’t Present Darius. Go have a seat. I’ll get us some beers and we’ll piece together why you’re up here in Ass End of Podunk.”

The front room was a spacious kitchen-dining-room-living-room combination, and while the furniture looked comfy, none of it had legs or sat more than a couple of inches off the ground. Darius sank down onto a bright red cushion beside a table with not much more than a foot-high pedestal. Toby chose one of the floor chairs with a wooden back and a sheepskin cushion. All the floor furniture puzzled him, but not for long.

Three bottles of beer held in one hand, bottle opener in the other, Elias joined them, settled himself on a floor cushion, and took off his prosthetics. “There we go. I’d just gotten all comfy for the evening when I heard your truck. Now.” He uncapped the beers in quick succession and passed them around. “What the fuck, teach?”

Darius grimaced and took a pull on his beer instead of answering.

“You know it’ll only get better if you keep trying, right?” Toby waited until he got a nod, but Darius still didn’t put any effort into explaining. He bumped a knee against his mentor’s, but turned to Elias. “I’m apologizing for both of us for just showing up like this since he’s not. He’s kinda at the end of things today, though, and it’s been a long, weird day. Tobias Jones, unplaceable. Darius’s student even though he’s not supposed to have students.”

“Elias Butler.” Elias reached across to shake Toby’s hand. “One of his over fifteen years ago. He saved me, so I’m willing to forgive him a lot. I feel like there’s a lot of story I’m missing.”

Toby filled in the pieces he could. While Elias had heard rumors of Pittsburgh, he didn’t know any more than Toby did, but Toby could tell his own story a little better, from sneaking out of the guild infirmary to escaping the hunting guildmasters at Arden’s place.

“Arden MacEvoy,” Elias said on a low whistle. “There’s a name I haven’t heard in forever. They tossed him out just before they shoved me after him.”

“Were you doing, um, unapproved research too?”

Elias gave him a slow conspiratorial smile. “Worse. They couldn’t explain me.”

A low rumble came from Darius, hunched over his beer and staring at the artwork on the label. “Steadman.” Then he glanced up, blinking, as if he’d forgotten he wasn’t alone. “No major Arcanum.”

“Non-sequitur much?” Elias said gently. “Yes, Ralph Steadman does the artwork for that brewery. And I think what our dear professor is trying to say is that I don’t have any major Arcanum channel. Only minor ones.”

Toby gaped at him. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

“Neither did the guilds.” Elias’s laugh had a sharp, brittle edge. Not as dangerously bitter as Arden’s, but enough to show the cracks of old wounds. “I have three minor—Metal, Alkaline, Crystallogen—and I do fine, thanks. But they didn’t believe it could be so. Accused me of purposefully mischanneling magic. Like that’s a thing. So, there’s the door, they said. Don’t let it hit you on the way out.”

“Because you didn’t fit. That’s not right. Was is Montchanin?”

Elias shook his head. “No. Allegheny. The professor taught wherever someone needed him. Darius? You sure that’s where you want to sleep?”

“Maybe.” The answer came from the floor where Darius had curled up across a couple of cushions.

“Maybe?” Elias arm-walked over and leaned forward, brushing a stray bit of hair from Darius’s face in a tender gesture that left a strange ball of lead in Toby’s stomach. “We can do better than that. You look beat. Like someone took a stick to you.”

“He’s been driving most of the day.” Toby hoped he managed not to sound defensive, though it sounded lame when he finished with “I don’t think he sleeps much.”

Elias arm-walked swiftly over to the living area and started pulling and pushing at one of the sofas that revealed itself as a futon. “I’m not prying and I’m not meaning any disrespect, but do you sleep together?”

“We, ah, we’ve napped together?”

“Hey, close enough. If you’re that comfortable with each other, makes it easier.”

Toby watched the efficient tugging and adjusting. “Can I help you with that?”

“I got this. See if you can bully him into getting up and dragging his butt over here.”

Toby scooted over to where he could see Darius’s face. The urge to touch his hair was almost overwhelming, but Toby settled for shaking his shoulder. “Come on, you can’t sleep here. You’ll get all stiff and stuff, and then you won’t be able to get up in the morning. And that sounded really bad. Sorry. I just mean, this isn’t good for you. Can we just get you to bed? Okay, um, that wasn’t much better.”

Darius let out a soft, amused snort. Definitely amused. Carefully, he levered himself up on one elbow and followed Toby’s pointing finger until he caught sight of the futon. “Bed substitute.”

“No dissing the futon. It’s better than pretending you’re a cat and sleeping on pillows.”

“Cats know sleep.”

“You’re not one, though. Pretty sure your spine doesn’t bend that way.” Toby tugged at Darius’s arm until he stood and shuffled toward the futon. “I should probably shut up now, huh?”

“Hmm.”

Darius managed to toe off his shoes and peel out of his sweater before he went facedown on the futon. Returning from the back hallway with blankets draped over his shoulders, Elias stopped by the scene of the collapse with a frown.

“Couldn’t even wait for a pillow. Has he been sick?”

“Not, um, physically,” Toby admitted, though he didn’t feel he had the right or enough information to say much more.

“Fucking guild,” Elias muttered as he spread first a cotton blanket, then an orange-and-blue bird-patterned quilt over Darius. “There were people who would’ve come to help you. But no. They couldn’t even let us know. I would’ve come, Valstad. You know that, right? And not left you on your own all those years?”

Maybe some sort of acknowledging sound accompanied Darius curling into a ball under the blankets, or maybe it was just the futon creaking under his weight. Either way, Toby had to turn away from the tears threatening in Elias’s eyes. Toby knew, of course, that Darius had been a different man, had led an active, outgoing life, but it was easy to forget when all he had was the current Darius. He could only share the grief at the loss of that previous man in a limited way—full of sorrow over Darius’s suffering.

Elias sniffed and swiped at his eyes. “Pillows are in the closet by the door. Yell if you need anything, but I’d better let you both get some rest. Maybe tomorrow he can tell me why he came here.” He held up a hand when Toby made a sound of protest. “Specifically why. Maybe he wanted to see me, but Darius does things for reasons. Did he tell you?”

“Not much except we’re visiting magical confluence sites?”

“I can see that as part of it. We’re pretty much on top of one.” Elias arm-walked toward the hallway that probably led to his bedroom, his voice growing more muffled as he went. “Bathroom’s the first door on the right here. Good night.”

Toby took the time to clean up the beer bottles, bring the cooler in, and make certain any perishables went in the fridge while he thought about Elias. He wondered if there had been more than just a student/teacher relationship. Was there resentment underneath the sorrow—a feeling of abandonment? Hard to say. Was Darius out of his mind to trust people he hadn’t seen for fifteen years? Had it really been the hospice brochures that led the guild to Duncannon?

Horrible thought, Toby. You’re a horrible person.

Finally out of puttering things to do, he took off his sneakers and borrowed cardigan and climbed under the blankets with Darius, glad for his furnace heat since the cabin had gotten chilly. The futon was about queen-size, plenty of room, and still Toby found himself crowded near the edge after a few minutes as Darius rooted toward him.

He finally gave up and let the big guy snuggle, since Toby was sure he wasn’t awake and aware. Some part of his tired brain wondered if a consent issue lurked in there somewhere, but he stopped caring when Darius wrapped an arm around him and pulled him close, Toby’s back to his chest. Maybe it was wrong to accept affection that wasn’t given consciously. Maybe he didn’t deserve to feel this safe and secure. As his eyes drifted shut and he laced his fingers with the ones resting against his chest, he realized he didn’t really care.






Chapter Eight

 

 

THE NEXT morning was crisp with the rising sun promising a jacketless afternoon. Whatever demons Elias had been wrestling with appeared to have abandoned him in the night, and he’d risen just after sunrise to make a huge batch of pancakes. Toby had assumed he’d put on one of his pairs of prosthetics to work in the kitchen, but that’s what he got for assuming. For working in the kitchen, Elias had a counter-high rolling stool on which he sat and zipped from counter to stove, from cabinet to cabinet. Locking wheels and a ladder back helped him reach the seat without his prosthetics.

Offers to help got Toby shooed out of the kitchen, though he was permitted to set the table, carefully, with instructions as running commentary. Darius managed to time stumbling out of the bathroom, showered and mostly dressed, perfectly to breakfast being set on the table, and Toby was proud of himself for suppressing every smartass remark begging to leap out.

Elias waited until Darius had managed to force down a second pancake before he pounced. “So, teach. What’s the real reason you’re here? Magical confluence, great. Makes sense. But why here?”

It took so long for Darius to answer, Toby was sure he wouldn’t. He sat there wondering if the tension stacking up would grow higher than the pancakes, and whether one could pour syrup on tension, until Darius murmured, “Good to see you too.”

“Don’t be like that, Valstad.” Elias sighed. “It is good to see you. Alive. Mostly all right. Doing shit the guild told you not to do again. I’m glad you let me know you’re still around. But I know you. Don’t forget that. You have ulterior motives for picking out a pair of socks.”

Darius stared pointedly at his bare feet.

“Don’t get smart. You know what I mean.”

The same feeling of dread crawled over Toby as when his parents fought, and he caught himself trying to be as small and quiet as he could.

“For Toby,” Darius finally admitted. “Not losing another.”

Elias softened his tone considerably. “I hear you. It must’ve been awful. Honest to gods, I didn’t think you’d take another student. But still, why here? Can’t help you if you don’t tell me.”

“You’re unique.” Darius gulped at his coffee, finally looking up from the tabletop when he set the mug down. “There’s a chance. Maybe.” The gesture and shrug included Toby.

“You think Toby might be like me and that’s why he hasn’t channeled.”

“Possibly.” A growl crept into Darius’s voice. “How many lost? Like you?”

Elias turned half away to stare out the window. “No way to know. Slaughter of the innocents. I’m happy to help, but I don’t see how I can.”

“Walk with Toby. Show him.”

“Is he bleeding?”

“He’s right here.” Toby waved at both of them. “And we don’t use the B word.”

Darius snort-snickered. “Leaking. Yes. It’s escalating.”

“And you think watching what I do might help.” Elias finished his coffee and arm-walked over to the wall where his prosthetics stood in a neat line. He chose a pair with sneakers already laced on the feet.

“If he’s like you.” Darius pulled clean socks from his bag. “Yes.”

Elias used a strap on the wall to pull himself up, considered his collection of things by the wall, and selected a walking stick. “Fair. Toby, you don’t look like an outdoor person to me.”

“What gave it away?”

“Besides the fact that if your lips were just a little redder, we could call you Snow White? Though the badger stripe you have going on is cool.”

“Um, thanks. I think.” I guess we’re going out into nature. Toby pulled on his shoes, wondering if he should worry about mosquitoes. Were they out this early? Or ticks. Eeew. “No, I’m not much on the whole hiking, camping, fishing triad.”

“No big deal. Pick a stick. Grab a hat. I’ll make sure you don’t get sunstroke or fall in a ravine. Teach, you coming?”

Darius just stomped into his sneakers and pulled on his jacket.

“Yeah, of course you are.” Elias flashed a little smile. “Safety first.”

When Toby picked a hat with a unicorn off the rack by the door, Elias switched it out for a dragon hat with a muttered “I’m the unicorn.” Finally satisfied that his guests were properly equipped, Elias led them off at a meandering pace into the woods. The path started out wide and well used, though Toby had to watch his step around erosion gullies here and there, but Elias soon had them heading uphill onto paths that Toby thought maybe small animals used.

Maybe that was just him getting tangled in branches and root systems, but he was soon grateful for his walking stick. Darius fell behind quickly, since the rocks along their route were obviously more interesting than conversation with humans.

Elias stopped on a rock ledge and cast a fond look behind them. “That hasn’t changed, at least. Him and his rocks.”

“He can move them. Shape them. I’ve known other Earth mages, but not like him.” Toby wrenched his gaze back around so he was watching the path.

“Earth-Metal goes together really well, and Valstad? He’s powerful. Sometimes I think the guildmasters were jealous of just how powerful.”

“You have Metal, right? Can you do things like he does?”

The answering bark of laughter made Toby flush in embarrassment. Gods, how sheltered had he been with his family?

“No. Without a Major Arcanum, I can’t pull a lot of power. But that’s all right. I leave the big things to folks like our professor. I do little things.” Elias stopped to run his fingers along the edge of a crack in a ledge beside them. The crack smoothed under his touch, the rock shelf healing. “Most of the mountain here is sandstone and quartzite, which is one of the reasons I was drawn here. Silica in the rock and carbon in the shale and the plants satisfies my Crystallogen need. There’s enough iron intrusions in the rock for my Metal and enough limestone for the Alkaline. I fix little things. A plant stem here. A broken bird leg there. I don’t need to feel the earth move under my feet.”

“Show me,” Toby whispered, an answering whisper echoing inside him. Is that my magic? Please gods….

Elias searched his face before he answered softly, “All right. C’mere.”

They leaned together over a patch of delicate white flowers with yellow centers. One of the flowers listed to the side, its stem broken. Elias touched the damaged plant with the tip of his forefinger and the break began to close as if someone were pulling up a zipper tooth by tooth. It didn’t glow exactly, not like magic in movies did, but the light changed around the progress of Elias’s finger, breaking into prismatic bits.

Breath held, Toby reached out carefully until his fingertips brushed that light anomaly. A hum just under the skin, an itch, that’s what it was. He wanted to get closer to it, to bury his hands in it. There was something so close… so close….


Toby froze and stared at his hands in horror—his tingling hands. “Darius! Darius!”

The thud of heavy boots drummed up the hill, Darius moving faster than Toby had ever seen before. “How bad?”

“It’s… it’s like I’m covered in bees,” Toby whispered.

Darius seized his wrist and pulled him halfway down the hill to a small clearing in the trees. He dropped to his knees and pulled Toby down with him, clutching both his hands tightly. “Trust me.”

The tone was desperate and pleading, though Toby couldn’t think clearly enough to parse out if it was a question. He answered with a jackhammer nod, then cried out as Darius plunged their joined hands into the dirt, not just into the loose top layer, but into the hard-packed earth and stone that gave way before his magic as if it were suddenly liquid.


“What the fuck are you doing, Dar? Gods’ sakes!” Elias yelled from farther up the hill.

“Stay there!” Darius bellowed. “Get down!”

He stopped liquefying the ground when their arms were buried above the elbows and raised his head, eye full of wild anguish.

“Hold on, Toby,” he rasped out. “Hold tight. Don’t let go.”

A nervous laugh leaped out. “Where the hell do you think I’m gonna go?”

Still, he wrapped his fingers through Darius’s and clung for all he was worth. The buzzing under his skin vibrated through his bones and he knew what was coming next—he’d felt it enough times by now—except now Darius was hanging on to him and the explosion was imminent. Dammit, this is crazy.

“It’ll kill you,” Toby forced out.

“No.” Darius’s hair, half out of its ponytail, flew around his head as he shook it violently. “No. I’ve got you. Earth has you. Concentrate.”

“What am I concentrating on besides being scared to death?”

“Push. Down and out.”

Toby stared at him, hard tremors running from his thighs to his stomach. “I…. You know I can’t control this.”

“Breathe, Toby.” How Darius could look so wild and sound so calm was baffling. “Think. Push the bees. Down. And out.”

Vision and hearing tunneling, each breath thicker and heavier than the last, Toby still caught a hysterical giggle coming from somewhere. Oh. That’s me. Bees. Down bees, down. Out damned bees. Out I say. Life is but a walking beehive….

Everything faded in the wake of increasingly disjointed lines from Macbeth, but this time he retained a tentative hold on the world. He couldn’t see what happened around him, though a distant thud reached him and scraps of Elias yelling.

The high-pitched whine that often accompanied climbing back to consciousness peaked, then eased down as Toby found himself staring at a ladybug crawling over a fallen oak leaf, the red of her shell startling against the crackled brown. Scents of dirt and leaf mold tickled his nose, damp and loamy. A dull ache made the act of moving his stiffened fingers more difficult.

“Certifiable,” Elias was saying to someone nearby. “And your big-boned ass is crushing my patch of arbutus.”

“Toby?” The hoarse, anxious call could only have been Darius.

“I checked on him. He’s all right. Having a little leaf nap. You had no way to know that’d work, Valstad.”

“Done it….” The grunt might have been Darius getting out of the aforementioned arbutus patch. “Before.”

“Still. You take chances. You all right, old man?”

“Mmm.”

Not an answer. Toby did his best to get his brain talking to his limbs again and had managed to prop himself on an elbow when Darius staggered over to sit beside him. “I’m… I think I’m okay. My hands hurt.”

Darius frowned. He tried to push the hair away from his eye, realized he had dirt all over his hands, and stopped with a disgusted snort. “Fingers move?”

“Yeah. It’s not a broken kind of hurt. More like I slapped something way too hard a bunch of times with both hands. Like I was playing tetherball with a bag full of wet sand.”

“All right, campers. Hike’s over for today.” Elias nudged his hip with the toe of his sneaker. “Think you can walk, Toby? Me trying to carry you won’t end well, and the old man is barely walking himself. I can go for the travois if we need it.”

With all the speed of a geriatric sloth, Toby got to his knees and figured he could probably risk standing. Darius was crawling around in the leaves, smoothing his hands over the ground, and Toby realized he was repairing holes and humps in the forest floor that hadn’t been there before. Up. I can get up.

A little shaky, a little precarious until Elias handed Toby his walking stick, he managed to get upright-ish and hobbled a few steps. “I think I’m good.”

“Slow and steady, then. Let’s start back down, and you pull up a log or a rock whenever you need to.”

“Darius?”

“Our prof will come when he’s ready.” Elias put a steadying hand under Toby’s elbow as they stepped down rock shelves to the wider path below. Voice lowered, he added, “Let him put himself back together a little. Leave the man his dignity.”

“Seriously? I’ve seen him in cardigans with elbow patches.”

Elias shuddered dramatically. “What’s left of it, then.”

While the walk back to the cabin took three times as long as the hike out, they arrived without anything more dramatic than a stumble or two. Darius limped up the cabin steps just as Toby had finished washing up at the kitchen sink. His hands had been filthy, his jacket needed washing, but other than a few leaves in his hair, he wasn’t too badly off. By contrast, Darius looked like he’d had a pitched battle with a nature goddess. He headed straight for the shower, reappeared a few minutes later in a clean T-shirt and boxers, and promptly went to sleep on the futon.

“Hasn’t had a lot of exercise lately, has he?” Elias whispered and gestured to the front porch.

They settled side by side on the porch bench with bottles of water and a package of Triscuits, listening to the rustle and flutter of woodland life.

“I don’t think he has. No. He was living all alone in that big house with the garden kind of getting overgrown. It wasn’t like he was living in filth or anything. Just, you know, neglect. The fridge and the cupboards were mostly empty when I got there. I think he forgot about food and sleep sometimes.”

“And after you got there?”

“I was in pretty bad shape. Guess he went into caregiver mode or something. Ordering groceries. Making meals. Bullying me into eating and telling me when to rest. He was doing better. He was. And then we went to see Arden.”

Elias tapped his water bottle against the side of the bench. “Arden’s prickly sometimes. No. Back that up. Arden’s just prickly. Did he do something that made things worse again?”

Is this gossiping? Sort of feels like it. Maybe Elias had a serious Arden bias and wanted to think the worst. Except they were staying at his place and eating his food, and it was obvious he cared for Darius. “Arden was, um, upset. Really upset that Darius had never gotten in touch after Pittsburgh.”

“He thought the professor was dead.”

