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  Prologue


  Kyle stalked through the swirling snow, but he didn't feel the cold. Anger kept him warm. His boots crunched over bare patches of sidewalk scattered with rock salt and then over packed white snow where the shopkeeper or landlord hadn't shoveled yet. On a Sunday evening like this, some store-owners probably wouldn't bother clearing their walks until the morning, and in the meanwhile, pedestrians up and down Mass. Ave. had tromped all over the snow.


  He turned onto the side street where Professor Raburn lived. A little voice in his head told him to stop, to go into the pizza shop and calm down. Try texting or calling Alex again. But he'd tried that. Alex didn't even have that cell phone any longer.


  You could have gotten Professor Raburn's number from the school directory, he told himself, if you'd really wanted it...


  Too late now. He was standing on the front porch of the big, old house and somewhere inside was Alex Kimble, at least if what Kyle had heard was to be believed.


  Kyle rang the bell. Maybe it was all a mistake. Surely Alex hadn't been here for a week without calling Kyle to tell him he was back? Surely Kyle hadn't been that wrong about their friendship, and about the reasons Alex had run off with Kyle's then-girlfriend? He half-hoped Alex wasn't here, and that Professor Raburn would come to the door with a puzzled expression on her face...


  But that was definitely Alex opening the door, his sandy hair in its usual disarray. "Kyle." He stared a moment. "How are you? Come in."


  Kyle stood on the porch, frozen. He'd been expecting...something else. Anger or joy or something, not nonchalant politeness. "Are you sure you want me to?"


  There. A little twitch around his eyes. Alex was stung, maybe by guilt. "Yeah, I'm sure," he said, stepping back and gesturing at the living room. "Are you...are you all right?"


  Kyle stepped into the front hallway, wiping his shoes reflexively on the mat, and shut the door. "No, I am not all right when my supposed best friend doesn't even bother to tell me he's back from exile."


  Definitely stung. Alex closed his eyes. "Let's sit."


  "Let's not. What the fuck, Alex?"


  Alex jammed his hands into the pockets of his hoodie. "I'm sorry. I...I've been meaning to call you. I just...I wanted to figure out what to say first. I was going to email you as soon as I decided to come back. But then the longer it went, the worse I felt and...you know me, Kyle. I'm the worst at facing anything I really have to."


  "Talking to me shouldn't be a chore!"


  "I said I was sorry!"


  "Sorry for what?"


  "For everything!" Alex shouted back. "For doing the worst thing to you I could have done, all right? You think I don't know that? I pulled those fucking cards for you, you think I didn't know leaving was the worst thing I could do?"


  Kyle's answer stuck in his throat. He'd gotten the apology he'd so badly wanted, and it hurt nearly as much as what Alex was apologizing for. "Then..." He had to swallow to speak. "Then why did you?"


  "I'm not a white knight, Kyle," Alex said, shoulders slumped. "I had to do what was best for me, and Ciara, too, which was get the hell out. Trust me, she would much rather have been on the run with you than with me."


  "Oh, that makes me feel so much better."


  "Can we sit? Please?"


  Kyle stayed where he was, as if he might turn and storm out at any moment. "Where is she now?"


  Alex bowed his head in resignation. "Cardiff, I think. She...met someone. There. She's not coming back."


  He couldn't keep the misery out of his tone. Kyle couldn't help but feel a pang of sympathy. Heartbreak wasn't something he'd ever seen in Alex before.


  But he still wasn't quite ready to forgive him. He pulled a deck of Tarot cards from his coat pocket and held them out.


  Alex shook his head. "No. You know I've got no talent at sooth—"


  "That's bullshit," Kyle said. "I don't believe you." Not after the two readings Alex had given him. Both had been spot-on.


  "Kyle..."


  Kyle threw the cards down at Alex's feet and turned away, pulling open the door. He was stopped by Alex's hand on his shoulder.


  "All right. One reading. Because I owe you. And I truly am sorry."