Toby sent a sidelong glance at Elias. “Yeah. I guess a lot of people thought he was. Director Whittaker told me he almost died, and maybe that was a slip. Maybe he just said that to me because I was supposed to go to hospice and die and it didn’t make any difference. Anyway—I don’t know what happened up there with Kara. I just know she did die and Darius thinks he killed her.”

“More than I knew.” Elias huffed a breath and took a long drink. “I don’t mean to sound bitter. It’s a small bitter. He’s been sinking in this swamp of depression, probably barely getting by all this time, and I’m hurt he didn’t call. He needed help, no one came, and somehow he hung on.”

“Yeah, that’s what I was seeing.”


Elias leaned back, unfocused gaze somewhere else. “We were still talking way back then. He’d text. We’d talk sometimes. Maybe he was too confident. On a high after Zubayr.”

“Who’s Zubayr?”

“His last successful student. Zubayr Tahiri’s a Water/Alkaline mage who was unplaceable. Like us.” Elias pointed the water bottle between them.

“How many were there? Ones that, ah, survived.”

“You’d have to ask Darius. Since he traveled to teach, he’s probably the only one who knows. Still, more than two. Seven that I know of. Most of them still with guilds.” Elias stopped again, cracked his neck, and went on. “Zubayr was a tough student. Close to dying, like I understand you were, until Darius Valstad rode to the rescue. It took a huge point of magical confluence and who knows what else, but he broke through. Found his channels before any catastrophe.”

“And then Kara.”

Elias nodded. “And then Kara. Disowned by her family, sure she was an abomination, powerful as all shit Kara. That poor girl.”

“Was she young?”

“Hmm. Younger than you. Still a kid. Darius took her on. From what he told me, they were making progress. He was sure he’d ID’d her channels, and they were going to the big confluence point in Pittsburgh where the rivers meet. She was Water, he was sure of it. And Zubayr was Water, so he was going along to help. Control where she was shaky. Help ease her into it.”

“And?”

“Don’t know.” Elias shrugged. “That was the last I heard. Heard rumors, of course. Huge magical explosion. The rivers rising. The city in jeopardy. But facts? Don’t have those.”

“Did Zubayr survive?”


“He did, but he won’t talk about it. Says it’s not his to tell.”

A long silence hung between them as Elias kept his thoughts close, and Toby tried not to think too hard. He was tired. Aching. It would’ve been good to curl up and sleep like Darius had, but that was the strange part. He was conscious and didn’t feel like death with freezer burn, as he had after every other magical explosion.

“What happened on the hill today? Why am I up and he’s not? Where was the explosion?”

Elias stared at him hard enough to make Toby squirm. “Huh. He really hasn’t been explaining much, has he? Or at all. I don’t know what he did exactly with you, but there was one. Magical explosion. Not a huge one, partly ’cause you’re bleeding little bits of magic all the time now, which you probably weren’t doing at the guildhall. Partly ’cause he redirected. I think he’s guessed something about your magic. Maybe from watching you today.”

“He did what, then? Acted like a damper? Or a freaking lightning rod?”

“Little of both, I’d guess. And he did get his ass tossed a good ten feet when the ground flumped.”

“Flumped?”

“Technical term, kid. The earth rose with the explosion, but only little divots popped out before it sank back. He used his magic to keep yours contained. But I think he was trying to get an answer too. About your channels.”

“And you think he got one?” Toby was embarrassed about the breathless quality of his voice, but too bad.

“Not sure. The old Darius would’ve crowed about it and told you right away. He’s changed, though. So much. So careful. So… restrained.”

Toby chewed on that for a moment, sorrow pooling around his heart. “Is there any of him left that you see?”

Elias let out a sharp laugh. “Yeah. Stubborn old fool still. He may be more careful, but he still thinks he’s always right, far as I can see.”

About someone else, it might’ve sounded like an insult. About Darius? Toby could only find relief hearing it. Parts of the original were still in there, and that hope hit him between the eyes with stunning force.

“Guess I should go rest too.” Toby heaved himself up from the bench and held out a hand for Elias’s empty water bottle.

“Hmm. Yeah.” Elias held his gaze before handing the bottle over. “Look, it’s not my business, but I hope you’re being careful with him.”

Toby rubbed at his suddenly queasy stomach. “What do you mean?”

“You see he’s attached to you, right? That this isn’t just a student/teacher thing anymore. He barely talks, but he doesn’t have to say much for anyone to see that.”

“I didn’t, I mean I guess….” Toby had to look away from the intensity of Elias’s gaze. “I’ve been trying so hard to keep things, you know, separate. Because he’s… and I’m…. But it’s hard when he glomps onto me in his sleep. And when he looks at me sometimes. I really like him. Like like him, you know?” Toby finished off with a helpless wave at the universe. “But the age difference. The teacher thing. This isn’t a thing that can happen.”

Elias put a hand on Toby’s arm, his tone considerably warmer. “Then you be careful with you, too. And if those things end up not being that important? Don’t make life harder than it has to be.”

“Yeah. Okay. Thank you.” Toby wanted to tell him that he was wrong. That both he and Darius were too messed up to know what they wanted and it was just a comfort thing. That the mentor aspect made it really wrong. But the more he fought against it, the more he felt himself sinking into more complicated feelings for Darius.

He shook his head at himself as he went inside. Maybe it didn’t have to be so complicated? Maybe he was too tired to think. Curled up beside Darius, he arranged the blankets around them both and decided to put off the whole thinking thing until later.






Chapter Nine

 

 

IT HADN’T been a wasted visit, even if definitive answers still eluded him. Darius frowned at his own thought as he sat beside Toby’s sleeping form. Terrible. Seeing Elias again should’ve been reason enough to come up. He’d tossed all of his friends and allies by the wayside years ago and shuffled forward in this blind morass he’d built of his self-loathing.

He reached out to smooth the bit of shocking white hair out of Toby’s eyes, speculating on when his hair had changed color. Probably during his first magical incident or soon after. Who knows? Maybe he was born with it.

Why hadn’t he asked? Such a little thing. He could’ve managed that, at least. Communication was still difficult, though, and imparting the most basic and the most important things had taken priority. For Toby, he had to do better.

He didn’t even wonder where the thought came from anymore. Stupid of him, maybe a little self-destructive, but he was hopelessly besotted. Tobias Freelander Jones had arrived as a guttering candle who had still managed to burn off the dark fog surrounding Darius’s home. Bright spark, persistent flame….

“You still up, old man?”

He turned, the moonlight giving him enough light to pick out Elias in a nearby chair. “Didn’t… hear you.”

“I can be quiet when I need to.” The smile came through loud and clear in Elias’s voice. “Are you staying for a while? He seems to be doing all right here.”

“No.”

“No? Come on, Valstad. You can give me more than no.”

Darius swallowed hard and moved across the room to sit by Elias before he could answer. “Dangerous. For you.”

“More dangerous for Toby. And you.”

“Yes. Not that.”

Elias patted his arm. “Take your time. You know I won’t rush you.”

After a few deep breaths, Darius tried again. “They’re hunting him. The guild.”

“Right. They came after you at Arden’s place, Toby said. But no one’s going to come up here. Arden I could see. You were colleagues, thick as thieves, and it made sense for you to go there.”

“Known associate.” Darius poked a finger at Elias’s chest. “They’ll come. Have to… keep ahead.”

“To keep ahead of them until Toby’s channeled, is that it? Dar, what do you think they’ll do if they catch up? And how is it dangerous to me?”

“They’ll take him.” Darius had to swallow twice before he could say it. “Hospice.”

“So it’s true, then. Your methods aren’t allowed anymore.”

Darius nodded, uncertain whether Elias could see him clearly. “It’s true. I’m… running. Acting outside… guild law.”

“It shouldn’t have been like this,” Elias whispered, leaning in to wrap his arms around Darius. “Damn them. All of them for treating you like this.”

“How many dead, El?” Darius’s breath hitched. “While I… was away. How many?”

Elias stroked his back in slow circles. “Like I’d tell you if I knew. You’d take each and every death on yourself. Wasn’t your fault, Dar. They’re responsible for every euthanasia they’ve committed, not you. You tried to show them another way.”

It is my fault. All that time hidden away in my private fortress. I should have done something. “Scared for you. If they come.”

“I’m not a danger to them or anyone else. They know that. They kicked me out for being an aberration, but they never threatened me.” Elias sat back, hands on Darius’s shoulders. “I can take care of myself, old man, and I have friends up here. Park rangers. Trail guides.”

“Still have to go.”

“I get it. I think you’d be safe here for a few more days, but I’m not going to argue with you about it. When are you going?”

“Morning.”

Elias chuckled. “It is morning. Go back to sleep, old man. I’ll get you up when the sun shows his shiny face.”

 

 

BREAKFAST LATER that morning was more subdued, though Darius was pleased the news of moving on again didn’t affect Toby’s appetite. He tried to encourage, making sure the plates of bacon and extra toast were closer to Toby’s side of the table. Subtlety, apparently, wasn’t in his skillset as Toby side-eyed Darius and made certain his plate was full too.

“You’re going to go to Zubayr, aren’t you?” Elias finally broke his brooding silence.

Was there resentment in the question? Disagreement? Darius stopped with his coffee mug halfway up. “Yes.”

“Going to at least warn him so he doesn’t try to shoot you?”

Darius nearly started on a sentence about Zubayr not liking guns when he realized that wasn’t the point. “No. Could be listening.”

“That’s a little paranoid, Dar. The guildmasters are mages, not the CIA.”

Toby glanced between them, wide-eyed. “Are there mages who could tap phone lines?”

“Sure, if they’re tech savvy enough.” Elias waved his fork in the air. “It’s not a thing, Dar. Just call him.”

Darius ignored him in favor of more coffee. It was possible, with the right Animus/Crystallogen mage it could be. Fiber optics were either glass or plastic—silica or petroleum. No, he’d never heard of phone tapping done magically, but he wouldn’t be so optimistic as to rule it out.

Repacked with clean clothes—Elias had been kind enough to put all the dirt-spattered things in the laundry—Darius hesitated near the door, certain he was forgetting something.

Elias, back in his carbon fiber blade legs, leaned against the kitchen island watching him. “You try and make it another fifteen years before you even call again, I’m gonna come find you.”

“El….” Darius crossed the floor in two strides and gathered Elias in for a crushing hug. “I’m so sorry.”

“Idiot.” Elias’s breath hitched. “I know. Stop making everything about you and go save Toby. You’re lucky he found you.”

It took a moment for Darius to parse out the last sentence, but the smile Elias held back made it clear. “Yes.”

The goodbyes were at least less frantic than they had been with Arden. The strata of guilt weren’t any less complicated. Yes, Elias appeared to be living a more stable, contented life than Arden with his bizarrely curated collections of everything, but they were both people who had needed him, and it hadn’t crossed his mind to check on them.

And Zubayr…. Dear gods, does he hate me? He’d be within his rights to.

Not even a mile into their drive, Toby spoke up. “Are you worried? You look worried.”

Of course I’m worried. About so much. About you and about all the friendships I’ve probably destroyed. About what happens when the guild catches me. About your survival. About how you might or might not feel. Darius managed an assenting grunt.

“You’re crinkling around your eye patch, and not a laughing crinkling since your forehead’s crinkling too. It’s not that I’m not worried. I mean, I’d be stupid not to be. But you’re stuck on something specific and new. And maybe you should’ve called Zubayr.”

“Hmm.”

“That’s all I get? Really?”

At a stoplight, Darius felt it safe to glance over with what he hoped was a quelling glare.

“Uh-huh. Arden kinda lost it when he saw you, and Elias was mad, but he was better about it, and now you’re scared Zubayr won’t even see you. They kicked him out, too, didn’t they? The guild?”

“Because of me,” Darius snarled, then huffed when he realized Toby might misconstrue where the snarling had been aimed.

“Oh. Because he was there that day? That, um, that’s really sucky of them.”

One of the few clear memories he had of the time afterward was Zubayr coming to visit in the hospital. Catatonic had been the doctors’ diagnosis at the time, though sometimes Darius had been aware. Zubayr had held his hand and told him, softly, regretfully, that he couldn’t come back. The guild had barred him and had forbidden him contact with Darius.

When he’d finally settled in the house on the hill, he’d made the effort to confirm where Zubayr had gone, though he’d known in his bones. Back to the site of Zubayr’s own salvation, to Pine Creek Gorge—he’d taken up residence there. Darius had driven several miles farther before he realized he’d let Toby’s last question hang.

“Yes.”

“You know what worries me?” Toby asked around nibbles on a ginger cookie. “That your communication style is starting to feel normal.”

Entirely possible that Zubayr would refuse to see him. The guild had forbidden it, and Zubayr had never been comfortable with bending rules too far.

They stopped for lunch at a diner around noon, where Toby chattered away about books he liked to read. Apparently mysteries were a favorite. Darius listened in a skimming sort of way, diving into his own thoughts and surfacing every now and then to be sure he hadn’t missed anything important. It wasn’t that he found Toby’s monologues boring. He simply found himself unable to concentrate for more than a few moments at a time.

“How do you feel?” Darius finally inserted into a critique of a Dick Francis novel.

“What? Oh. Not bad, really, considering. A little bit like I was trying to run a 5K and fell down a hill instead, but not like I usually feel after an explosion. I mean, that’s okay, right? Me feeling not terrible doesn’t mean something ominous, does it?”

Darius shook his head. “No. Diverted power.”

“Elias said something like that too.” Toby fidgeted with a french fry. “Did you get anything from the overflow? I mean, like what kind of magic I’m throwing off?”

I need to answer this. Really answer this. He can’t be kept wondering. “Phone.”

“What?”

“Phone, please.”

With the tip of his tongue protruding from the corner of his mouth, Toby fished his phone out of his jeans pocket. “Um. Okay? I thought I wasn’t supposed to be using it?”

“Not for calling.”

Darius pulled up Toby’s message app and began to type. I don’t have anything definitive yet, but I can tell you what you’re not. There’s no hint of Fire or Light. I’m not getting an Earth impression either, and that would be the most obvious to me. Air is also unlikely. Water is still a possibility, as are Life, Dark, and Animus. Understand that these are impressions that I have and are in no way scientifically verifiable conclusions.

Forehead crinkling in an adorable way, Toby read the message. “But that’s good, right? Process of elimination and stuff?”

“Half the outer web.” Darius shrugged. “Good start.”

“Also, why haven’t you been typing out answers all this time? It’s a lot easier on you and gets a lot more info across.”

“Ha.” Darius’s lips quirked up no matter how hard he tried to prevent it. “Someone… said practice.”

“Yeah, I did.” Toby reached across to pat his hand. “You’re right. But good call for when it’s something complicated.”

What isn’t complicated right now? Darius managed a grunt and returned to his salad, ordered instead of a massive burger like Toby’s since Darius couldn’t recall eating a vegetable in the last few days. For Toby, it didn’t matter quite so much. He needed calories desperately. Not that Darius couldn’t use a few pounds himself, but he wasn’t twentysomething anymore.

Toby’s laugh broke into his nutritional meanderings. “You’re not listening at all anymore, are you?”

“Sorry.”

“Nah. It’s okay. We’ll watch Endeavour sometime instead of me telling you about it. I think you’d like it.”

Darius nodded even though he had no idea what Toby was talking about, but the nod pleased Toby, which was more important. Those smiles warmed him from his core outward, his own little patches of interior sunlight when Toby granted them to him. He found himself wanting more of them, and wanting them filled him with guilt. He had no right. None.

The drive to Pine Creek Gorge wasn’t a hardship at all, meandering along Route 44, through the ancient rounded mountains of the Allegheny Plateau where deciduous trees well on their way to full leaf provided bright green skirts to the darker pine crowns. Here and there, early wildflowers in yellow and white made brave forays past the guardrails along the sides of the road.

Houses cropped up less frequently—a lone one farther down the hill from the road, several clustered in a row along a flatter stretch as if they sought others of their kind. Zubayr lived in one of these houses. Darius knew that and still had difficulty placing urbane, Philadelphia-born Zubayr in this setting. Many years ago. People change.

All too soon, they’d arrived. He pulled into the driveway of a neat ranch house with a white pebble walkway to the front door and planters with explosions of pansies on either side of the front steps. Zubayr had always loved bright colors. Darius switched off the ignition and froze. Of course he was going to have to open the door and move his legs. Eventually. Though he couldn’t quite see how it would happen.

“Hey,” Toby said softly. “You’re not okay, are you?”

“No.”

Darius startled when a hand closed gently around his. Toby had scooted awkwardly forward so he could face Darius around the center armrest. “The worst that’s gonna happen is he doesn’t want to see you. Maybe he’ll say something nasty. I don’t know him, but I guess that could happen. And he closes the door and we go away.”

“Not supposed… to see me.”

“Now you want to worry about what the guild says? Kinda late for that, don’t you think?”

“For me.” Darius powered the seat back so he could turn and see Toby better. “For you.”

“You don’t want him dragged into this. Especially if he’s had a quiet life and doesn’t want to see you.”

Darius ducked his head on a nod, startled again when Toby’s hand moved to cup his cheek.

“Everyone keeps saying you were such an arrogant bastard. You sure care a lot for someone who was.” Toby stroked his thumb under Darius’s eye. “Maybe let him make that choice, though?”

He couldn’t have stopped himself from leaning into Toby’s touch if he’d had a will of steel. Right then, his will was more room-temperature mercury, sliding and slipping about. Or, as Toby slid his fingers back into Darius’s hair, more like talc as it completely crumbled.

Toby leaned in, head tilted. The shock of their lips meeting sent a dizzy rush from Darius’s balls to his throat. He grasped Toby’s elbow to keep him close and closed his eye, drowning in the gentle electric caress of Toby’s mouth. His tongue traced the seam of Darius’s lips and he opened on a sharp intake of breath. Such heat, such an enthusiastic offering of life, Darius tried to pull him closer, frustrated by the confines of the car.

“Oh gods.” Toby pulled back, thumb still caressing Darius’s cheek. “That was amazing, but I probably shouldn’t have done that, huh?”

Darius pulled in a slow breath, let it out, then opened his eye. “I….” Oh, well done. Brilliant response. “I don’t….”

“Sorry. I ambushed you. A little.” Toby slid his hand down to grab hold of Darius’s fingers. “That wasn’t right.”

“I’m not….” So many things he wasn’t. He settled on “Not angry.”

“Good. That’s good to hear. Ready to get out of the truck before we fog up the windows?”

Though his face felt like it was on fire, Darius chuckled and opened his door. He’d never been this awkward before. Granted, it had been some time, but his past social life had been filled with assertive moments, either yes, I want you or no, this isn’t appropriate. None of this shillyshallying. Great. Now I’m starting to sound like Aunt Eva.

He stood staring at the mountains, letting the breeze cool his face until he was certain he no longer looked like a blond, one-eyed pirate lobster. Toby was right, of course. Zubayr would either let them in or send them away. Pain and humiliation might be part of that second option, but to come here and not try to see him was unthinkable. They’d been close, once. Not close in a romantic or sexual sense. They’d understood each other, though, and Darius had hoped Zubayr would be the person to take up his teaching methods someday.

Until, abruptly, they had run out of days together.

Head up, Darius shook back his hair and did his best to walk instead of shuffle to the front door of bright peacock blue. Toby kept a few steps back, and Darius couldn’t blame him for that. The doorbell—because of course Zubayr had one since a sharp knocking sound would annoy him—played three descending notes and a voice called out, “Just a minute,” from the back of the house.