  Kyle turned and met Alex's eyes, finding an intensity and a sadness there he had never seen before. Kyle said nothing, but he went into the living room and sat on the animal-skin rug by the fireplace. Alex lit the candles on the mantelpiece and drew the blinds closed. That was more ritual than Kyle had ever seen Alex use before, and it sobered him.


  When Alex sat down cross-legged across from Kyle, he had his own deck in his hands. He rubbed the top card gently, as if warming it up. The candlelight made a halo of the dry frizz of Alex's hair. Alex put the cards into Kyle's hand.


  "Shuffle them."


  "Why? You've never had me shuffle them before."


  Alex winced. "Let's do it right this time, okay? But not shuffling is a form of shuffling, too, you know."


  Kyle nodded and merely cut the cards, then set the pile between them.


  Alex took a deep breath. "All right. Top card is our starting point. Put it face down in front of you. Now draw three cards for the left and three cards for the right. That's your two pathways. Now draw one more and set it aside. That's your alternative to either path, your reminder that there are never only two choices in life."


  Kyle didn't feel any crackle of electricity as he dealt out the cards, no stirring of power through the air or the soles of his feet. That wasn't how soothsaying worked, he supposed. It was more of a natural talent. Unlike the other aptitudes, where the magic user applied their will to change reality, soothsaying was about recognizing the patterns that were already there.


  He turned over his "starting place" card. The Moon. Kyle was surprised it wasn't the Ace of Swords.


  Alex whistled. "Nothing like going back to the primordial ooze," he said. "Starting place indeed. So, it's back to basics, starting with just your animal instincts. Okay, turn over one of the pathways."


  Kyle flipped over the three cards on his right. Six of Wands reversed, the World reversed, and then the Eight of Coins. He didn't remember the details of what all the reversals meant, but overall they did not look like happy cards. "This doesn't look good," he said.


  "No indeed, mister poet, given that if there's a card I'd call 'writer's block' it's the Six of Wands reversed. And the World reversed only worsens it because it means getting stuck, isolated from others. The Eight, though...well, it might all work out okay, but the Eight is usually about working through difficult issues, possibly including writer's block or creative confusion, to a more honest understanding. But it's a painful process."


  Kyle turned over the other three cards to see swords, swords, swords. There was the Ace, finally, reversed. Four, reversed. And then the Ten.


  "Not as painful as this, though," Alex said, almost a whisper.


  Swords, swords, swords. In soothsaying class way back in his first semester Kyle remembered they had nicknamed the Ten of Swords the "yes, it really is that bad" card. In Alex's deck, all ten swords were depicted sticking out of the back of someone bleeding to death in the snow. Kyle remembered the professor writing the meanings on the whiteboard: ruin, defeat, desolation beyond tears, total betrayal. Few cards were less ambiguous. And the Ace, upside down? That could only be Kyle himself, with his world turned upside down.


  Like it was now. "Um. What's the Four...?" he asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.


  "Well, when it's not reversed it can mean peaceful rest, contemplation..."


  "But reversed?"


  "It usually means something like...new information or knowledge that prompts you to action. But given the outcome here..." Alex put his hand over the Ten as if he couldn't bear to look at it. "If it's any consolation, the utter pain and devastation of the Ten can mean, actually, that these things have already happened, and so it's time to start anew..."


  "You don't sound very sure of that."


  "Well, it's hard to put that spin on it when it's the last card of a sequence, rather than the first," Alex pointed out. "So, you have here...the way of the poet. Isolation, struggling with writer's block but eventually finding some kind of enlightenment. And the way of...trouble. Traditionally, the reversed Ace means confusion, fear of conflict, or difficulty facing issues. You don't normally have those kind of issues, though, Kyle." As evidenced by him barging over there that day and banging on the door. "But you are so closely identified with the Ace, I have to take this to mean something else. You betraying your own principles, maybe."


  They both stared at the cards for a while.