Light, hurried footfalls, the turn of a lock—and there he was, just as perfectly put-together as he always had been, black hair cut short, umber skin smooth and unblemished. He hadn’t changed at all.

“Holy mother of….” Zubayr’s stare could have been horror or hostility. “You can’t be here.”

“I know.” Darius stared at his shoes, uncertain how to proceed. “I’m sorry.”

Zubayr slammed the door in his face.

That certainly takes all the uncertainty out of it. With his heart heavy enough he was shocked the porch boards didn’t break, he turned and shuffled back down the steps, where Toby took his hand in silent sympathy. Unable to speak, he gave Toby’s fingers a squeeze. Thank you. I know you’re there.

He really should’ve questioned his motives for coming here before distressing Zubayr like that. Was it just a need to reconnect, or had he come here to use his former student? A tool to help unravel the puzzle of Toby’s channels? The guild might have been wrong on many counts, but that didn’t mean his own choices weren’t often suspect too.

“Hey. You’re thinking too hard,” Toby murmured.


“No such thing.”

“Hmm. It is if you’re reverting to stone griffin gargoyle face.”

Occasionally, Toby uttered sentences that scattered his thoughts so thoroughly, he couldn’t even respond inside his own head. A door slamming distracted him, and he turned to find Zubayr barreling down the gravel path at him, expression unhappy and determined. Darius was certain he was about to get flattened, but Zubayr threw himself against Darius’s chest, arms spanning his ribs in a crushing hug.

“Dar. It’s you. You shocked the heck out of me and you shouldn’t be here. But you must be in trouble or you wouldn’t have come.” Zubayr lifted his head, eyes swimming with tears. “I can’t just shut the door if you need help.”

“Thank you.” So much more needed to be said, but that was the limit of Darius’s words as tight bands constricted his chest.

Somehow Zubayr made pushing back and leaning around him graceful. “Hello?”

“Hi. Toby Jones. Fugitive unplaceable student.” Toby offered an uncomfortable wave. “My fault he’s resorted to a life of mage crime.”

A familiar tic started under Zubayr’s left eye, his sigh only just audible. “You better both come in. Sounds like I have some catching up to do.”

 


 

TOBY SAT quietly while Zubayr hurried around the kitchen. He’d declared them both too thin and set out an astounding amount of food. Thinly sliced chicken. Tatziki. Rice balls with some sort of ground meat. Leftover black bean chicken from a Chinese takeout place, which he heated up. Pumpernickel bread and honey. Zubayr plunked an entire apple pie in the center of the table, then after a moment’s consideration, added an orange-glazed pound cake beside it.

“Feeding… armies?” Darius croaked out from where he hunched by the window.

An almost smile twitched at a corner of Zubayr’s mouth, so maybe that was an old joke. “I get visitors sometimes. Pays to be prepared. Like now. Darius, sit down. Please. Make me happy and eat something. You look like a hard breath could blow you away.”

Darius snorted, but he sat and reached for the black bean chicken and the rice balls. Too nervous to eat much, Toby contented himself with bread and honey.

Finally Zubayr plunked a pitcher of iced tea amid the bounty before he settled. “Dar, the last time I saw you, they weren’t sure you’d walk again.”

Darius swallowed whatever he’d been chewing. “Ta-dah?”

“Cute. The doctors weren’t even sure you’d ever be aware of your surroundings again.”

“There was… help. At first.” Darius trailed off and hunched in on himself, staring at the table.

Zubayr’s frown transferred from Darius to Toby. “How long?”

A sensible person’s instinct would’ve been to ask, how long, what? Toby’s mouth apparently wasn’t on speaking terms with his brain that day. “How long have I known him? Not long at all. Not quite two weeks? How long was the guild helping? Dunno, but it sounds like only until Darius was sorta mobile again. How long was he alone? At least a decade? I think?”

A tic had started in Zubayr’s left eye, and Darius began to growl, so Toby decided his best course of action was to stuff a rice ball in his mouth.

“Is this true, Dar? They forbid you teaching, revoked your guild status—that part I was there for. Then abandoned you?”

“I was fine,” Darius snarled as he stabbed a piece of chicken.

“According to some definitions of fine, I’m sure.” Zubayr heaved a soft sigh. “Dar, I’m not in any way trying to diminish your amazing recovery. I’m angry that the guild withdrew support from someone who needed it.”

“Didn’t need them.”

A slow, crooked smile spread over Zubayr’s face. “Of course you didn’t. Silly of me.”

He cut himself a slice of cake, then offered the knife to Toby. In a move faster than Toby would’ve credited, Darius snatched the knife and placed it out of reach.

“Food first. Then cake.”

Toby rolled his eyes before reaching for another rice ball. “You see how he treats me?”

“Haven’t you seen Darius’s personal coat of arms? It’s a grumpy badger, rampant, with a banner reading I’m Always Right.”

Toby nearly choked on his iced tea, and while Darius growled again, the laugh lines appeared around his eye and his patch.

“The meat of the matter now.” Zubayr glanced between them. “How bad is it, Toby? When were you last in crisis?”

“In…? Oh. My last wild magic explosion was yesterday. It wasn’t as bad, though, ’cause Darius was directing and I’ve been leaking.”

Zubayr gave him and odd look until Darius rasped out, “Toby doesn’t like… bleeding.”

“Of course. I was never fond of the term either. Though I’m not sure leaking is much better.” Zubayr waved a hand. “However we’re referring to a minimal, gradual wild magic dispersal, this is better than I’d hoped. Dar, do you have any channel pinpointed?”

“No.”

The need to leap to his defense overrode Toby’s desire to let Darius speak for himself. “He narrowed it down, though. Water, Life, Animus, Dark. That’s what’s left.”

Zubayr’s crooked half smile was fond and approving. “Old man’s still got it.”

“Helps to… have it first.”

“And now he has jokes.” Zubayr pointed a warning finger at Darius as he got up from his chair. “Just when I was feeling bad for you. Even though you’re a terrible guest, I can help with Water, at least.”

He gestured to Toby to join him at the counter while he pulled a pitcher of filtered water from the fridge. “Stand where you can reach me, but just watch for now.”

“Okay. Something even I can’t mess up.”

“Toby—”

The gently concerned warning in Darius’s voice was clear, but Zubayr cut him off with a wave. He tipped the pitcher carefully, spilling out water that should have splashed on the floor and Toby’s socks. Instead, the water formed an amoebic globule three inches below the spout. Zubayr didn’t touch it or gesture at it as Toby had seen some mages do, though his dark eyes shimmered in a way that had nothing to do with strong emotion. The water glob steadied, flattening into a strangely mesmerizing liquid disk.

“Hands palm up, a few inches under the water,” Zubayr instructed in a firm, soothing tone, a teacher’s voice. It was a damn shame he’d never be allowed to teach.

Toby lifted his hands, trying to keep them from trembling.

“Good. You’re fine, nothing alarming here unless you’re deathly afraid of clean water. Lift your hands slowly toward the water. Let the magic leaking from your fingers contact mine in the pool. That’s it. That’s it.”

When Toby’s fingers touched the water, nothing happened. Absolutely nothing. “Does that, I mean, is this something?”

“Definitely. You haven’t the slightest scrap of an affinity for Water.”

“Oh.”

Zubayr chuckled as he tossed the water into the sink with a flick of his fingers. “One less possibility than when you got here. You’ll still get some connection with most Major Arcana not your own, usually. It’s rare to get nothing at all. Even rarer to be able to reach clear across the web with any control, though.”

A clatter of wood on tile came from behind him, and Toby turned in time to see Darius storm out of the kitchen and down the hall where a door slammed. Miserable retching followed within moments.

“Oh damn. Was it the Water thing, do you think?” Toby whispered.

Zubayr tugged on an earlobe as he frowned. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize it would affect him so badly after all this time. No. I should’ve realized. Stupid, insensitive thing to say.” He grabbed up the iced tea and two glasses and gestured toward the back of the house. “Let’s leave the professor some dignity, at least.”

The back door opened onto a screen porch with a view of the mountains, complete with rocking chairs and a tortoiseshell cat curled up on a fleece cushion. Restful. Bucolic—that was the word for it, right?

He let Zubayr have a few minutes since his anger at himself was so obvious and raw, and then Toby started the questions to which he so desperately needed answers. “You were there, weren’t you?”

“I’m the only other person alive who was.” Zubayr gave him that wry twist of a smile. “That sounds horribly melodramatic. Call me Ishmael plus one.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” Zubayr pulled his feet onto the chair, curling into nearly as tight a ball as the cat. “If he hasn’t changed at his core, Dar blames himself. Partly, it was his fault.”

“From what I’ve heard, he was trying his best to save Kara.” Toby snapped his mouth shut. Where had that heated tone come from?

“He was. All best intentions.” With a heavy sigh, Zubayr laid his head on his knees. “My fault too. I should’ve insisted that we bring more help. I knew it was dangerous and abdicated responsibility because he was so sure. About everything. Always. And almost always, he was also right.”

“Nobody can anticipate everything,” Toby said softly.

“True. It’s also easier to piece things together afterward. Here are the facts, without editorial—Kara’s wild magic was immensely powerful. She destroyed the guidance room at the Allegheny Guild Hall, which was when they called Dar in. Kara herself suffered from depression and suicidal ideation. Her family had destroyed her emotionally, and she had doubts that she deserved to live.”

The rice balls rolled in Toby’s stomach as he thought about his own parents not protesting wild mage euthanasia. “I guess most families aren’t real supportive of unplaceables.”

“Some are better than others, but the family awfulness for Kara went way back before her magic started to manifest. We reached the confluence point, where the Allegheny and Monongahela meet to form the Ohio. It was immediate for Kara, though she’d been struggling until then.”

“But you knew she was Water?”

“We knew, she knew, but she couldn’t reach it for some reason. But there, standing in front of the fountain at Point State Park, right on top of that huge whirlpool of magic, it rushed in on her. She screamed as she seized her Water channel, or it seized her. The rivers started to rise, then rushed toward us in a wall from all sides. My Major Arcanum, but I was too close to the edge, feet swept out from under me, head hitting the concrete before I could react. They told me later that Dar had encased me in one of his Earth and Metal balls and that’s what saved me.”

“So you don’t know what happened either?”

“I know what they told me later, and what I pieced together from what I could see in the aftermath. Kara wanted to die. That was obvious since she’d called all that Water down on herself. I don’t think she was aware she could take a good portion of the city with her. Dar must’ve anchored himself by the fountain as he tried to wrestle her magic back down. But he’s not Water. He’s the opposite of Water. His reach clear across the web caused a huge magical backlash that he tried desperately to contain. There was flooding in the city, but not so badly that there were any injuries. Kara died in that backlash, and they found her later, floating near the bank of the Ohio, most of the major blood vessels in her body burst.”

Toby clenched his jaw as he fought against his shivers. “That’s… awful.”

“No arguments from me.” Zubayr shook himself as if he’d caught a sudden chill. “The guildmasters made certain that things were put back in order as much as they could be. Darius, half-broken, comatose, the right side of his face unrecognizable, ended up in the hospital. Teaching forbidden. Guild status revoked. He saved the city and he saved me, like the hero he is. But they didn’t see him that way. Reckless. Dangerous. Unfit for interaction with other mages. And for their final betrayal, they sent me away.”

“But you could’ve gone to see him, right? I mean, who would’ve known?”

Zubayr shot him a look that was pure flame. “Don’t you think I tried? They hid him somewhere. I couldn’t find him.”

“Okay, first, I can’t believe all of you didn’t, like, combine forces to find him. Arden probably would’ve guessed eventually, even if he didn’t think it was plausible. And second, why am I the only wild mage who knows how to Google?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Five minutes, two searches, and I’d found his Aunt Eva’s house. It was the only property listed in his name. Figured that had to be where he lived.”

Zubayr stared at him, blinking, before he let out an uncomfortable laugh. “Well. That’s just ridiculously embarrassing. All this time.”

“Yeah.”

He wanted to be furious at them for being, well, stupid for such smart people. He wanted to have them all in a room and scream at them for not trying harder. Maybe Darius hadn’t reached out because he felt like he didn’t deserve help, but he still should’ve had someone. All this time. He wanted to, but bleak didn’t even start to describe Zubayr’s expression. Kicking a baby bunny would’ve been on par with yelling at him right then.

“Takes an outsider to see stuff like that sometimes.”


“You’re nice to say that.” Zubayr wiped at his eyes. “But we failed him.”

A soft harrumph came from the doorway as Darius ambled out. “Didn’t. Shut up.”

“How long were you standing there?” Toby jumped up to offer his rocking chair and the blanket from a nearby bench. “You okay?”

“Better.” Darius leaned back and closed his eyes. “My friends… drama llamas. All of them.”

Uh-huh. Says the man who was just reaction puking. “You’re kinda done for the day, aren’t you?”

“Hmm. Zubayr? It’s awkward….”

Zubayr uncurled and put his head on Darius’s shoulder. It was only for a moment, but there went Toby’s lead butterflies again. “Of course you’re staying. I have room. How could I kick you out? Especially after what you probably eavesdropped on.”

The cat moved her spot to Darius’s lap, which surprised Toby at first until he recalled the birds and the koi, and they both fell asleep in a patch of afternoon sun. While Toby helped in the kitchen, he told Zubayr all about Arden and Elias, and about how the guild was probably not too far behind.

Toward evening, they woke Darius up so he could eat a little bit to replace what he’d lost earlier and urged him to come inside since the bit of spring warmth had vanished with the daylight. Bed this time was a queen-size sleigh bed of dark wood in a cozy room with bright modern-made versions of medieval tapestries hanging on the walls. Like Elias, Zubayr made their sleeping together a nonissue and said his good-nights.

It could’ve been awkward, of course, if Darius didn’t conk out right away like someone under an enchantment, and by this time Toby wasn’t taken off guard by the inevitable snuggling. Which, really? He probably would’ve missed if Darius hadn’t rooted up close and wrapped a hard arm around him. Uncomfortable in a different way? Yeah. But Toby was mature enough to ignore his stupid cock and go to sleep. Sort of.

I’m so screwed. There’s no way I can just go back to my life knowing how I feel about him, and there’s no way I can stay, ’cause I can’t see him ever feeling the same. If I get through this, if I live, what the hell am I going to do?






Chapter Ten

 

 

BREAKFAST WITH Zubayr was achingly nostalgic. His time as Darius’s student had been spent mainly in the guestroom of Darius’s house near the university. Zubayr had been as ill as Toby had when he first arrived, and he had still insisted on making waffles or omelets or pancakes and bacon for both of them most mornings.

Now a healthy adult mage in the prime of his power, in his own house, Zubayr’s breakfasts were more elaborate but retained that same nurturing warmth. It felt like love. It was love, one that had grown from the hero worship of a teenager to a deep and complicated friendship, one that had even survived a short stage when they’d been lovers.

Except he felt like a fraud sitting in Zubayr’s sunny kitchen, the table laden down with cinnamon rolls, biscuits, ham-and-egg scramble, and dishes of fruit. He wasn’t Zubayr’s Darius any longer. A shadowy counterfeit sat in that man’s place and no longer had any right to such an outpouring of love.

“Hey.” Toby nudged him out of his gloom. “If I don’t get away with not eating good stuff, neither do you. Your eggs are getting cold.”

Zubayr speared a piece of mango. “Off into the gorge today, then? I don’t want to push you, but I don’t think delay’s a good idea at this point.”

“Yes.” Darius made a concerted effort to plow through some eggs, realized his answer hadn’t been clear at all, and added, “The gorge.”

“You think I’m close, don’t you?” Toby’s voice broke on the last word, and Darius turned to him in concern.

“Yes.”

“People’ve said, you know, that I’m like her.” Toby drew in a shuddering breath, obviously fighting to continue. “Too much bottled up power. What if I… what if when….”

Darius wanted to reassure him. All that came out was a wounded sound. Exasperated with himself, he held out his hand. “Phone.”

Two puzzled looks greeted his demand, though Toby’s confusion cleared first and he dug in his front pocket for his phone, then handed it to Darius. Good. They had precedent here, and Toby immediately calmed knowing that Darius was about to explain. He needed to make this truly count so Toby would remain calm.

Your level of power is like Kara’s was. Your difficulties in connecting are very like hers. But I need to emphasize two points. One, you are not like Kara in other ways. You’re older, more mature, more emotionally whole and steady. You want so badly to live. That’s why you came to me.

He turned the screen so Toby could read it, though he didn’t relinquish the phone.

“Yeah, okay.” Toby sniffed and wiped at his eyes. “What’s the second thing?”

Two, since your leaking magic had no reaction to water—none—it’s more than unlikely that your Major Arcanum is either Life or Dark, since both are adjacent to Water and would all be in reach of each other. He read that twice and was unable to think of a clearer way to say it, so he shrugged and went on. Therefore, we only have one remaining. Animus. If you suddenly open to your channels and react to Animus with great force, the results won’t be catastrophic as they would with Water or, gods forbid, Fire, for example. What will you do with Animus? Empathize us to death?

Toby’s forehead creased in a frown as he read until he reached the end, where he let out a bark of laughter. “He’s got jokes. All right. All right. This is good to know.”

Warmth flooded Darius’s chest, and he couldn’t help a smile. That laugh? Had been just for him. The return of the mischievous sparkle in those eyes? He’d done that. While he wasn’t as confident of a good outcome as he wanted Toby to believe, there was more hope now than there was impending doom. But his own doubts were less significant now. The more confidence Toby had, the greater chance they had of success.

He put his hand over Toby’s and gave him a quick squeeze, surprised when the trickles of Toby’s magic reacted to his touch, reaching for him. Interesting.

“You two finish up.” Zubayr took his empty plate to the sink. “I have some things to organize.”

Darius rolled his eye. “Expedition.”

“Make fun all you want, Valstad. But it pays to be prepared.”

Zubayr swanned off in mock offense and left them to finish in the warm quiet of his kitchen. They worked together to put food away and wash the dishes—only fair since Zubayr had provided all the food. Darius hummed softly, drawn in by the comfortable domesticity of it all. Altogether too comfortable. He wanted so badly to wrap an arm around Toby’s waist and kiss him again. With only one eye, it was easier to look away, but Toby’s movements kept drawing him back, the careful way his fingers gripped each dish as if he were afraid of hurting them, the bright splash when the sunlight caught in his white stripe of hair, the little dancing hops as he maneuvered around Darius’s slower steps.

This moment, this memory, would lodge in his heart for the rest of his life as a point of glorious wonder and aching sorrow. He wanted, yes, but he wanted this too. His previous life of joyful sexual exploration belonged to someone else. That had been good, of course. He didn’t regret it, but he needed something different now, something he would never have with Toby, who deserved someone as full of life and humor as himself.

“What?” Toby stopped to squint at him, and Darius realized to his chagrin that he’d been staring. “Something in my teeth?”

Darius shook his head. “You float… in sunlight.”

“Okay, then. Thanks? Maybe?” Toby dried the last dish and shut the cabinet before he slid over and bumped hips with Darius. “Maybe you have a career as a poet.”

“Ha.”

Zubayr returned soon after with a small pack, waters for each of them, and a cap for Toby. He gave Darius a strange, searching look, held up a hand for patience, and went off again. When he returned a second time, he had another hat, one Darius recognized quite well. Wide-brimmed, the high crown had three ventilation holes and a braided leather hatband.

“My Akubra,” Darius murmured. “Wondered where… that was.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d still want it.” Zubayr’s eye was ticcing again. “After everything.”

“A good hat.” Darius plunked it on his head, where it felt right and comfortable still. “Yes.”

“Perfect.” Toby’s grin had recovered its normal wattage. “Now you’re Indiana Valstad.”

Darius raised an eyebrow at him and tried his best to scowl. “Indiana Jones was… a hack.”

Two uninhibited laughs from Toby in under an hour felt like a satisfying victory.

When Zubayr frowned down at Toby’s sneakers, a walking stick also had to be acquired, and finally they set out, taking the Land Rover down the hill from Zubayr’s house, then back up to the parking lot in Leonard Harrison State Park so they could pick up the Turkey Path trail.

“It’s early in the season, and you get most people coming up here in the fall for the leaves. Then it gets crowded.” Zubayr pointed toward the trail sign that appeared unchanged from when Darius had seen it last. “Today should be pretty light traffic. It’s about a mile down. Steep in spots. So if either of you need to stop, don’t push yourself. Plenty of places to rest along the way.”

Toby’s gasp as he reached the spot where he could see the gorge sent a thrill up Darius’s spine. Someone who had seen it often might become jaded, but seeing it again through the wonder in Toby’s eyes was like the first time, gazing out over the closely huddled, round-topped mountains of coniferous green that dropped in sharp slopes to the creek below. Old geology—four hundred and eighty million years ago when the mountains formed and the water first began to carve its deliberate, persistent way through them.

“It’s gorgeous,” Toby whispered.

“It is.” Zubayr pulled in a deep breath, his expression almost relaxed. These were his mountains—Darius understood that sense of I belong here. “I hear people call it the Grand Canyon of the East. Not the best comparison. We’re going down to the third waterfall, then heading off the trail.”

The weather cooperated as if someone had asked a special favor of Mother Nature. In the midfifties, with only the occasional light breeze, sun enough that it was still comfortable under the trees, and clouds enough to cut down on the glare of a completely clear sky. Zubayr led the way with Toby following. Darius took the back, since he might need more time in steeper sections and he could keep a better eye on Toby that way.

Most of the trail wound through a series of switchbacks. Sturdy and sometimes not so sturdy fencing served as guardrails where there were drop-offs. Benches waited at several turns, and wooden bridges spanned boggy areas or gullies too deep to fill in for the path. Zubayr was right in that summer and fall saw a good deal of foot traffic, so the park kept the trail in excellent condition. Civilization etched into the midst of a dark coniferous forest so hikers could have the experience of the natural world with most of the inherent perils removed.

Darius wasn’t criticizing. He wasn’t at all the rugged explorer he’d once been, and his creaking body appreciated good trails. Though… woods, Central PA…. “Copperheads?” he called down the trail.

The glare from Zubayr probably should have turned him to stone. “Really? That’s your commentary on the trail, Valstad? Don’t worry, Toby. The snakes don’t like the trails much, and it’s not warm enough for them to be active yet.”

“Oh, um, okay? Copperheads are poisonous, right?”

“I suppose if you ate the venom gland, they would be,” Zubayr answered at his driest. “Otherwise, they’re venomous. But not numerous and too sleepy today.”


“Anything else? Bears? Wolves? I dunno, small dragons?”

Darius couldn’t help a little smile. “Grizzlies. Tigers. Giant… spiders.”

“Great.” Toby stopped and waited for him to catch up before poking him in the chest. “No teasing the city boy. Not funny.”

He wanted to catch that hand and kiss those fingers. Darius contented himself with a soft chuckle.

Two rests, one near fall on a patch of slippery pebbles (Darius), one small cobweb freak-out (Toby), and they’d reached the terraced falls near the bottom of the trail. Here they left the trail, with Zubayr helping Toby over the dark, moss-covered stones to cross where the falls narrowed. Magic thrummed under Darius’s feet here, calling him to take off his shoes and sink his toes into his Earth magic. This confluence where Zubayr had found his Water ran deep under the falls and in a rough outward oval from where they had crossed.

They didn’t need the water today, stopping instead in a clearing hidden from anyone who might be on the nearby trail. Toby sank onto a fallen log as soon as they halted.

“All right?” Darius crouched in front of him, checking his hands. Good. Steady trickle.

“M’okay. I am. Legs were just getting a little shaky.” Toby squeezed his hands. “You holding up?”

“Durable… despite appearances.”

“Maybe there’s gym memberships in our future. Try to get back to being able to walk up and down stairs like normal people.”

You don’t even know that you’re doing it, talking so casually about having a future. This is why I believe in you. “Take a minute.” Darius joined him on the log. “Tell me… when.”

Zubayr patted him on the shoulder. “I’m going back up. You don’t need me for this, really, and it’s better with fewer people watching over your shoulder. I have my phone on. Call me if you need anything. Like scaring off a tiger or some such.”

The urge to call him back sat heavy in Darius’s throat, but he managed not to. Zubayr was right. This wasn’t Pittsburgh. Toby’s channel wasn’t one that would cause natural disasters. And yes, Toby would most likely concentrate better with just the two of them.

“I’m good.” Toby nudged him. “So what are we doing?”

“Phone.”

“You want… oh. Right.” Tongue protruding from the corner of his mouth, Toby dug out his phone. “Text away.”

We’re going to attempt to connect you with your Major channel. The Minor will become evident once you’re properly channeled. Normally, we’d start with a meditative state. Then I would ask you to reach, to locate that path from yourself to your Arcanum.

He turned the phone for Toby to read. “Doesn’t sound bad. But there’s a normally in there. What are we doing instead?”

I think I need to help guide you. You did well with the last wild magic incident when we were working in tandem.

“Yeah, ’cause you shoved my arms underground. Don’t get me wrong. That was so much better than every other explosion I’ve had. I just don’t see how it was us working together.”

A lot of the redirection and dispersal was you. I stayed with you longer than I probably should have to monitor that dispersal, which was why I ended up taking a short flight when the remainder of the explosion occurred.

“Still with the jokes. You’re in a good mood today.”

Darius leaned in to press their foreheads together, telling himself sternly that he was not to think about Kara. The last thing Toby needed was for his teacher to lose his nerve. This was not then. Everything was different, including himself. He sat back to type again. Today’s the day. I feel it. We’re going to make sure you survive. Animus isn’t where my strength is, but it’s adjacent. I can find it.

“But what is it? I mean, you get taught that it’s the soul of things, right? I don’t know what that means. How do I reach for something that I don’t really get?”

Life magic is the spark. The electric current that powers living things so they can grow, feed, and multiply. Animus is the consciousness that comes with Life. An awareness, no matter how limited or how different from ours, that drives a living being to be that sort of being. Genetic structural, mitochondrial, chemical, communicating, reasoning consciousness. How a larva knows to become a bee. How the trees send information to each other. How animals reason.

Toby shook his head as he read. “Well, crap. Where were you when I was learning all this stuff from my family?”

“Being a grumpy… hermit.”


“Oh, right. Forgot all about that part.”

Darius allowed a soft snort for Toby’s all-too-serious expression. This will sound deceptively simple, but you’ll be doing the work. You take my hands and breathe with me. When I judge that you’ve reached a less, shall we say, excitable state, I’ll give you a nudge. You may feel it, you may not, but I’ll tell you. Then you concentrate on your magic—the tingling in your hands you’ve so often described—and you reach out to the living beings around you.

“Uh-huh. So I just think at the magic and it goes poof.”

The sarcastic deadpan had Darius laughing. He put the phone down. “At first. Don’t just… think. Concentrate.”

Toby nodded, then surprised Darius by reaching out and running a thumb over his jaw. “Thanks. For not tossing me out when I came. For putting up with my yakking. For believing in me. Even if this doesn’t work—”

“It will,” Darius growled. “Hands.”

“Bossy. I like it.” Toby most likely meant his grin to hide his nervousness. His trembling hands betrayed those nerves, though, when he set his in Darius’s.

Darius declined to comment on it. “Good. Eyes closed. Breathe in.” He took an audible deep breath along with Toby’s. “Out.”


Gradually, perhaps even slow enough that Toby wasn’t aware, Darius tapered off their synched breaths, deeper, slower still, until Toby’s desperate grip eased into something less painful and his shoulders didn’t appear to be crawling up toward his ears. Better. Darius let him just breathe for another five minutes, letting the sounds of the clearing sink deeply into Toby’s consciousness. This early in spring, there were few insect sounds beyond the occasional bee, but the birds were active—cardinal, finch, chickadee, mourning dove. Toby might even have been identifying them on his own by now. The trees whispered and creaked. The ferns rustled their soft songs.

Hyperaware of the abundance of life around them, Darius reached out to the denizens of the glade, fastening on to the sedate, wide-reaching animus of the ancient white pine at Toby’s back. The pine’s magic moved in a slow river under his, buoying him, cradling him. It was tempting to float there, untroubled. If he’d been alone, he might have. Instead, he caressed a bit of the pine’s animus, urging it to turn toward Toby, nudging gently until it touched the magic reaching, yearning from him.

Toby twitched and gasped. His eyes flew open wide. The connection broke and skittered like a bad antennae signal.

“It’s reaching.” Darius pulled their joined hands to his chest and whispered in Toby’s ear. “You’re okay. Reach back.”

Jaw locked, a sound of frustration escaped Toby. He leaned his head against Darius’s shoulder, breathing hard. His magic still trickled at a sustainable level, though. Darius urged him on silently, unwilling to interfere yet and praying to the goddesses of Earth that he wouldn’t have to. Let it go, Toby. You hold on so tight like you’re afraid you’ll fly apart. Let it go.

A second pine joined the first in its questing. They reached for Toby now in a show of willful autonomy that Darius had never seen from trees. A fern by Toby’s calf joined them, all casting out toward him. An unnatural silence hung over the clearing. The birds had gone silent. Watching. Waiting.

Toby shuddered so hard, Darius wrapped both arms tight around him, pulling him close. “Tobias. Let them… touch.”

The wild magic stayed dammed behind Toby’s subconscious control. When it neared critical mass, Darius would have no time to consider a course of action. If Toby couldn’t fight his way through this time, Darius’s only choice would be to contain and let the wild magic explode as he had the first time on his lawn back home. This could be the one that killed Toby, and if he survived, it would set him back, possibly for weeks if the explosion was powerful enough.

“So many,” Toby whispered against Darius’s throat. “Too many. So loud. I can’t breathe.”

While those disconnected sentences might seem nonsensical together, Animus magic could be overwhelming and cause sensory wires to cross.

“Find a voice,” Darius rasped out desperately. “One voice. One stream.”

Toby stiffened in his arms, back arched, eyes rolling back. Every fiber in him screaming for a different outcome, Darius put a palm on the ground and pulled on his Earth magic, ready at any second to surround Toby with an impenetrable shield of clay and stone.

Animus screamed around them in a widening vortex, deafening him. He might have joked with Toby about how little danger would be involved, but he’d never seen a Major Arcanum react this way before. Sound vibrated through his hand on Toby’s back, perhaps a desperate cry or a scream, he had no way to know. In that instant, a sharp spear of a thought tore a gasp from him. He was an idiot.

One voice. One consciousness. He reached with his own Animus, the magic of his own soul, and wrapped around Toby’s struggling, flailing magic. Distantly, he was aware they’d fallen off the log, Darius on his back, Toby’s head on his chest. The frightening glory of Toby’s wild magic took up the rest of his attention—the deafening, blinding, dizzying chaos of thought and sensation. His own power, his experience, meant he could contain it, dam it up temporarily, but no one could completely silence a flood of that magnitude.

No. Force wasn’t an option here. He twined around Toby gently, taking his cue from the plants trying their best to reach for him, caressing, whispering. I’m here, I’m here, I’m here…. Reach for me.

Too panicked to return the request gently, Toby’s magic slammed into Darius, sending tendrils of power flying before he could regain control. Earth heaved under them in response. Rocks cracked and showers of pebbles rolled down the hill to smack into the log that served as a barricade. Darius had nearly reached a point of complete despair when Toby stopped struggling so abruptly, the stomach-dropping sensation was like plummeting off a cliff. Caught up in Tsunami Toby, Darius tumbled for several terrified moments, losing track of all the streams of magic around them, his placement in the world, and even his own body.

Then a giant sluice gate opened in Toby’s awareness, a conduit through which he could direct the flood, and Toby channeled. A roar of magic at first as his wild magic finally found its natural course through the web, then gradually slowing to a more sustainable stream. Darius became aware of the woods again to find an early-spring toad staring down at him from the fallen log. Birds filled the trees around them, calling and singing. A scurry of squirrels peered out from the ferns on the far side of the clearing.

But the plants—the plants—arrested Darius’s attention. Every stem, every spring flower, every leaf reached toward Toby as if he were the sun.

Darius lifted his head from the leaves to find Toby sprawled across him, eyes closed. Cautiously, Darius allowed himself to stroke the thick black hair and smooth the white stripe back from Toby’s forehead. He is the sun, in this moment, theirs, mine. So perfect.

Twigs poked him in the back. His left leg was cramping. He felt wrung out and far older than forty, but he wasn’t moving for the world. Toby would come back in his own time, safe. Finally safe.






Chapter Eleven

 

 

STUFF ACHED. More of a that was a tough hill to climb ache than an I think I’m dying one, though. A steady thud-thump sounded directly under Toby’s ear, and it took him a minute to figure out that it was Darius’s heart. He lifted his head to find Darius watching him with something other than his usual glare. The fond warmth of his regard and the little smile tugging at his mouth had Toby grinning.

“Hey, there. We did okay, right? I mean, I think it worked?”

“Ha. You think.” Darius combed a leaf out of Toby’s hair. “Yes. Channeled. Animus-Crystallogen.”

Toby wriggled up Darius’s body, got an oof when he kneed a sensitive spot, and flung his arms around Darius’s neck. “Gods. Thank you, thank you so freaking much. You’re amazing and wonderful and I’m going to freaking live!”

To his astonishment, Darius wrapped long arms around him in return and murmured in his ear, “You’re… amazing. You. Did it.”

“Guess I couldn’t just sit on my unplaceable butt and wait for something to happen.” Toby nuzzled at Darius’s throat, happy to be surrounded by his scent. “It was weird shit. Like I was being turned inside out in pieces. But this wasn’t me doing this. You had to bring me here. You had to show me where the door was.” Toby fought the sudden constriction of his throat. “Without you, I’d be so dead.”

“Toby….”

Darius stroked his back, and something in his voice made Toby raise his head. How could an ice-blue eye exude heat like that? How did that work? He pushed Darius’s hat the rest of the way off his head and, after a quick internal debate, pushed the eye patch off as well. Darius didn’t stop him, which he took as a good sign. Encouragement, even. Too old, too weird, too much his teacher—none of that mattered anymore. It hadn’t mattered for a while now, but he’d been too much of a coward to do anything about it.

He wanted Darius so badly. Wariness had slid over into a hard crush, then into whatever this was. What he did know was that he and Darius understood each other. They felt right together. Toby wriggled to get more of himself on top. So right together.

The soft sound from Darius didn’t seem to be protest. Toby leaned in and kissed his forehead gently, then his scarred cheek and the blank skin where his right eye had once been. He kept his movements slow and careful out of consideration for sore muscles and so Darius would be less liable to balk.

“Toby.” His name was a ragged whisper torn from Darius’s throat.

“Need me to stop?” Toby murmured as he kissed down the unscarred side of Darius’s face.

“Yes… no. Gods.”

Hands on either side of Darius’s shoulders, Toby pushed up far enough for a better view. “Hey. Look at me.” Ah, there’s my griffin glare. “It’s either yes, I want this without waffling or I’m stopping.”


Darius blew out a hard breath. “We shouldn’t.”

“Age doesn’t matter. We’re both adults. The teacher thing? You won’t be that forever. This is more like a half-semester course. What else you got?”

“You’re… beautiful.”

“Well, thanks. I think I’m a bony reed with a skunk stripe, but I appreciate it.” Toby stroked a wild lock of hair from Darius’s forehead. “You think you’re ugly. Just because you have scars.” He traced the white edges of those scars. “Disagree with me all you want, but I think you’re hot. Like ghost pepper, oh my gods, I put too much of that in my chili hot. You earned your scars doing something that should’ve been impossible. You saved Zubayr and a good portion of a city doing it. Those scars? They’re a map of what you’ve accomplished. They’re you and they’re perfect.”


Darius had squeezed his eye shut and clamped his jaw.

“So is that it, then? Or am I missing some great big objection? Or did I read it all wrong and you’re not interested?”

The eye snapped open, glare reprise. “Yes. No.” Darius huffed and raised his head far enough to plant a soft kiss on Toby’s lips where the touch buzzed and tingled. “No. Just… unsure. Of me. Damned… awkward.”

Toby let himself back down to hug Darius tight. “It’s been a long time. Your peopling skills kinda atrophied. But I don’t think that means you forgot how sex works.”

“Ha. Guess not.” Darius’s fingers teased at the waistband of Toby’s jeans, taking experimental tugs at his shirt. “Yes. I… I want you.”

“Thank you, gods of fornication,” Toby breathed out in exaggerated relief as he started to unzip Darius’s jacket. “Not gonna strip anything off you. It’s kinda chilly and neither of us has much over our bones. You’re better than I am on that count.”

“Some.” Wriggling until Toby was sitting on his thighs, Darius had gotten inside Toby’s jacket and shirt before Toby had even started on buttons.

“Whoa! Cold hands! Geeze.”

Darius chuckled but sucked in a quick breath when Toby buried chilled hands in Darius’s armpits. Cold, yeah, but those hands still felt so good on Toby’s skin. Chapped hands that needed some TLC, but gentle hands that stroked in long, firm slides over his ribs and back. Toby scooted closer again to get his hands on Darius’s belt buckle, and Darius lost no time in reclaiming Toby’s lips. While he wasn’t rough, a desperate heat crept into his kisses that Toby completely understood. If it had been a while for him, it must have been years for Darius.

A scar ran from Darius’s right shoulder down his chest to disappear under his waistband. Toby trailed a finger along the line of puckered flesh, heat flushing his face when Darius let out a soft moan. Belt and fly undone, Toby followed the scar to where it ended over his hipbone.

“Toby.”

“Hmm.” Toby gazed in fascination at the dip that pointed toward the meeting of thigh and groin.

“What… are we doing?”

“Really? I mean, I got the impression you were kind of a horndog once. You don’t know what we’re doing?”

Darius let out that lovely deep growl that got right under Toby’s skin. “Specifically. No lube. Too cold. Your… preference.”

“Oh. Got it. Sorry.” Toby kissed under Darius’s earlobe and was rewarded by those hard hands tightening on his ribs. “You feel like a rustic sixty-nine kind of thing? I mean, you can stay on your back and everything. I wouldn’t want to wear you out.”

The growl returned with a vengeance, and Toby found himself suddenly underneath Darius, staring up at the pale spring sky. “Or we can do it this way.”

The aggressive mood didn’t last as Darius offered a crooked smile and a kiss, which got awkward as he also tried to get Toby’s jeans open. With an exasperated huff, Darius broke off the kiss and concentrated on Toby’s recalcitrant zipper. Toby had to bite his lip to prevent smartass remarks about someone being out of practice. Besides, the fumbling was adorable.

A hum of satisfaction finally replaced the disgruntled sounds, and Toby gasped as his erect cock hit the colder air. Is shrinkage a thing without water? Gods, I hope not. Whether it was or not, Darius wasn’t at all put off as he curled over to run his tongue from balls to tip.