  Finally Alex prompted, "What about the alternative card? What did you draw there? What's the reminder we shouldn't forget?"


  Kyle turned the card over. The Lovers. "Um..."


  Alex said nothing for a few moments. Then, "I take it you're single now."


  "Yeah," Kyle said curtly, as if he didn't want to talk about it. He and Marjory still hooked up once in a while, but he'd felt like he shouldn't just be underfoot for her all the time. They loved each other a lot, and the sex was still terrific, but it wasn't a romantic kind of love. They weren't a pair.


  "The Pair," he said then, suddenly.


  "Hm?"


  Kyle put the card down. "I can't help but think the Lovers is a reminder to me about the Prophesied Pair."


  "And not a reminder that maybe if you got into a fulfilling relationship with someone you wouldn't go down either of these two paths? You wouldn't live the isolated life of enlightened but solitary poet, and you wouldn't compromise yourself to your utter ruin?"


  Kyle made a dismissive noise. "So, is this spread always an either/or?"


  Alex tapped the lead card while thinking about his answer. "It's tricky, but sometimes both paths come true. All futures are not mutually exclusive, after all. Especially with a starting point like The Moon."


  "In other words, I could end up both betrayed and alone." Or with a lover, the alternative. Kyle closed his eyes, feeling the Ten of Swords like an accusation. He got to his feet. "I guess I'll be going now."


  "Kyle..."


  Kyle pulled his coat back on and moved toward the door, but Alex stopped him, putting himself between Kyle and the entryway. "Look, I know I've been a shitty friend for the past year—"


  "You've been non-existent for the past year."


  "And I know you've got no reason to believe I won't run at the first sign of trouble—"


  "Won't you?"


  "I won't." Alex put a hand on his shoulder. "I came back because of you, you know."


  "What?" Kyle blinked.


  "You think I came back because I'm so concerned about getting my degree?"


  "Well, no..." Kyle hadn't thought about that before. Alex could get by no matter where he was.


  "I know you're still angry at me. You don't get over things quickly—"


  "Yes, I do!" Kyle heard himself insisting.


  Alex shrugged. "Believe that if you want."


  "You just told me you came back because Ciara dumped you for someone else."


  "When did I say that? Yeah, she dumped me, but I didn't have to come back here." Alex folded his arms across his chest. "Seriously, Kyle. You deserve to be pissed off. I know that. But it's true. I won't be one of the ones sticking a sword in your back. I'm here for you."


  "Because I need so much help writing my poetry junior project?" Kyle asked, edging into a lighter tone.


  "Because...whatever. I didn't feel right about leaving you like I did, and I'm back now. Okay?"


  There was still something Alex wasn't telling him, but Kyle supposed maybe that was part of the package of being friends with Alex. There was always something left unsaid. He supposed that was all right, though, most of the time. "Okay. Thanks for the reading."


  Alex pulled his coat off a peg on the wall. "So. Did you eat yet? They've started making this thing at the shop on the corner. Baked ziti pizza. It's awesome."


  Kyle gave a casual shrug as he felt Alex, and himself, fall back into the familiar shape of their friendship. "I could eat."


  "Come on, then." Alex snapped his fingers, and the candles snuffed out all around the room.


  "Show-off."


  Alex laughed. They went out into the cold, leaving the cards on the rug for Professor Raburn's cats to read.


  Chapter One


  Kyle climbed the steps to the observatory, the pockets of his coat laden with his journal and the latest results of Glendon's alchemical experiments. Glendon had discovered he enjoyed alchemy, and the results were very pleasant for his roommate and friends. With Randall now graduated and gone, Glendon had became Kyle's source for the occasional recreational elixir. Yes, nerdy, withdrawn Glendon finally had something to raise his status in the house.


  Kyle own status was not doing so well. It had soared for a while, especially around the broom race, which he not only won hands down despite never having raced before, his charging of the amulets this year had been so effective that the brooms ran for hours before they waned. But Caitlyn was gone now, too, having completed her credits halfway through the year, and Kyle found he didn't have the stomach to cultivate new allies among his housemates.