“Oooh, that’s perfect.” Toby buried his hands deep in Darius’s tangled hair. “That’s so—holy mother of…!”

Darius looked up without removing his tongue from where it circled the top edge of Toby’s foreskin, his eye crinkled with laugh lines. He rolled back the foreskin and took the head of Toby’s cock in his mouth, sucking hard.

“Shit!” Toby’s hips bucked, and he let Darius’s hair loose to beat both fists against the ground. “You better turn around before you end this way too soon.”

“Ha.” Darius had the nerve to chuckle all the way through turning and carefully maneuvering so he didn’t clock Toby in the head with his knee.

Toby wasted no movements freeing Darius, though he did take a moment to admire his erection. It was a nice fat cock, not a ginormous monster from porn, but big enough he’d have to take his time fucking. The musky, sweaty scent made Toby’s head spin, and he couldn’t help a few licks of Darius’s balls before he closed his mouth around the shaft pointing at his face.

Groans in tandem made a strange counterpoint to the birdsong as Darius got serious and took Toby in to the back of his throat. The vibrations from the moans made Toby squirm, and he knew he didn’t have long at all. Not that they had to come right together, but it would be embarrassing if he couldn’t hold on for thirty seconds.

Slurping and hard breathing replaced most of the talking, though Darius did lift his head long enough to mutter, “Delicious.”

“I swear if you say magically delicious, I’m gonna smack you.”

Darius laughed, his whole body shaking with it, but he returned to sucking Toby’s cock hard. It really wasn’t fair. He did have years of experience on Toby and an incredibly talented tongue. Toby did his best to concentrate. He did. But his own efforts devolved into gasping, writhing, bucking distraction when Darius took him into the tight constriction of his throat.

His sac tightened suddenly, and the strangled wail he let out would’ve been embarrassing if Toby cared. “Holy crap! Dar!”

It was enough warning that Darius could pull back and not choke. He kept his lips wrapped around hard, though, still sucking as Toby shot into the exquisite heat of his mouth. He allowed himself to gasp and flop as Darius pulled spiking aftershocks from him, but as soon as Darius lifted his head, Toby attacked with all he had. Heat flooded through him when Darius had to put his head down on Toby’s thighs, moaning helplessly.

Sometime soon we have to do this naked. Too much was out of easy reach. Toby still slid a hand up to shove it down the back of Darius’s pants and stroke between his cheeks. Awkward? Hell, yes. Totally worth it when Darius took a double handful of Toby’s jeans and muffled a bellow against his thigh. The salty-sweet hit Toby’s tongue half a second later and he swallowed greedily, taking in every drop offered.

Darius shook by the time he’d finished, panting as he swung a leg over, leaned back against the fallen log, and tucked himself back in. With one hand, he motioned toward himself. “C’mere.”

Happy to oblige, Toby scrambled over while putting his own clothes back together. With a contented huff, he collapsed against Darius’s chest. “I think I’m supposed to say something pithy and wonderful here. But my brain just exploded.”

An uninhibited, resonant laugh rose from deep in Darius’s chest. Toby snuggled closer so more of him could feel the rumblings.

“You’re wonderful. That really covers it.”

“Hmm.” Darius kissed the top of his head. “You too. We should…. Zubayr.”

Toby heaved a tragic sigh. “Yeah. Don’t want him to get all worried. Think you’re ready for the hike back up, old griffin?”

“You’ll need to… keep up.”

“That sounded way too much like a challenge. Was it? I’ll run if I have to.”

“Maybe.” Darius helped him up and slung an arm around him. “Rather walk with you.”

“Don’t say too many sweet things to me. You’ll never get rid of me, and you know how annoying I am.”

Darius didn’t have an answer for that, but the smile stayed. Toby figured he couldn’t do better than that. He was going to live. He’d gotten some. And he had someone solid beside him, someone he’d fallen in love with. Not that he would say that yet. Why risk scaring his griffin away? They’d have time now. He’d say it when they were both ready.

They took their time on the way back up the trail. Kind of had to since they both struggled on the steep parts. Rests happened frequently. Still, it only took half an hour to reach the top. Not too shabby.

The sign for the trail was in sight, the edge of the trees marking the parking area just past it, when Darius clutched at his throat and fell to his knees.

“Dar! Gods, what is it?” Toby supported him, desperation clawing up from his stomach. He couldn’t be choking. There was nothing to choke on. What did you do for someone choking on nothing? He lifted his head and screamed, “Zubayr!”

A branch snapped, and then heavy bodies crashed through the underbrush in all directions. That’s not Zubayr. Toby wanted to get up and run, but he couldn’t leave Darius, leaning against him, face turning purple. Strong hands grabbed him, lifting him away.

“No! Darius! He’s dying! Someone do something!”

Toby struggled and kicked, trying to get a good shot at one of the goon’s kneecaps. Quick glimpses showed large men in hunter camouflage, faces he’d never seen before.

“Who the fuck are you people? Let me go!”

“It’s all right, Toby.”

That voice he knew. Oh gods. They caught up with us. “Director Whittaker?”

“Everything’s all right now.” Director Whittaker strolled calmly down the path from the parking lot. “Darius will be fine. One of our Air mages has him in an oxygen-deprived bubble. Once he loses consciousness, he’ll be freed from it. We’ll take care of him, Toby. No need to get so upset.”

Toby stopped struggling, though tears stung his eyes. “You don’t need to do this. I’ve channeled. I’m not a danger anymore. Please, please leave us alone.”

“I’m so sorry, Toby.” Director Whittaker stepped around to stand in front of him, face lined with concern. “We should never have mentioned Valstad, and we should have guessed sooner that you had gone to him. He’s not well, I’m afraid. Hasn’t been since that disaster in Pittsburgh. I don’t know what he told you, but he’s obviously misled you. I can feel your wild magic building up from here. I wish there was more we could do. I truly do.”

A sharp pain shot through Toby’s biceps. He jerked his head around in time to see one of the goons pull an auto injector away. When he turned back, the director had gone fuzzy around the edges. Trying to find where his feet had gone suddenly became far too much effort. He tried, one more time, to reason with them. The only word that made it out was “Darius….”

“You feel responsible for him in some way. I understand.” Director Whittaker nodded. “You’re a good person, Toby. We’ve simply handled this badly, and again, I can only apologize. We’ll take better care of him from now on. I promise.”

Gods, Darius. The last thing his sight latched on to was Darius lying in a heap on the wood-chipped trail, one hand stretched out toward him as if he’d been making one final effort to save them both.






Chapter Twelve

 

 

SEVERAL MINIATURE jackhammers thudded away inside his head. He couldn’t recall a headache this bad since leaving the hospital all those years ago. Maybe he was sick. This was his bedroom, at least, and not a hospital room. Something felt off, though. As if he’d forgotten—

“Toby!” Darius surged up, clutching at his pounding head, covers falling to his lap.

“He’s safe, Dar. Everything’s all right.”

“John?” Yes, damn his eyes. Director John Whittaker sat primly beside his bed. “Where?”

The director shook his head. “For Toby’s safety, I won’t tell you that.”

“Hospice,” Darius snarled. “You’re… killing him. He channeled.”

“We’re doing all we can to make certain he’s comfortable and supported. His parents are with him. When he wakes up, we’ll test him once more, just in case. But the wild magic is still too evident. I’m sorry. Beyond that, I can’t discuss him with you. We do have other things to talk about. The guild owes you several apologies.”

Despite the urge to throttle John until he revealed where Toby was, the last statement completely threw him. “What?”

“We left you unsupported fifteen years ago. Yes, you’d engaged in dangerous activities that caused one of your students to die a horrific death—”

Darius couldn’t help a wince.

“But we left you, wounded and damaged in body and mind, to fend for yourself. That was not well done. Not at all. We overreacted. Your exile from the guild was premature. While your right to teach needed to be revoked, that’s not in question, we abandoned you. For that I’m truly sorry.”

“Didn’t… need you.”

“I’m pleased to see you’ve done as well as you have. The house is in relatively good shape. Your koi pond looks lovely.”

He was at my koi pond? The feeling of violation wasn’t entirely rational, but it surged up in a nauseating wave. “Get out. Out of my… damn… house.”

John smiled indulgently and patted Darius’s knee. “We should at least have speech therapy set up for you. Weekly visits from the guild. Perhaps some projects you could work on outside of teaching. For now, though, I’ll leave you to rest. There’s water and aspirin on your bedside table. And several precooked meals stored in your freezer until you get your strength back.”

I have my strength, you insufferably smug weasel! His planned lunge at the director came up short when his headache blinded him, though. All he could do was listen to expensive dress shoes clomping down his stairs and down his first-floor hallway. The door shut. A car started up outside and drove away. They took Toby. They took my Toby. What the hell am I supposed to do?

In terrible pain, exhausted, and heartbroken, he shattered. Great sobs racked his body, his single eye stinging with bitter tears while the phantom of his ruined eye echoed the sensation. He’d failed. Again. Someone else under his care was going to die. Worse, this time it was someone he’d come to love.

He’d never managed to tell Toby that, and now he would die without knowing that he had been loved. The guild would never let Darius see him. Not even to say goodbye.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

The window was open. A soft breeze cooled his overheated face. The thought occurred to him that he should throw himself out the window. Wasn’t high enough, though. No guarantee he would die. Still, he dragged himself over and leaned on the sill. The weeping cherry swayed, trailing leaf fingers in the koi pond, where flashes of gold and white confirmed the fish were still active and healthy. The bench where he’d sat with Toby sat empty beside the water. It would always be empty now.

He took the aspirin and drank the water, just to get himself to stop sobbing for a moment. Then he wandered downstairs, registering in a vague, clouded way that he wore only his boxers. No one was in the house. Who cared? Past the parlor sofa where Toby had napped when he was tired. Past the dining room table where he’d built his strange and imaginative Arcana webs. Into the kitchen where he had chattered at Darius and helped him cook and clean up. The kitchen where Darius had begun to speak again in sentences of more than two words. The kitchen where—

The drawer he’d pulled open contained a half-eaten package of Oreos. Toby’s Oreos that he would never finish now. They’d starve him in hospice. Let him die while they kept him drugged. Bright, chattering, beautiful Toby. The damned Oreos were the tinder that caught his little sparks of anger.

“No,” Darius said to the Oreos. “No. This can’t be. I won’t… let it.”

What exactly he was going to do, he didn’t know yet. First he needed to find Toby. No, wait, first I need to get dressed. He showered and made an effort to dress respectably. The blue button-down that Zubayr had always said matched his eyes was a little big on his bony frame but presentable. Black slacks. A pair of loafers he found at the back of his closet. Hair tied back neatly.

Not bad. Oh. Eye patch.

There. Now he looked less like a homeless disaster survivor and more like a professor with a pirate affectation. His keys were on their hook by the garage. His truck was in the garage. Someone had obviously driven it home for him. The guild might have been bastards, but they weren’t thieves. Four hospices he knew from long ago. Every guild member knew them just in case one might be called upon to visit a relative or friend there. The guild hospices weren’t just for euthanasia, but also for elderly mages at the end-of-life stage and those who were terminally ill with diseases magic couldn’t contain. He hoped the count remained at four. If there were newer ones, he had no idea how he would find them, though the need couldn’t have grown that much in fifteen years. New ones were unlikely due to cost of land acquisition and so on. New ones outside the county were even more unlikely since Montchanin Guild wouldn’t cross over into another guild’s territory.

Reaching out for Toby through his channels would be possible through any connected metal or stone, but only within a narrow radius. His range was about two acres—beyond that, what he could distinguish became muddy and indistinct, finally petering out to nothing. He would need to be standing on a hospice’s grounds to know if Toby was there.

He wasn’t sure after his visit from John what his guild status was now, but it sounded as if he had been reinstated with certain caveats and restrictions. He should be able to enter a hospice without raising alarms? Maybe. Worrying about maybe got him nowhere, though. He couldn’t just sit in the garage and not try to find Toby.

His first stop was Avalon, a pretty sandstone building reminiscent of a French château that backed up to state park land on an unnamed lane off Adams Dam Road. The fanciful name made sense to Darius in an odd way. Why not name a place where mages went to die after the Isle of Apples, where Arthur went to his final rest? He was an avatar of the Summer King after all, an aspect of a resurrection deity. It struck Darius as a more hopeful name rather than one that only pointed toward a quiet death.

Empty attaché tucked under his arm, Darius straightened from his habitual hunch and strode inside. Confidence. Friendly assurance. Once those things had been second nature, and he told himself sternly that he could recapture them.

Right up to the front desk where a sympathetic-faced young man looked up and chirped, “Good afternoon. Can I help you?”

For a single panicked moment, Darius forgot how to form words. The young man cocked his head and Darius blurted out, “Toby Jones. Counseling appointment.”


There. That didn’t sound too deranged.

The receptionist frowned at his computer screen, tapped a few keys, and shook his head. “I don’t seem to have anyone by that name listed as a patient.”

“No?” While the young man searched, Darius placed a palm flat on the gray marble counter. Oh yes, there was steel in the frame underneath, steel in the floor girders. He sent his awareness racing out through all the metal and stone in the building, right to the patients’ beds. With his other hand, he pretended to search his phone with a frown of equal perplexity. “Could you… check again?”

“I’m sorry, sir. There’s no one here by that name.”

True. Toby was nowhere on the property. Even if the guild had kept him out of the computer system, Darius would have felt his familiar energy. “Oh. I’m sorry.” Darius shook his head at his phone in manufactured exasperation. “Wrong… hospice. Sorry.”

“That’s all right, sir. Can I help you with directions?”

“No, no.” Darius held up his phone as he started toward the door. “Got it. Thank you!”

He swallowed his disappointment as he climbed back into the Land Rover. Of course Toby wouldn’t be the first place he looked, but he’d thought Avalon a good bet. Toby would’ve preferred the view of the well-tended courtyard garden from every patient room. Now that Darius knew where Toby’s Arcana lay, his channels should’ve been obvious from the beginning. Toby’s affinity for plants had been there, right out in the open, even if he didn’t know much about species or gardening.

The next hospice on his route lurked nearby, amid the little farms and groves of Smith Bridge Road, not far from the state line. Sweetwater Hospice and Rehab had been a farm once, and the old barn remained, refurbished, with a sign indicating it was the physical therapy building. The hospice, a long, low brick building, sat well back from the drive, partly hidden in a stand of black oaks.

Toby would’ve liked this one too. Why am I even considering what he might’ve chosen? I doubt they gave him a choice.

While tidy and comfortable, Sweetwater’s building materials were cheaper than Avalon’s, with a preference for vinyl over natural materials. Darius could have worked his way through to look for structural beams, but the likelihood of a wood frame here would make the search difficult enough to be dangerous.

Instead of striding up to the desk, he slid over to the left and into the waiting room, as if he were expecting someone. Once planted in a chair where he had a good view of reception, he waited until the woman manning the desk had her attention monopolized by an unhappy family grouping who had “only been informed that morning” about where Grandma had been taken.

Darius had his doubts about their claims, but he was more grateful for the distraction than bent on being judgmental. He slid past the desk, again using a confident stride as if he belonged there and knew where he was going. The doors to most patient rooms were open, probably so staff could keep a better eye on the patients. Easy enough to take a quick look as he strolled by. Not Toby. Not Toby. Not Toby. So young… not my business.

One door was closed. He pushed it open as quietly as he could and found he’d disturbed a family in mourning.

“Sorry,” he whispered and ducked back out before he garnered more than a puffy-eyed glare.

Not Toby. Not Toby. None of the patient rooms held Toby. He checked some of the administrative offices just in case, and disturbed a couple of doctors and a patient care plan meeting. Oops. No Toby. He went out the back onto the restful patio they’d built beneath the trees and around to some of the outlying buildings, which had the potential of being secret patient rooms.

No luck.

Darius breathed out a long breath as he returned to his car. He had to think of this as a quest, which weren’t supposed to be easy. Easy. Ha. When he found Toby, his only plan so far was to snatch him and run. Yes. He’d thought this through quite thoroughly.

Briarwood, down a twisting old rural lane not far from the Coverdale Farm Preserve, was a rambling three-story mansion with patients on each floor. Happily for Darius, he could simply consult the house, since it had been constructed of stone. He knew Toby wasn’t there without even going inside.

The last hospice, situated in that strange bit of northern Delaware between Kennett Pike and 9 Gates Road where nothing was named on most maps, had to be the one. Shadow Creek sounded vaguely like a location in a horror film rather than the cheerful modern building it was. It sat beside a little stream that perhaps someone had called Shadow Creek, the drive and front courtyard surrounded by Trinity pear trees just coming into full blossom. The expanse of delicate white blossoms softened the lines of the building and soothed tired eyes. Toby would like this too.

Darius hesitated. If Toby wasn’t here, what then? Would they have been so devious as to keep him somewhere in secret? It felt so melodramatic that Darius scoffed at the notion. Process of elimination. Toby had to be here.

He strode through the automatic doors at the front and even dredged up a smile for the young person behind the desk. At least, he hoped it looked like a smile. Young person lifted a pierced eyebrow at him and looked a bit concerned.

“Help you, sir?”

“I have an appointment.” There. He’d said it smoothly and all at once as he’d practiced it in the car. “Toby Jones and family.”

“Oh.” Puzzled searching of the computer followed as it had at Avalon. “I don’t see… give me a moment here.”

He took advantage of their search to grab one of the metal legs that held up the reception counter. Metal… metal… yes, I-beams, steel wall supports, metal-framed hospital beds…. Toby…. Toby…. Darius frowned at the counter. He had to be missing something, so he started at the beginning and tried again, feeling carefully through the building’s structure, checking every room.

He wasn’t here. Toby wasn’t here.

“I don’t have anything for a Toby Jones, sir. I’m sorry.”

“There aren’t….” Darius flailed inwardly, trying to think of a good way to put it. “Off-record patients… anywhere?”

Their frown deepened. “I worked as an aide for a few years, sir. I know all the rooms here. All of them are full. No Toby Jones.”

“Taylor? Is there a problem here?” A doctor in a white coat had approached on soft-soled shoes. She glanced from the receptionist to Darius.

“This gentleman was looking—”

Darius waved his phone, as if it could put a magic shield between him and the hospice staff. “Sorry. My… mistake. Location.”

With that, he hurried out. If the doctor became suspicious, she might call around. It would get back to the guild director, and damn John anyway for putting him through this. Toby wasn’t there. Darius got back in his car, drove out of sight of Shadow Creek, pulled onto the shoulder, and banged his head on the steering wheel.

What in all blazing fucks do I do now?

 

 

“TOBY? SWEETIE? Can you hear me?”

Blurs swam above him. Toby blinked, trying for focus. Wasn’t working too well. The voice, though…. “Mom?”

“Yes. It’s Mom.” Her voice cracked and thickened. She sounded like she’d been crying a long time. “Dad’s here too.”

“Hi.” The greeting sounded absurd in his own ears, and he snickered. Part of his brain registered that the situation wasn’t funny, but he didn’t have much control. “Where?”

A strong hand gripped his. Dad’s. “You’re in a really great private hospice, Toby. They called us when they brought you in. We flew right out.”

“Arms tired?”

Dad pulled in a heavy sniff. “What?”

“Said you flew.”

“Ha! Funny guy.” Dad’s laugh was horribly forced. “We heard what happened. Why didn’t you call us when you started having problems? Why did you go see that… person instead?”

“For help. Dad….” Toby tried to squeeze his father’s hand back. He wasn’t sure he managed. “Don’t want to die.”