  He would no doubt drop even lower after tonight. The entire house was at the Valentine's Masque except for him. He turned the crank that opened the observatory dome. From here, in the tower with the telescope, he was too far away to hear the music, yet he found his ears straining to hear it. maybe if the wind was just right...


  He shook his head and maneuvered the telescope into place. The winter night was crystal-clear. Through the windows he could see the Center for Astrophysics and the telescope the mundane students used. Its twin sat here in the tower only the magical students could see, nearly two hundred years old. He drew the curtains shut.


  Astronomy wasn't magic, but the astrologists had insisted on their own telescope in the early 1800s. Although Veritas students could take regular astronomy classes and use the same telescope as the mundane students if they wished, this telescope was only for them.


  Wait. That definitely was music, from somewhere nearby. Kyle opened the curtains again and looked more closely. Apparently the Center for Astrophysics was hosting some kind of Valentine's Day star-gazing party in their tower. How romantic.


  Kyle nearly tore the curtain as he thrust it shut this time. He sat in the chair by the telescope, took out his journal and scribbled down a few thoughts.


  Just remembered. Dreamed about Little Girl Frost again last night. He (she?) shows up at the strangest times, in the middle of dreams about completely different things. Once she does, the dream's over, though. Sometimes she disappears the moment after our eyes meet, and then I wake up. Other times I end up chasing her, from dream to dream to dream, like flipping TV channels, but I never catch her. It always ends with her disappearing like a puff of smoke.


  He didn't bother to write down that he sometimes woke up in a cold sweat, sometimes painfully hard, or sometimes crying. Once in a while all three, like last night. Glendon slept with earplugs, so he probably never noticed.


  Kyle hadn't seen Frost since that day over a year ago when they'd broken free of the dimensional pocket in Sassamon. Frost was still enrolled, but he’d moved out of the house and no one could or would tell Kyle where to find him. Kyle had thought surely Frost would appear for Master Brandish's tea, but he had not.


  He had given up hope he might appear at the Masque. I don't even know what I want to say to him, Kyle thought. He just had a burning desire to speak to him. It would wane sometimes, but then Little Girl Frost would appear in his dreams and the longing would be sharpened all over again.


  The sound of someone on the stairs made him raise his head. His heart caught in his throat at the sight. Is this a dream? Little Girl Frost was standing there, staring at him in utter shock.


  She ran. Kyle wondered for half a moment if he had drunk one of Glendon's concoctions and not remembered it. Whether it was a hallucination or not, he ran after her. Down the curving stairs, she was already out of sight, but he could hear the clatter of her shoes. Déjà vu struck him, reminders of a different tower, a different descent.


  The door to the outside banged open and he followed, chasing the figure across the driveway, past the tennis courts, and then he lost sight of her around the building with the squash courts.... He hurried around the corner.


  There! Black hair down to her shoulders, her coat undone, standing there catching her breath. Kyle spun her around with a hand on her shoulder. "Frost!"


  The girl gave a startled gasp, then looked at him. "Kyle Wadsworth?" It wasn't Frost at all, and she wasn't out of breath. She introduced herself. "I remember you from Esoteric Arts class last year. Viola."


  Viola Gladwell. She'd never said much in class. "Oh, right. Hi, Viola. You didn't see...um, do you remember Frost? You didn't see him come running past here, did you? Or, well, anyone?"


  She shook her head. "Afraid not. Are you okay?" She looked at him curiously.


  "I, uh, yeah. Just...Yeah, fine." He closed his eyes a moment and opened them again. Nope. Still Viola standing there. Even a hallucination of Frost would have been welcome, he realized.


  But Viola frowned slightly. "If you're seeing things, you ought to have your visions checked," she said. "Or at least talk to a soothsayer you trust."


  "I think I just need to talk to Frost," he said without thinking.


  Her scrutiny only intensified. "I thought you two didn't really like each other."


  "We...it's a long story. Frost's in the vision, though." He wasn't sure why he was telling her so much about this. Maybe because he had to tell someone. He'd only told Alex the barest minimum so far.


  "Oh, here comes my shuttle." She put a hand on his arm for a moment, then started to hurry toward the curb. She called back, "He's in my Living Enchantment seminar, though. I could give him a message for you?"


  Kyle shook his head. "That's all right. Good night, Viola."


  She waved as she stepped up into the van.


  Kyle stared after the van until it turned a corner and went out of sight, wondering why Viola hadn't gone to the Masque. Well, she was in Nummus House; it wasn't an absolute social requirement for her like it would have been if she'd been in Gladius House. Maybe though, he thought, it wasn't such a bad thing he hadn't gone.


  He still had his journal in one hand. He felt in his pocket for the vials Glendon had given him. Three. Hadn't there been four? Had he actually drunk one and forgotten? Or did he lose one while running?


  There was no way to know now, other than to ask Glendon later. Glendon, who had actually gone to the Masque. Who knew, maybe Glendon was even getting some tonight? Kyle didn't want to go back up into the observatory now, but he didn't want to go back to Gladius House either.


  Talk to a soothsayer you trust, Viola had said. Kyle wondered if maybe Jeanie Kwan was around tonight, or if when she got back from the Masque, she might be up to talking. Or maybe Marjory would take him in tonight, or maybe Alex would want to try some of Glendon's experiments.


  But first he had to close the observatory roof again. He went back up the stairs and cranked it shut with the brass wheel, cutting off the sound of laughter from the star party next door. Kyle hurried down Garden Street, back toward Harvard Yard and Camella House.


   


  * * * *


   


  Kyle could hear voices—Jeanie and her roommate Lindy—shouting as he approached the lounge at Camella 3 West. He slowed and considered knocking on Marjory's door, then remembered she was in Salem for the long weekend, after all. Jeanie and Lindy were in the lounge itself and he didn't want to interrupt them, but at the same time if they'd wanted it to be a truly private affair, they would have gone into their room. All the doubles opened right into the suite lounge so their door was right there.


  "You have to tell somebody!" Jeanie was saying.


  "It was just a stupid dream!" Lindy shot back. "It's not like I'm hurt or something!"


  "But..." Jeanie looked up. "Kyle. Talk some sense into Lindy."


  "Er..." Kyle slipped his coat off and stuck his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. "What's going on?"


  "Nothing," Lindy said with a huff. She jerked the scrunchie out of her hair and scratched her head, mussing up her light brown waves. "I just had a weird dream is all."


  "A dream that you were raped!" Jeanie interjected.


  Jeanie was sitting in the armchair, Lindy on the couch. Kyle sat next to Lindy. "A prophetic dream?"


  "No, nothing like that, and...and ‘raped’ is way too strong a word for it," Lindy said, her cheeks red. "Just...gah. I shouldn't have said anything."


  Jeanie folded her arms. "It upset you. Of course you should say something. Especially if it's screwing up your schoolwork."


  Lindy flopped back against the couch. "Whatever. I don't think it's because of the dream. More likely the dream is because I'm so stressed out over my junior project."


  Kyle nodded knowingly. He was in the thick of his own and the end-of-semester deadline loomed.


  Jeanie relented a little, but she didn't let the subject drop completely. "Kyle, is there anything about rape dreams in Esoteric Arts?"


  Kyle shrugged. "I'm not sure. I was only in it for the one semester. I don't remember anything about that in particular, but maybe it's an advanced topic? Marjory would probably know."


  "Okay."


  "I actually came here to ask you something about dreams, though," he said. If I don't do it now, I'm going to chicken out.


  "Oh yeah?" Jeanie raised an eyebrow. "Why me?"