Mom burst into tears, and Toby’s eyes stung at the sound. He didn’t want his parents to cry. If he could make them understand, they wouldn’t have to.

“Director Whittaker’s coming,” Dad choked out. “He said… well, I didn’t want to get your mom’s hopes up, but he said you might have channeled?”

“Animus. Don’t let them kill me.” Some of the fog was fading. He could see his father’s eyes now. Two eyes. Why was that important?

“He’s going to test you. Toby, this is important. If you managed to channel, you need to concentrate. I know it’s hard when your Arcana are new, but you can do this.”

“Drugs.”

“You’re coming out of it.” Mom’s voice shook so badly, Toby wondered if she’d fly apart.

“Okay.” He supposed he was if his clearing sight was an indication. Would he come out of it enough to make a run for it? Right. He didn’t even have a direction to run. “Where is this?”

Dad shrugged. “They picked us up from the airport. I wasn’t paying much attention.”

A couple of nurses bustled in and helped Toby sit up. They let him rest on the edge of the bed for a few minutes, working on a sippy cup of ice water, then manhandled him into a big rolling recliner. There was a name for those. Toby couldn’t remember. He sat by the window, blinking at the just-leafing rose bushes outside, trying desperately to think.

“Can I have Darius?”

“What?” Dad seemed to have a new favorite word.

“For the test. Can I have Darius? He helped me channel. He’d help me with it again.”

“No. That bastard’s not coming anywhere near you,” Dad snarled.

“Paul, please.” Mom reached over and put a hand on Toby’s arm. “Director Whittaker thinks that man, that Darius person might’ve lied to you. Might’ve made you think you’d channeled.” Mom twisted a tissue in her free hand, staring at her lap. “That would be incredibly cruel. And if it’s true, they should lock him up somewhere like a rabid dog.”

He could’ve wasted energy arguing, but there wasn’t much point. Either he could do this or he couldn’t. Not that he had any doubts about what had happened at Pine Creek. Darius had guided him. He’d channeled. It was amazing. End of story. Except, yeah, this might be the end of his story for real.

Mom and Dad tried to chat about little stuff. How the flight had been. How the vegetable garden was coming along back home. How everyone here was so nice and so friendly. Every conversation gambit petered out when it became obvious Toby was only half listening.

“I’m glad you’re here.” Toby looked down at his feet, trying to make them move. “I’m not glad you’re here for this. Can we just go? Please? You can wheel me out. We’ll drive to Darius’s house, where I’ll be safe. Where I can learn to control this stuff. Here, I’m gonna die.”

“That psychopath brainwashed you.” Dad shook his head. “Don’t give up now, Toby. If you really did it once, you can show the director your Arcana. Even a trickle. That’s all it takes.”

Toby finally had reliable feeling back in his fingers by the time Director Whittaker arrived.

“How’s Darius?” Maybe Toby was shooting himself in the foot, but he was too angry to be his usual sweet self.

The director pulled a chair up close, apparently unperturbed by surly young mages. “Hello, Toby. Darius is home. He’ll be fine. I made certain he was resting comfortably in his own bed before I left.”

“Zubayr?”

“Also home. I was extremely disappointed that he’d assisted in Darius’s criminal actions. He used to be a man of better sense.” Director Whittaker patted Toby’s knee. “But now you’re here and everyone’s safe.”

“Uh-huh.” Safe from me. I see you thinking that.

“Now I hear you keep insisting that you’ve had a breakthrough and found your Arcana. Is that right?”

“I’m insisting because I did. Everyone makes it sound like I’m delusional.” Toby stopped all the angry words that wanted to tumble out. “I don’t want to die. I really don’t want to die.”

“No one wants you to,” the director said gently. “If you can show me that you can access any Arcanum, anything at all, we’ll go back to the guild. We’ll get you proper teachers and make certain you learn in a safe, sane environment.” He leaned forward and took one of Toby’s hands between his. “But if you can’t, the hospice is the only good alternative. I’m sure you’ve heard about Kara. I don’t want you to suffer as she did, torn apart internally by magic she couldn’t control. Do you understand?”

Toby fought the constriction in his chest. This wasn’t the time to cry. This was when he had to step the fuck up and save himself. But, oh crap, how he wanted Darius. “Yes, sir.”

“All right. Mr. and Mrs. Jones, I need you to step out of the room. For safety’s sake.”

Dad helped Mom up, and they clung to each other, looking back several times as they left the room. Toby pulled himself out of his own mire of dread to give them a wave. I can do this. It’ll be okay, Mom and Dad.

The second they stepped out, two extra-large nurses stepped in, the one man pushing a tray with injections all pulled up and ready.

“Look at me, Toby.” Director Whittaker took both of his hands. “They’re just a precaution. Do you need anything for this?”

“Can I have a plant?”

The director nodded. “Good. Yes. Some Animus mages react strongly to plant consciousness.” He turned to one of the nurses. “Could you, please? Any live plant will do.”

One of the nurses brought back a fern that had seen better days, but it was alive. That should be all that mattered, right? He set the fern on the bed tray and rolled it over so Toby had it within easy reach.

“Center yourself, Toby. Take your time,” Director Whittaker urged softly.

Drug haze still drifted through Toby’s brain as a light ground fog, the kind you could kick your way through. Shouldn’t be a problem. Just remember what it felt like. What you did. He slowed his breathing as he had with Darius, though it took a few tries to get started. His breath kept hitching every time he thought of his griffin. Soon he had it, though. Eight count in, twelve count out. In and out. Quiet. Slow.

He reached out for the plant beside him, carefully, feeling his way, trying to recreate how it had felt in the woods. His fingers started to tingle. There, that was his magic. He knew… dammit, he knew what it should do now. Reaching… reaching… the connection had to be there. Had to be. Come on, fern. Talk to me.

Nothing. He was getting nothing but his own struggle, the pain in his hands growing by the moment. He had to get through. This was his final chance. It had to be there.

“Injections! Now!” Director Whittaker cried out in a panic-stricken voice. “He’s going into a wild magic seizure!”

“No!” Toby tried to throw himself out of the chair, to escape the hands grasping after him. He was too clumsy, too slow, too disoriented by his magic damming up again. Two hissing pops and two sharp localized pains, one in either arm, were his only warning. The drugs hit his system fast and hard enough to put the lights out.

Darius… I’m so damn sorry. I wish you were here. I wish I could call to you like Professor X or something. Why aren’t there any telepathy Arcana? I love you, Dar. Gods, I wish I could tell you.






Chapter Thirteen

 

 

THE KOI needed feeding. Darius hunched farther into his cardigan against the evening chill. He shuffled out to the shed in his slippers. Why bother with shoes? They just hurt his feet, and he wasn’t certain he could bend down to tie them.

He could have filled the birdfeeders while he was out there. It was spring, though. The birds could fend for themselves a day or two, just until he had the energy. The koi swam in an excited knot to see his shadow above their pond, and they eagerly accepted his offerings. Beautiful, but the sight of them made his heart so heavy it might plummet and drive a hole through the Earth’s mantle. Toby had loved the koi. He’d failed Toby so badly. Failed to protect him, to keep him out of the hands of those who would harm him, good intentions notwithstanding.

Darius had failed to find him, and now Toby lay dying in some sterile, lifeless room somewhere. He sat on the bench with a soft thud, unable to stand for a second longer. Maybe if he just stayed there by the fishpond, he could quietly fade away. No mess. No dramatics.

The tears had begun again at some point. They hurt by now, since there’d been too many. Everything hurt. He should never have had the gall to think he could be anyone’s hero. He should never have—

A huge bee buzzed somewhere. Odd since it was dark. Wait. The insect was in the house? No. Phone. Huh. Darius shuffled the few steps inside and stared at the caller ID showing Zubayr’s name. Had he given anyone his number?

“He… llo?”

“Dar? Are you all right? You sound terrible. Where are you?”

That certainly was Zubayr. Darius picked up his twitching through the phone. “Home.”

“Where’s Toby?”

The lead pipe Darius suddenly found blocking his throat prevented him from answering long enough that Zubayr repeated the question twice. Finally, he got out in a rasping whisper, “Don’t know. They…. Zu, they took… him.”

“Okay. Deep breaths. We’re about an hour out and on our way to you.”

Darius aimed an angry swipe at his tears, certain he wasn’t following this conversation well at all. “We?”

“Yes. I went to Elias as soon as the guildmasters and their minions left. We got in his car and went to retrieve Arden.” Zubayr hesitated as someone spoke in the background. “I know.” His voice was muffled as he spoke to the other person, then clear again as he came back to the phone. “We weren’t there for you when we should’ve been. We let the guild scare us off. Shut up, Arden. Give me a second. But we’re coming now. Just sit tight, Dar. You’re not alone anymore.”

“Okay.” The raw whisper was all he could manage before he ended the call.

The night wasn’t any blacker. The gaping hole in his heart hadn’t changed in shape or size. But he found the energy to shuffle through the house, unlock the front door, and turn on some lights. He hadn’t realized until then that the house had been completely dark. Positioned in one of the fussy armchairs in the front parlor, Darius stared out at the driveway, heart hammering, trying not to count the minutes. Not precisely fear, this strange nameless dread, but not being alone had become desperately important all of a sudden.

Watching with such anxious urgency was absurd in the end. When they arrived, the roar of Elias’s truck would’ve been audible from the back of the house with the stereo on full volume. He could’ve taken a nap and still had plenty of warning. Not that he would’ve been able to rest.

He levered his stiff joints up from the chair, shuffled into the front hall, and flung the door open.

Arden was the first to reach him at a run, nearly knocking him over with the force of his hug. “Gods! You’re all right. We were so worried. Zubayr said… well, he couldn’t tell us much. Are you all right?”

Darius managed a grunt and reached for Zubayr next to receive a less painful hug. “Okay?”

“I’m fine.” Zubayr pushed him back and searched his face. “Not like they roughed me up and tossed my house. Let’s get everyone out of the night air and we can exchange stories.”

Elias trotted up on his blade legs with a bag over his shoulder and claimed a hug as well. “Dammit, old man. Can’t let you out of my sight, can I?”

“Guess… not,” Darius whispered and allowed himself to cling a moment. He closed the door behind them and, after some awkward shuffling around people, recalled that none of them had been in his house before. He twitched a hand for them to follow and slouched to the kitchen.

Zubayr began poking through the cabinets the moment he set foot on the kitchen tiles. “When did you eat last? Probably this morning. No wonder you look so tired. Don’t you have any food in this house?”

With his bones turned to jelly from some species of relief, Darius collapsed in his chair at the table and took in the activity, numb and lost. Arden came to sit beside him and hold his hand, a gesture Darius would’ve found annoying before. Now he needed the anchor badly.

Through some miracle of instinct and persistence, Zubayr managed to unearth a rice cooker and rice, beans, and a frozen steak that he had bullied into an actual meal in twenty minutes. No one made any comments about the late hour for dinner as they came to the table to join him.

Zubayr kissed the top of his head before he sat down. “All right, I’ll start. I left you two to do what you needed to and headed up the trail. They jumped me in the parking lot, and some Air mage I’d never met took the O2 away. When I woke up, Arla Messer, you remember her?”

The guild director of the Allegheny guild—of course Darius remembered. He offered a curt nod.


“I was back home and she was there to tell me not to worry. You and Toby had been contained and safely carted away. For your own good, naturally. But she wouldn’t tell me anything else. So I worried.”

“As you do,” Elias murmured.

“So I went to Elias, and he shared my concerns that things were probably worse than advertised. And we took Elias’s truck to Arden’s place—”

“Of course we were worried,” Arden broke in with a huff. “They were like rabid bloodhounds when they came to my house looking for you. I thought they were going to get out the rubber hoses and thumbscrews.”

“But they didn’t. Your turn, Dar.” Zubayr rolled his eyes and slid his phone across the table. “Type it out if you have to. What happened after I left?”

Darius left the phone on the table since his fingers trembled so badly, and then he began to type and type. He told them about the ambush at the top of the hill, nearly identical to the one Zubayr had sketched out. He wrote about waking up at home and about what John Whittaker had said. Fingers gaining momentum, he typed furiously about his determined search, what he had done to eliminate sites, and his final bitter despair when he’d failed to find Toby.

He’s dying somewhere. I can’t find him and he’s dying. I don’t know what to do.

His friends passed those last sentences around with varied expressions of sympathy and anger.

“Are you sure he can’t be hidden away in one of the places you checked?” Arden tapped the table sharply with one finger. “We should check again.”

Darius raised an eyebrow at him and took the phone back. Toby’s magical signature is unique, and I’ve had closer and more prolonged contact than anyone alive. If he’d been hidden, I would have felt him.

Zubayr scrubbed both hands over his face. “It’s late. We know we have some time since he’s in hospice somewhere. It’s a slow process, starving someone to death. That’s how they justify it as not murder for wild mages. Hush, Dar. I’m sorry.”

Stopping the sob that wanted out made Darius’s lungs burn, but he nodded and waved for Zubayr to go on.

“We’re all tired. Dar’s exhausted. I say we start with the guild in the morning. We have witnesses at this table who saw the first glimmers of Toby’s channeling. If they don’t take Dar’s word for it, maybe they’ll listen to a delegation. If they’ve tested him and he managed to prove his channels on his own, wonderful. But from what you’ve said, Dar, it sounds like he was still unstable and probably needs guidance to his Arcana while he’s learning. And we still need to find him. Montchanin’s territory is a single county in a single small state. Between us, we should be able to figure something out.”

Darius nodded miserably. A lot of wild mages struggled the first few times, though the younger ones tended to do better. Toby was the oldest student he’d ever had.

“Bed, then.” Elias took dishes to the sink. “You have somewhere for us, Valstad, or are we sleeping in a puppy pile in your bed?”

Any other day, Darius would have laughed. Now, he could only think about who wouldn’t be in his bed that night. He hoped Toby wasn’t awake and frightened. “There’s… room.”

He bypassed Toby’s room when they trooped down the upstairs hallway. A spare few days Toby had slept there and he couldn’t bear to see anyone else occupy that bed. He pointed Arden to the corner guestroom at the front of the house. It still held all of Aunt Eva’s bird ceramics, so it struck him as appropriate. Zubayr and Elias he put in the room that had been reserved for visiting nieces and nephews with its two sets of bunk beds. Neither of them was tall enough to need more than a twin, and they wouldn’t want to murder each other as they might Arden, who would, Darius was certain, fuss interminably before going to bed.

Wait for me, Toby. Darius sent the desperate thought out into the night as he kicked off his slippers and climbed into bed. Give me time to find you. I have help now. Just give me time.






Chapter Fourteen

 

 

THE DAMN sun shining right in his face woke Darius the next morning. No mage could control the weather, but certain Air mages could move clouds. A few clouds would’ve been good right then.

He froze when a crash sounded downstairs, followed by raised voices. For a terrible heart-hammering moment, he thought he had intruders until he recalled he had a house full of intrusive guests instead. No. Unkind, Valstad. Friends who rushed to help.

Not ready yet for human contact, Darius took the time to shower and dress in jeans and a flannel shirt before he headed downstairs. Whatever disaster or altercation had occurred was long over when he poked his head in the kitchen. Zubayr stood at the stove with several pans going, no surprise, while Arden made biscuits and Elias manned the cutting board. Though Darius had only been away a few days and the food left behind would have been perfectly fine to use, he didn’t recall even having mushrooms and cheddar. Wait. No. He’d bought cheese for Toby.

A heavy sigh shuddered through him. Every corner of his house had Toby in it.

On his way out to the driveway to make sure Elias’s truck wasn’t blocking the garage, Darius stopped short on the front porch. A honeysuckle vine had crept up the steps and lay as if it were reaching toward the door. Had he been that neglectful? He didn’t have honeysuckle in the front, did he?

He crouched to examine the vine. It moved, climbing up his jeans, and wrapped around his wrist. Darius lost his balance in his shock and landed on his ass. “Arden! Arden!”

Three sets of feet pounded down the hall from the kitchen, though with his longer legs, Arden reached the doorway first. “Dar! What is—what in the world?”

“You’re… seeing this?” Darius demanded. “Haven’t lost it?”

“I see that you have a vine wrapped around you. What are you doing?”

“I didn’t….” Darius huffed and knew his next sentence would sound ridiculous. “It attacked.”

The vine yanked at him, leaves rustling as it tried to pull him down the steps.

“Well, fuck. That’s not normal.” Elias bent to stroke a leaf. “I don’t think it’s attacking, though.”

“Oh? Little Viney’s trying to tell us Timmy fell down the well?” Zubayr’s exasperated voice came from just inside the doorway.

Arden cocked his head to one side as he held a palm out over the honeysuckle. “You know, that might not be far off.” He closed his eyes, head tipping one way, then the other as he stroked the vine. “Dar, I’m not sure how to say this.”

“Spit it… out,” Darius growled.

“It’s Toby.”

Elias stared at Arden as if he’d lost his mind. “The vine is Toby?”

“No, you idiot,” Arden snapped before he turned to Darius with a pleading look. “Don’t you feel it, Dar? That’s Toby’s life signature driving that vine.”

Zubayr came forward to touch the plant too. “So little Viney is trying to tell us something.”

“That…. No one…. It can’t be.” Darius shook his head, though at the same time reached for the plant’s Animus. “Fucking hell. Toby.”

“So let me see if I have this straight.” Elias took a seat on the top step. “Toby sent the vine. Somehow. He wants us to follow the bouncing plants to him?”

“Not sure it’s… conscious.” Darius unwound the vine gently from his wrist. “His connection. Plants. So much stronger….”

“He’s a walking generator, we get that.” Zubayr stared out along the driveway as if he could discern where the vine led. “We all felt it. Dar, why don’t you stay here with your plant friend. I’ll bring you breakfast.”

“But we—”

“No. You eat first. This could end up being a long, long day.”

They ended up eating together on the porch while the vine tapped and prodded at Darius, clearly impatient with his lack of action. Not usual behavior for plants, who normally limited their movements to helio- and geotropism, but a Toby-driven plant couldn’t be labeled normal.

Elias brought Darius his jacket, while Arden brought his boots, and within thirty minutes of the honeysuckle attack, they were ready to set out. Somewhere. The expedition didn’t feel sane at all, but they couldn’t ignore Toby sending a plant telegram.

“So what’s the plan, Professor?” Elias asked as he closed the front door and handed Darius his keys.

“You.” Darius pointed to Arden and Zubayr, then waved to the trailing vine. “Follow. With me.” He turned and stabbed a finger at Elias. “You bring… your truck.”

Elias’s frown rivaled thunderclouds. “I have my hiking legs. Don’t do this.”

“No.” Darius shook his head, trying to convey his frustration and his apology at once. “When we… find him. I’ll need… that.” He pointed at the truck. “Can’t… carry him… back.”

“Oh. Oh.” Elias shot him a crooked grin. “Got it. And you don’t know where the plants are taking us, and my truck’s better off-road than your fancy Brit machine.”

“And no one else can drive your truck,” Zubayr added.

“Not my fault you’re all losers who don’t know how to use hand controls.”

Darius took Elias by the shoulders and pulled him into a hard hug. “Yes. All that.”

“Thanks, teach. We love you too.” Elias said it in a teasing way, but his cheeks and ears darkened in an obvious blush. “Zu, stay on the phone with me so I don’t lose you.”

With Darius and Arden following the vine, Zubayr on the phone, and Elias following slowly in the truck, they set off down the drive. Once they reached the point where the vine lay in the grass, Darius picked it up to follow its length.

“This makes no sense. It’s impossible,” Arden grumbled.

“Hmm.” Darius allowed him half an ear as he concentrated on Toby’s magic. “Elias? Also… impossible. Me alive? Impossible. Your house—”

“Hilarious. I get it. But this vine can’t extend far enough to lead us to wherever Toby’s being kept. Vines don’t grow that far. I don’t understand how this is all physically possible.”

“Mmm.” Darius reached the point where the honeysuckle joined its brethren at the hedge beside the road. Difficult to follow Toby’s signal through the tangle of vines, but not impossible. For a moment he panicked, thinking he’d lost the trail, until he leaned his hand against the oak beside the hedge. “Because… it’s not.”

“What—oh!” Arden had placed a hand on the bark to steady himself down the hill. “Dar, the trees.”

“Yes. Trees.” He motioned for Arden’s phone, where he typed, Trees communicate across great distances. Chemical communication. Communication through moss networks. We have to be careful since the signal may spread out as we go.

Darius put his hand to the tree’s roots, reaching into the earth where his magic was strongest. Yes. Toby’s call went from root system to root system here. He straightened and crossed the road to the oak on the other side, which had passed the message to the one on his property. “This way.”

“It’s like following the world’s strangest bloodhound,” Zubayr murmured before he waved to Elias. “I’ll tell you when we cross the next road.”

The old truck rumbled as Elias pulled onto the shoulder to wait. Darius led his puzzled but intrepid party off into the trees.

 

 

TOBY RAN through hallways littered in glass, glittering shards and sheets of it that broke as he ran. The glass was all over the floor, then was the floor until it wasn’t glass at all but mica. He had to find Darius. That was the important part. Now the mica had turned to steel, which had something to do with Darius, but he couldn’t quite remember what.

The metal, which might have been steel or might’ve been something else, came apart in his hands when he pulled on it. The shapes were strange, and he thought they were words or runes, but he couldn’t read them. The twisting hallway wasn’t one anymore, and he ran through strange caverns. He tripped and fell, coming down hard on the uneven floor.

Underneath his hands were ropes, strangely fuzzy and unyielding. No, not ropes, roots. The whole tunnel was made of roots, and he had to pick his way carefully now or risk breaking an ankle.

All the while he called out, though his voice made no sound—Darius! Darius! Darius!


 

 

THREE HOURS and four backtracks along the trail later, Darius was tired, sweaty, and had no way to know how much farther they had to go. They’d been traveling in a roughly northwesterly direction, sometimes crossing roads or small creeks. His hands were bleeding in several places from fighting with thorn bushes, his boots were soaked, his right knee ached abominably, and he was more than done with Arden’s running list of complaints.

To put the icing on this anxiety-layered irritation cake, they’d reached a boggy part of the woods where he’d lost the trail. Too much water interference. “Zubayr.”

“Me?” Zubayr twitched around to face him, eyes wide. “I can get the water out of your way, I guess? Though I’d rather not disturb things more than we have to.”

Arden stalked to the edge of the waterlogged land, cocking his head to one side, then the other. “I’m on Zubayr’s side of the web. If he helps me with the Water part, I can find the Toby signal for you.”

“By our powers combined,” Zubayr muttered. “Very Captain Planet.”

“What on earth are you talking about?”

“Really? Didn’t you watch any cartoons as a kid?”

Arden’s sniff was a hair shy of melodrama. “I had more important things to do than turn my brain into mush.”

“Gods, you must’ve been a miserable child.”

It pleased Darius more than it should have when his growl echoed over the bog. “Less snark. More finding.”

Zubayr had the grace to appear shamed as he crouched by the water’s edge and placed a palm on the soggy ground. Arden glared in offense, but he took Zubayr’s hand, and together they began to cast out among the bog plants.

“Anything?” Darius cringed at the snarl.

“Give me a minute, Mr. All Powerful,” Arden murmured. “What I’m searching for is a little more subtle than your direct Animus connection.”

“Watch your feet,” Zubayr said a moment too late as Arden stepped in a deep depression.

“I’m never going to be dry again.” Arden shook something off his foot as he stepped back onto higher ground. “My feet are going to rot off.”

“Shut up, Arden, and concentrate.” Zubayr tugged at his hand to get him moving again.

Darius followed slowly, waiting each time they moved forward only to stop and switch direction again. Their progress across the mats of bog plants was agonizingly slow but always eventually forward. He clenched his fists hard against his rising impatience. Every step, every inch, we’re closer. Just keep walking.

The bog crossing couldn’t have been more than a few hundred yards. It only felt like miles. Finally, Darius picked up the trail again at an ancient holly at the edge of the spongy, sodden ground. The holly had received the transmission from a nearby maple—and they were off at a better clip again.

Elias met them when they next hit a winding country road. He waved Darius over and leaned out of his truck’s window. “You’re moving in a pretty straight line now, Dar. I’m driving to the next road on your course to see if there’s anything. Might speed things up if I see a likely place.”

“Do that.” Darius patted the hood of the truck as he strode around it and plunged back into the woods.

Arden followed him, grumbling about poison ivy in the dense underbrush while Zubayr asked how he could be a Life mage when he apparently hated all life so much. To preserve his sanity, Darius ignored them. From tree to tree he proceeded, sometimes along root highways, sometimes along moss networks, and from time to time along the vines of sleepy wisteria. He was puzzling out a route from a stand of clustered maples when Zubayr’s phone rang.

“Elias? Oh, all right. Putting you on speaker.” Zubayr held the phone out for all of them to hear.

Elias’s voice came through tinny and small. “Dar? I’m on Stillswamp. It’s the next little not-officially-named road you’re gonna come to. I think I’ve found it.”

“Why?” Every nerve in Darius’s body stood on end.

“Why do I think that? You better come have a look. This is some weird shit, old man.”

Despite complaints from his knee, Darius took off at a jog, heading in as straight a line as he could toward where the trees thinned again. Zubayr and Arden most likely followed, but he couldn’t hear them over his own crashing through the brush and the hammering of his heart.

He burst out onto the road and stumbled, surprised to have run out of woods so suddenly. Elias’s truck sat up the road a few hundred yards, so he adjusted course and kept running. By the time he’d reached Elias, who stood by the side of the road, arms crossed, jaw clenched, Darius could make out what had disturbed him so.

A partially paved lane ran off into the woods beside the truck, and down that lane appeared to be a… structure of sorts. Perhaps something that had been a structure before plants overran it. Vines of all descriptions covered it, softening and partially hiding the lines of roofs, gables, and walls. Such a structure should have been abandoned, so it was jarring to see cars parked all around the building, people running back and forth or standing in clumps and yelling at each other.

“I have the bad feeling that’s the hospice.” Elias nodded at the vine-devoured building. “Toby, you think?”

Darius put his palm on the grass, feeling his way to the earth below. Toby’s Animus signal ran in a straight line toward whatever disaster was down the lane. “Yes.” He stood, dusted his hands off, and strode toward the distressed building, trying not to break into a dead run. “Bring the truck. Please.”

The whispers started as he reached the first group of people.

“Valstad.”

“It’s him.”

“That’s Darius Valstad.”


“Gods, it’s worse than we thought.”

He kept his head up and ignored them as he headed for a cluster of mages near the building, some of whom he recognized as guildmasters from Montchanin.

“Hospice?” Darius pointed to the vines without giving them a chance to ask what he was doing there.

“This isn’t your concern, Valstad.” A pinch-faced mage regarded him as if he’d crawled out from under pond scum. “Please go home.”

Darius scowled as he surveyed the vines and stubbornly held his ground. Old Darius would’ve let them have it. Present Darius feared they wouldn’t hear out his stumbling sentences. Had he been alone, this might have been an insurmountable problem.

“Guildmasters.” Zubayr had reached them, breathing hard as he held out his hand. “Zubayr Tahiri, formerly of the Allegheny guild. We believe we may be able to help or at least shed some light on the situation. Is there a hospice building under there, and was this a rather, ah, sudden vegetative invasion?”

The guildmasters’ expressions ranged from wary to confused. A younger woman Darius didn’t recognize spoke up. “Yes, to both. We have people trapped in there.”

Zubayr adopted an expression of grave concern. “That’s not good. And is there a patient inside named Toby Jones?”

“That’s not information we can give out,” snarled one of the older mages. Roger Barris, Darius believed, though if that was the case, he hadn’t aged well at all. “Especially not with Valstad here. The director gave strict instructions not to allow—”

“Where’s John?” Darius cut him off sharply.

“He’s, um, inside,” the young woman said as her face flushed scarlet.

“Not a good situation at all.” Zubayr shook his head sympathetically. “What have you tried so far?”

Arden had arrived, though he hung back outside the circle of guildmasters. Smart move. Elias had edged his truck as far forward as he could without running anyone over and was picking his way through the gravel and leaf litter toward them.

“We had an Animus mage try to encourage the plants off.” A willowy mage with a shock of wild black hair took his glasses off and cleaned them fretfully on his shirt. “But they wouldn’t listen. We tried hatchets and trimmers to cut a hole, but the vines confiscate any tool used against them and immediately fill the gap back in.”

Another mage piped up from the back, “Someone suggested a controlled burn—”

“But we all agreed that idea was incredibly stupid,” Barris snapped and rounded on Darius. “And you’re here because you think you can do better than the entire guild?”

Darius fought against hunching his shoulders under that furious regard. “Yes.”

“Ha! Without killing everyone in a mile radius?”

“Yes.”

Barris took a step forward, crowding him. “And how do you propose to do that?”

“Quietly.” Darius allowed himself a little smile. “I’m going… to ask.”

Objections and derision rose from all sides until the young woman called out, “Gods’ sakes, Roger, let him try. No one else is doing anything useful.”

Roger Barris, who most likely would have been director if John hadn’t been so much better at handling people, threw up both hands with a sound of muted rage. “Fine. Wonderful. I want everyone to back up to the road, except you and I, Morgaine. Valstad, I swear, if I feel even a hint of you throwing magic of any kind, I’m taking you down like the rabid dog you are.”

“Fair… enough.” Darius kept his expression placid, though the urge to punch Barris in his angry, blotchy face was strong.

Zubayr laid a hand on his arm. “Dar?”

“No. John….”

“Will recognize me from Pine Creek. And you think he’ll get defensive.”

Darius nodded and waved Elias to him. “Come speak… for me.”

“Are you serious?” Arden squawked. “John knows me. He’ll be more likely to listen.”

“No. Ard. Need you… here.” Darius pointed to the ground in front of where he believed the front door to be. “Life.”

Arden’s offended puffing deflated immediately, and Darius was never so grateful for friends who understood him. “Because if things go wrong, you need me out here to do what I can to get you out.”

“Yes.”

Morgaine confirmed the exact location of the front door, two steps up, while the guildmasters herded the remaining mages back to the road. When everyone was in place, Darius stepped up to the building with Elias on his blind side. He touched the leaves gently, letting them feel him, hear him.

“Toby,” Darius whispered. “It’s me. Came to…. Let’s go home.”

The leaves rustled, murmuring soft arguments. Toby’s magic emanated from them so powerfully, Darius didn’t need his own to reach for it.

“Please, Toby. Miss you. Only light… in fifteen years. Please, let me in.”

Rustling spread to the surrounding vines, a chorus of negation.

“Toby, I’m here. Wouldn’t….” Darius struggled as his throat closed on a raw lump. “Leave you. I… love you.”

The sharp intake of breath from Elias registered as the leaves all went still at once. Slowly, as if they had to deliberate vine by vine, the leaves parted just far enough to allow Darius and Elias to push their way up the steps and into the front vestibule. The impenetrable plant curtain snapped shut behind them the moment they were through.

“Well,” Elias said on a stunned breath. “That was different.”

The door was unlocked, and Darius pushed it open carefully, hoping no panicked prisoner stood behind the door with a blunt instrument. No, the front hallway was clear. The electricity must have gone out, since a mage light hovered along one wall. Probably John’s since Light was his Major Arcanum.

Voices came from nearby. When they turned the corner, they found a receiving area with a desk and a few chairs, along with two people with stunned expressions.

The smaller person clutched the larger person’s arm. “Davis, look! They got through!”

Elias waggled his fingers in a little wave. “Not exactly. Yes, Darius and I got through, but the vines went right back to being all kidnappy.”

Large person started to sob while small person hugged them tight. The single mage light in the corner made it impossible for Darius to make out anything beyond size.

“Then why the hell are you here?” small person snapped.

“Toby Jones,” Darius rasped out. “Where?”

Small person began, “There’s no one here—”

“Oh, stop it! It doesn’t matter now,” large person cut them off in a trembling voice. “He’s on the second floor. Down the hall, up the stairs, last room on your right. If it’s him doing this, can you get him to stop?”

“We’ll see.” Darius wanted to offer some comfort, but it would’ve been a lie. He shrugged and headed for the dimly lit hallway behind the desk, trying not to feel guilty about the renewed sobbing in his wake. I’m trying to fix it. I’m sorry you were caught up in this.

“Hey.” Elias nudged him as they started up the stairs. “I know that face. This isn’t your fault.”

Maybe this situation, right this moment, was not directly his fault, but arguing with Elias would be a waste of energy. He limped up the last few stairs and started down the hallway. Up here, little bits of light filtered in, as if the vines had decided a screen was fine on the second floor rather than a fortress wall. In contrast, light flooded out from the last room on the right. Not shocking, of course. Darius knew who was in there.

Out of some misplaced need for courtesy, he knocked on the doorframe before he stuck his head inside. “Hello, John. Bit of a… pickle.”

John’s startled expression lasted half a heartbeat. “This isn’t the time to be facetious. How did you get in here? Who’s that with you?”

“Elias Butler, sir.” Elias came forward and extended a hand that John shook in an automatic response. “Formerly Allegheny guild. Minor Arcana abomination.”

“I’ve heard of you.” John snatched his hand back.

“As to your second question—Darius asked Toby to let him in. You do know Toby’s doing all this, right?”

“Yes.” John subsided onto his chair and waved a hand toward the bed where Toby lay, pale and still. “This shouldn’t be possible. He’s sedated so completely, we could perform surgery.”

“And still….” Darius limped to the bed and perched on the edge where he could hold Toby’s hand. “He failed… your test.”

“In frightening fashion, yes.” John rubbed his hands together to spark a light ball and floated it over to the bed. “He showed no sign of channeling and was going into wild magic overload with terrible speed. We had to sedate him to save everyone in the building. His parents are here.” He ran both hands back through his hair. “Don’t look at me like that, Darius. We can only deal in the possible, not the patently impossible.”

“Or you can dismiss things that you thought were impossible when they’re right in front of you,” Elias muttered.

Darius stroked the strands of white back before he leaned in to kiss Toby’s forehead. “And yet… here we are.” He hated how cold Toby was, hated the whole situation, though anger wasn’t going to get them anywhere. Besides, he had been thinking about the situation since the night before. “Paper?”

John shot him an incredulous look, but Elias hunted until he found a notepad and pen in a drawer. For a moment, Darius considered the paper. Old Darius would’ve gone in with all the righteous rage of an avenging angel, spouting consequences, making threats. Present Darius was coming to the conclusion that Old Darius had been about as subtle as a knife in the ear.

I wish you would have listened, John. We could have prevented all of this. Toby’s inexperienced and wielding such enormous power that it easily overwhelms him still. He needs guidance to channel. Calm assistance rather than pressure to perform.

Regardless, this is where we find ourselves and this is what I propose:

First, Toby comes with me. This is nonnegotiable since I’m certain it’s the only way we all get out of here alive.

Second, Toby stays with me. He needs a teacher who understands him. He’s bright. He’s motivated. He’s intellectually flexible. I’m confident he’ll be safely in control within a few weeks.

Third, I’m not asking for reinstatement. We’ve gone too far to go back if we’re both honest. My return to the guild would be one episode of resentment after another. I have Toby. I have my house. I propose that when I return there, you leave us in peace. You relinquish all control over Toby, his education, and my mage craft.

We stay out of your way. You stay out of ours. Nothing more complicated than that.

Squinting even with all the mage light, John had to fish his glasses out of his suit jacket before he could read Darius’s list of demands. He frowned and set the pad down, not offering any immediate commentary as he stared at the vine-obscured window.

While he pondered, Elias seized the moment to read the note, eyebrows creeping up his forehead with every line. He looked about to say something, but Darius shook his head. Not yet. Tell me later.

John finally broke his silence. “What would you propose to do about the child’s parents?”

“Up to…. Toby. Not a child. They can visit. If he… wants.” Darius took a deep breath. So many words today. “Visit. Not… interfere.”

With a twitch of his fingers, he asked for the pad back. I know this is hard, to give up control like this. But it’s not as if exiled mages haven’t lived outside the guild system all these years. Toby will simply join our ranks. He won’t be a wild mage alone, though. So please don’t look at it as leaving a dangerous loose cannon out in the world. He’ll have support. Training.

“I admit I had doubts about your recovery.” John tapped the notepad against the windowsill. “But it’s obvious that your communication issues are not due to intellectual impairment. So be it. I agree to your terms, but only because it appears to be our only choice. If you’re unsuccessful in freeing us from this trap, more drastic measures will need to be taken.”

More drastic measures couldn’t have been any clearer. If they couldn’t walk out as Darius hoped, they would kill Toby and hope his death would free them. They’d call it a kindness. Euthanasia. For Darius, it would be murder. He tamped down on his boiling rage so he could manage a civil nod.

After a flurry of activity that included handwringing from Toby’s parents, who didn’t look favorably at either Darius or Elias, and consulting with several doctors, a nurse-phlebotomist came to remove Toby’s IV’s, both the fluids and the sedation.


“It’s going to take a few hours for him to wake up,” she instructed in a tone both stern and kind. “And you’ll have to watch him carefully for at least four hours after. He’s going to be a little loopy and prone to falls. Lots of fluids and I’d wait until at least six tonight before you try food.”

Finally, Toby was wrapped in blankets and lifted onto a gurney. That wouldn’t work to get them out of the building, Darius was nearly certain, but he didn’t think his knee would manage all the stairs with even a Toby-weight burden. Instead, two orderlies rolled the gurney down the hall to manhandle it down the steps while staff, parents, and everyone else evacuated the second floor.

Toby had been the only patient, which really shouldn’t have been a surprise.

At the door, Darius stopped them. “Has to be… me.”

“You have to carry him out?” Elias guessed correctly. “Yeah, I can see the sense there. You sure you can?”

Darius answered with a glare. Yes, he’d carried Toby up the stairs at the house. No, his knee hadn’t been screaming at him that day. He didn’t need to go far, though. For Toby, he could manage this one thing without screwing it up.

“Toby? It’s Darius. You’re with… me.” He slid his arms under Toby, letting their foreheads rest together for one precious moment. “But you need… to let go. You found me. Let it… go.”

He sent a prayer out to any god who might be listening and lifted Toby into his arms. A nod to Elias, who opened the door, and he stepped forward toward the wall of vines, willing them to part.

Nothing happened.

Possible that Toby was too far under sedation… if one disregarded the fact that he had ordered vines to make a building into a human trap and had sent a message halfway across the country, largely through the chemical interaction of trees. Darius shifted his grip so he could support Toby partially against the doorframe. He unwound one of Toby’s hands from the blankets and set it against the vines.

“Through here,” Darius murmured into his ear. “Ask them… let us through. Don’t….” He hesitated. It felt like emotional blackmail. “Don’t let me… die in here.” Still nothing. “Toby. Please. Take us home.”

Toby’s eyes shifted back and forth under his eyelids, his body twisting as he worked through whatever distressing dream had ensnared him. The leaves began to murmur and rustle again. The woody stems rattled against the building. Then slowly… slowly the vines moved away from the door, creating a bower over the front steps.

“Go,” Darius whispered. “Hurry.”

John ushered Toby’s parents out first, and give the man credit, he stayed to shepherd out the staff, one after another, before he made his own escape. Darius nodded to Elias to go, but Elias just wrapped his arms around them both with a grin.

“All together now, Professor.”


Darius resituated Toby, and with Elias providing extra propulsion, they raced through the opening and down the steps just in time for the vines to snap shut again. Cracking and snapping followed in their wake. Darius risked a glance over his shoulder and realized to his horror that the vines were tightening their grip. Roof shingles popped. Siding broke in pieces. Glass shattered.

Bits of debris rained down on them as they ran for the dubious shelter of Elias’s truck, Darius trying to shield Toby as best he could and Elias trying to shield them both. Arden was there within a few steps of the porch to take some of Toby’s weight. Zubayr raced ahead to open the truck’s doors. With several sets of hands helping, they dragged Toby into the cab, Arden nearly tossing Darius after in an adrenaline-fueled bid to get him in despite his failing knee.

With Zubayr in the jump seat behind the driver and Arden still hanging half out of the cab, Elias hit reverse and roared off down the drive. The risky maneuver gave them an excellent view as the private hospice collapsed inward under the force of rage-filled plants, the walls crumpling as if they had been made of tissue paper.

Zubayr made an uncomfortable sound. “Remind me, someone, everyone, never to make Toby angry. Ever.”






Chapter Fifteen

 

 

THE SUNLIGHT on his face stroked his skin with kind fingers while a soft breeze barely stirred his hair. It had a familiar quality to it, this light. He’d been here before. Toby blinked his gummy eyes open. Everything was blurry, but he knew those lace curtains waving by the open window. He knew the texture of this quilted comforter.

Home. Darius’s home at least, the place he’d come to think of as his home too. Though probably a good idea to check with Darius on that.

There had been terrible dreams of searching, ones that had turned ugly and tinged with scarlet anger in the end. He shivered, trying to banish the last threads. Some dreams, he didn’t want to remember.

Toby gripped the covers on a sudden thought. His last waking memory had been failing to channel, of nurses grabbing him and injecting drugs meant to put him out. I’m alive. Holy freaking cake balls! I’m alive!

Suddenly it was vital that he find Darius and make sure he was all right. Sure, he’d been told his griffin was okay, but someone Toby barely trusted saying it and seeing it for himself were two different things. Problem was, he couldn’t sit up. Dizziness assaulted him as soon as he tried to lift his head.

“I’ll just rest a second and try again in a minute,” he whispered to the ceramic owl on the bureau. He blinked some more, trying to unblur the figurine, which he knew was an owl from admiring it before.

A sound to the right startled him. Was that a snore? Carefully, he turned his head and, when the pillow blocked his view, found that he could turn over even if he couldn’t sit up yet. There beside him, curled into a ridiculously small space for such a large man, lay Darius, fast asleep with one hand reaching out toward Toby’s side of the bed.

A twinge of disappointment followed, even though Toby knew it was silly, that Darius wasn’t wrapped around him to sleep. Good enough that he was right there. No complaints. Toby reached over and took that outstretched hand, needing to feel Darius’s solidity. Dumb thing to do, of course. Darius snrked and woke up.

The one blue eye took a second to track, and then a slow smile spread across Darius’s face. “Hey.”

“Hey to you too.” Toby stretched a shaking arm far enough to run his finger down Darius’s nose. “I had the weirdest dreams, and I’m trying to forget them. But I just remembered something.”

“Oh?”

“I dreamt that you told me you loved me.”

The smile slipped a hair. “I did. You let… me in. After.”

Toby crinkled his forehead. “I let you in where? Into my dreams?”

“Not quite.” Darius shifted closer. “I’ll let… someone else tell.”

“Yeah? There’s someone here besides us?”

“Arden. Elias. Zubayr.”

“Cool. Everyone’s here? That’s… gods, I’m glad you weren’t alone.” Toby hoped the expression he wore was a smile. His face didn’t feel quite right yet. “You just can’t stop smiling, can you?”

“No.” Darius pulled their joined hands up and kissed Toby’s palm. “You’re safe. You’re home. Truly safe. And I do.”

“Do what?”

“Love you.”

“Even though I’m too young. And not, like, a PhD. And a whole mess of trouble. And probably talk too much. And eat too much junk food. And don’t know one finch from another. And will totally insist on a good gaming system for the basement.”

Darius chuckled. “Even so.”

“Damn good thing, Professor Valstad.” Toby managed to scoot close enough to nuzzle against Darius’s shoulder. “’Cause I’ve definitely fallen in love with you. Even if you’re a grouchy old griffin with self-esteem issues who doesn’t know how to feed himself when he’s on his own.”

“Hey now.” Darius’s protest lacked force, probably because he was laughing.

“Tell me where the lie is.” Toby heaved a long sigh that turned into a happy hum when Darius shifted and slid an arm around him. “We’re really safe, then? The guild’s not coming after us? No one’s gonna try to shove death drugs in my veins?”

“Safe.” Darius buried his face in Toby’s hair. “Completely safe. Well—”

“What? What part’s not safe?”

“Your parents… want a call.”

Toby poked at Darius’s ribs, making him twitch. “Oh, not funny. Not funny at all. But yeah, I guess parents are their own danger. Or dangers. I’ll call them when I don’t feel like my head’s about to pop off and float away.” After a few moments, a thought crept in. “Did you, um, meet them? My parents?”

“Not as… such?” Darius shifted onto his back, taking Toby with him. “Escaping angry vines.”

“Yeah, I’m definitely too dizzy for this still. It’ll keep.”

Sometime later when the sunlight had softened further toward evening, Toby finally sat up successfully, and Darius hobbled out to do something that Toby only caught as mutter, mutter, mumble. Some yelling followed as Toby wondered why Darius was limping so badly; then soon after, a herd of forty elephants assaulted the stairs. Fine, no elephants, but four mages wearing expressions ranging from dark glower—Darius—to barely concealed amusement—Elias.

“Back in bed.” Arden’s pointing was imperious and worthy of the stage.

While Darius complied, growling, Toby asked, “So why are you all gimpy?”

Arden didn’t give him a chance to answer. “Because he’s a stubborn, bull-headed idiot.”

The phrase flurry of activity had never been more appropriate as Zubayr sailed in with a tray, Elias brought Toby’s backpack to the side of the bed, and Arden fussed with pulling up Darius’s right pajama pant leg and getting ice on a knee that looked more like a grapefruit.

“Dude….” Toby leaned over for a better look. “What did you do?”

“Twisted it,” Darius grumbled. “Not a big… deal.”

Arden tsked and continued fussing, propping the knee up on a cushion. “Not a big deal if you never want to use it again, certainly. You just like upsetting people. It’s what you do. Now stay in bed, dammit.”

“He’s going to punch you one of these days.” Zubayr addressed Arden while he pushed Toby back against the pillows and set the tray across his lap. “And we’ll all laugh and laugh. Eat what you can, Toby. It’s just chicken and rice. Nothing fancy.”

“Thank you. But I don’t think—” Toby’s stomach interrupted him with a monstrous growl. “Never mind, I’ve been overruled. Apparently, I am hungry.”

“All your stuff’s by the bed.” Elias pointed to the pile of backpack and clothes. “We’ll just leave you two in—”

“No, no, no,” Toby objected around his first bite. Dinner was plain and absolutely heavenly. “You guys can’t go until someone explains all the things. He hasn’t even tried.”

Elias laughed as he perched on the end of the bed. “Darius would have to write it out for you. It’s not simple like someone told him where you were and he just walked in and got you.”

The story Elias told sounded stranger than Toby’s dreams while he’d been under. Assaults by Air mages, coming to find Darius in despair, a persistent vine with a message, following the plants, the vegetative fortress—it all sounded like something from an old story. But they all backed it up and added enough detail that it was impossible to dismiss.

When they’d finished, Toby pointed from himself to each of them. “So I rescued me and you rescued me. Also. In addition. This is some weird stuff.”

“Yes,” Darius said at his driest. “But channeling… undeniable.”

Zubayr nodded. “The guilds can’t classify you as a wild mage any longer. The evidence of your Arcana channeling was all too real, and forcing you into anything had become a clear and present danger.”

“They were thinking about having me die faster before you came, weren’t they?” Toby swallowed hard and forced down some water. Not a happy thought at all.

“Honestly, they didn’t know what they were doing,” Arden said with a delicate snort. “Considering it, yes, but they had no idea how the plants would react if you died. Possible that everyone in the hospice would have been crushed. Darius was both the hero they needed and the one they deserved.”

“Oh, now you make pop culture references?” If Zubayr’s side-eye had been any harder, it would’ve knocked Arden down.

“You good for now, Toby? We could go argue downstairs and leave you in peace.” Elias rose and stalked pointedly to the door. “Come on, kids. We’ve done all the things.”

Arden heaved a put-upon sigh, but he took the hint. Zubayr gave Toby a quick hug and followed, while Elias sent Darius a mock salute before he left. “You’re welcome, Captain.”

“They’re interesting people, your friends,” Toby said once everyone was safely out of earshot. “And they’re good friends, coming to help like that.”

“They are.” Darius nodded, not a hint of snark or sarcasm in his rasping voice.

Toby ate what he could, then passed the rest off to Darius, who devoured it as if he hadn’t eaten in days. What do I know? Maybe he hasn’t. Finally, tray set down on the floor, the loudest thing in the room the old bracket clock on the bureau, Toby snuggled close again with his head on Darius’s chest. A contented sigh gusted from Darius, and he gave Toby a squeeze.

“So what happens now?” Toby slid a hand under the hem of Darius’s T-shirt to stroke the fuzz on his belly.

“Nap?”

“Probably at some point, but I mean what happens with the guild and stuff.”

Darius tapped a finger on Toby’s forearm. “You learn control. Most important. Then….” He shrugged. “I have… ideas. The guild. Looking at it… backwards.”

“Well, good? Still percolating in there, huh?”

“Yes.”

“And what about us? I feel like I’ve kinda invited myself, but am I living here now?”

Darius kissed his forehead. “Yes. If you want.”

“Good. I want to be here with you. Did that sound clingy and pathetic?”

“No.” Darius chuckled, stroking Toby’s back slowly.

Toby took that as an invitation to snuggle closer, his now-interested cock plastered up against Darius’s hip. “You know, if you keep doing that, I’ll probably want to jump you.”

A frown creased Darius’s forehead. “You feel… well enough?”

“I feel great. Maybe not run-a-marathon great, not that I ever ran those, but slow sex in bed with you on your back because, oh my gods, your poor knee, great? Yeah, I’m up for that.”

“I….” Darius’s frown only deepened. Not what Toby had been hoping for.

“It’s okay to tell me no. I want you to tell me no if you don’t feel like it. This cuddling stuff is great too.”

“No, it’s….” Darius cleared his throat. “I don’t… have anything.”

“Oh, is that all?” Toby flipped around and reached over the side of his bed for his backpack. “Usually, I’d be doing PrEP, but the last couple of days…. Yeah, I’m all off schedule.” He fished in the second largest pocket and tossed his finds on the bed. “Anyway, I’ve got stuff.”

Darius blinked at the condoms and lube. “Always… this prepared?”

“Hey, I’m a responsible person. You just never know. Tell me you weren’t always carrying supplies in your old life.”

“Well… yes.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear you were a responsible horndog.” Toby grinned at Darius’s snort. “So, interested or not?”

With a wave at the obvious erection starting to tent his pajamas, Darius said, “Yes. Interested.”

“Woohoo!” Toby clapped a hand over his mouth. “Oops. I promise to be quieter than that.” He slid off the bed and kept a hand on various pieces of furniture in case he wasn’t as steady as he thought while he hurried over to close and lock the door. “Incoming!”

Not quite the leap he’d wanted, but he did land partly on Darius with a satisfying whoomp, and he even managed to miss the grapefruit knee. Since Darius eyed him with devouring heat, Toby stripped his T-shirt off first and tossed it across the room.

“Messy,” Darius whispered, fingers trailing through the central patch of hair on Toby’s chest.


“More important stuff going on than folding clothes right now.”

Toby leaned in and caught Darius’s lips in a soft kiss that turned heated and hungry when Darius grabbed his arms. Darius didn’t just slobber his kisses. No, that tongue moved with precision, stroking over Toby’s like it was intent on hitting every spot.

“Mmmm, nice.” Pulling back so he could kiss Darius’s eyebrows and the bridge of his nose, Toby scooted off far enough to slide Darius’s pants and boxers down to his knees. He got just enough time to lick up Darius’s swiftly hardening cock before Darius tapped his knee.

“Now yours.”

“I was getting to it.” More than happy to oblige—naked was one of the universe’s three best things—Toby shucked his briefs. “And you. I want all of you this time.”

Darius arched his back to wrangle his T-shirt off, and wasn’t that a gorgeous sight, lean muscles stretching. Scars ran down the right side of his ribs, ones Darius obviously thought were ugly since he tried to drape the shirt over them.

“All of you, Dar.” Toby tugged the shirt away. “They’re your history, all part of what makes you my griffin, my hero. Thank you for finding me. For not letting me die.”

Darius reached up to smooth the hair back from Toby’s forehead. “Thank you for… finding me. And helping me… live.”

That rated a full-body hug, partly so Toby could hide the tears in his eyes until he could control himself again. Of course, him lying on top meant their cocks were all lined up and rubbing together with every movement, which was a fantastic distraction.

“You good with me bottoming from the top?” Toby offered the condom to Darius.

“Perfect.”

“Just so we’re clear, I’m good with just about anything you feel like that day, but if you’re not into taking it yourself, that’s completely cool.”

Darius’s eye twinkled as he rolled on the condom. “I like… variety.”

“Even better.” Toby turned one of Darius’s hands palm up and squeezed out a mound of lube. “I hope it’s okay to do this on this comforter. Mmmmfff….” Toby lowered his head to Darius’s shoulder as a slippery finger pushed inside. “Oh… that’s good. Fuck.”

“Intend to, yes.”

“Funny guy.” Toby moaned as Darius slid deeper. “I don’t need much to go. Just nice and slidey.”

“Not a… word.” Darius snickered as he slicked himself up, stroking slowly.

“Don’t care. Also, getting impatient.”

Darius kissed his ear, then pushed him up and back until ass met cock. He held himself still while Toby sat back onto that just-the-perfect-girth erection. Slowly at first, no good rushing this part, Toby bore down as he sank onto Darius’s length.

The hard groan from Darius was the best sound Toby’d heard in months. Maybe years. Maybe ever. He put his hands on Darius’s shoulders and began a slow ride up and down, the fit so perfect he knew he was ruined for anyone else.

“I do love you,” he whispered. “Even if you hadn’t been able to come get me, I’d still love you.”

“That….” Darius gasped, his hands flying to Toby’s waist and gripping tight. “Makes no… sense.” He arched up to meet Toby coming down. “Love you too. So… much. Toby….”

“Yeah?”

“Perfect. So perfect. Won’t… last.”

Toby took him deeper and sped up, adjusting his hips so Darius could hit his prostate. “S’okay, big guy. More than okay. I’m right behind you.”

Darius surged up, hips pumping, as he locked their lips together and muffled his bellow against Toby’s mouth. Toby moaned and hung on for the ride, the skin of his sac drawing tight in a sudden rush as he came hard all over their chests and stomachs.

He collapsed, panting in Darius’s arms, content to let the world spin, never wanting to move from that tender embrace again.

 

 

EVERYONE HAD gathered around the kitchen table for breakfast—an eye-popping feast courtesy of Zubayr and Arden competing for domestic god title. They ate in silence while they waited for Darius to finish writing whatever he’d been scribbling for ten minutes without a pause. Finally, he put his pen down and turned the pad to Zubayr.

“Dar, your writing is terrible.”

Arden stretched a long arm over the table. “Give it here. I had lots of practice reading his pigeon scratch.”

Reluctantly, Zubayr relinquished the notes, and Arden made a show of getting out his glasses and frowning over the paper for longer than anyone had patience for.

“Well?” Elias kicked Arden’s chair with a foot blade. “What’s it say, Mr. Translator?”

“It says—Dar, are you sure?” All of Arden’s affectations fell away in a serious moment of concern and confusion.

Darius nodded and waved to his words.

“All right.” Arden squared his shoulders. “It says that we’ve been looking at the guild issue all wrong. We’ve all been living as separate entities rejected by the guild, for one reason or another. Instead of being separate outcasts, we should be rejecting the guild.” Arden put the pad down. “Darius proposes that we form a different kind of guild. One that will teach young mages and wild magic sufferers regardless of anything the guild might deem an aberration or a dangerous level of wild power. A guild….” Arden removed his glasses and wiped at his eyes. “For us.”

“Cooperative,” Darius rasped out. “No director. Teachers. Students.”

“That sounds idyllic,” Zubayr said with a sigh. “But we’d never get recognized as a new guild by regional.”

Darius spread his hands. “Why… should we?”

“No, I get it.” Elias tapped his fingers on the table. “I get it. We’d be outside the system. And we’d get students by word of mouth. The local guilds might even send us their problem cases like they used to call Darius in for.”

“A place for wild magic instead of oops, you don’t pass, so it’s death drugs time for you.” Toby gave Darius’s cheek an enthusiastic kiss. “It’s fucking genius!”

“They’ll come after us,” Zubayr pointed out, though his “us” gave him away. He’d already agreed.

“Maybe,” Darius said softly. “Let them try. We’re together. Stronger.”

“The guild on the hill.” Toby laughed as he threw his arms around Darius. “So everyone’s staying?”

Elias’s nod was more enthusiastic than Zubayr’s, while Arden held up a finger. “On one condition.”

Darius raised an eyebrow at him. “What?”

“That you don’t call it that. Maybe you don’t want a director, but let’s call it what it is. Valstad’s Guild.”

“Love it! Seconded! Everyone else is overruled!” Toby couldn’t contain himself any longer. He leaped up from the table, planted a kiss on Darius, and skittered to the door.

“Where are you going, small tyrant?” Elias asked with a laugh.

“Outside! The koi need food and the birds need food and I have to talk to some plants—all the plants!” Toby turned in the act of pulling on his jacket, his volume coming down from an excited yelp. “I’m going to live.”
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A mysterious distress call draws the crew of courier ship Hermes to what appears to be an empty, drifting troop vessel--empty except for the blood and gore spattered corridors and a lone survivor locked in a holding cell. Drawn to the handsome, traumatized man, the crew’s comm officer, Isaac Ozawa, makes Turk his personal responsibility, offering him the kindness and warmth he needs after the horror he experienced.

Isaac knows firsthand what it’s like to be different and an outcast, and this cements their bond. Once a promising pilot, Isaac was left with a damaged body when his brain didn’t meld with the high-tech implant needed to fly fighter ships. Turk’s brain is no better. The result of a military experiment gone wrong, his natural abilities have been augmented to a dangerous degree.

When an amoral, power-hungry admiral kidnaps Isaac and uses him to convince Turk to become the cataclysmic weapon he’s hungered for, it will take Turk’s strength, the ingenuity of the Hermes crew, the help of the enigmatic Drak’tar, and Isaac’s own stubborn will to save them.
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