  Kyle looked at his hands. "Someone told me I should ask a soothsayer I trust. I've been having these recurring dreams. Or well, the dreams are all different, but this person keeps showing up in them."


  Jeanie leaned forward. "Person? Like an archetype person, or someone you know?"


  "Um, I think it's supposed to represent someone I know. He, well, she, first appeared in a prophetic dream, and now she keeps showing up again..." He slumped. There was no way to tell only a little piece of the story, was there? He was going to have to tell the whole thing for it to make any sense. Well, he'd hold off as long as he could in case some explanation might come. "I had this dream with a girl in it, but I'm sure the girl is Frost."


  Jeanie nodded. "Okay, that's not that weird. You might have feminized him in your head because of his relationship with Michael, or maybe archetypically he's representing one of the feminine archetypes, even though he's male. Are you...I mean, is this because you're worried you're gay or something?"


  Kyle couldn't help but laugh a little at that. "I don't think the words ‘straight’ and ‘gay’ really apply to me any longer. The term is sexual 'preference' right? Technically I prefer women. But I did..." What to say about this? "I did have sex with Frost last year."


  "You did?" Lindy blurted out. "I thought you hated each other."


  Kyle shrugged again and slumped down against the couch. "I may as well tell you what really happened during winter break last year."


  Lindy bent one leg so that she was facing Kyle on the couch now. Her hair brushed her shoulders. "About time," she said. "Marjory would never tell us what had happened to you that she was nursemaiding you like she did. We all just thought something had gone horribly wrong with your Esoterics test and that was why you quit."


  Kyle realized that was as good an explanation as any. "That's pretty close to what happened," he said, "but what happened was it was actually Ciara's test, and when everything went wrong, I ended up trapped in a kind of dimensional pocket with Frost."


  "Dimensional pocket? You mean a dimensional channel?" Jeanie asked.


  "I guess so. We were supposed to be transported to the watchtower, but we got stuck. I...We had to resort to Esoteric Arts to free ourselves."


  "Huh, but does that count as sex?" Lindy asked.


  It felt like it counted at the time, Kyle thought. Then he saw how they were looking at him and wondered if he had said it out loud. Lindy put a hand on his shoulder.


  "I'm sorry, I didn't mean..."


  "It's okay," Kyle said quickly. "It's a valid question. There's plenty of ritual sex that isn't...where the emotional stuff doesn't get entangled. You have lightning rods like me and enchanters hooking up all the time just to power conjurations for practical purposes. There are the ones who fall in love and stay together for life, too, but no one goes into the ritual thinking that's the point."


  "But you're in love with Frost now," Jeanie said.


  "No! But I do really, really want to talk to him about it," Kyle insisted. "So maybe that's why I have the dreams?"


  Jeanie was giving him a skeptical look. "These dreams, though, you say they don't seem prophetic. Are they lucid dreams? Was the prophetic one?"


  "Um, the prophetic one just felt like a regular dream at the time. I didn't think of it as prophetic until I realized what it meant. Like, it took place in the watchtower, where I had never been, and then once I was there, I recognized it. The dream...I woke up almost crying from it, though. And the ones I'm having now...yeah, I wake up with my heart pounding, stuff like that."


  "But are they lucid? Like can you direct what you do in the dream?"


  Kyle thought about it. "What happens is, the girl I dreamed about appears in the middle of whatever dream I have going on. Then I try to chase her, and then I wake up. Yeah, the chasing is definitely me doing it, somehow."


  "But you never catch her," Lindy said, cocking her head.


  "No." Kyle let out a slow sigh.


  "Does she run to the left or the right?" Jeanie asked.


  Kyle thought for a moment. "Left." The direction the stairs had spiraled down.


  "That means unfinished business in most kinds of dream symbology," Jeanie said.


  "Yeah, what else is new?" Kyle stretched. "I guess I really have to find him and talk to him."


  They were all silent for a few moments. Then Lindy said, "Um, is that really common? The bit about enchanters hooking up with...guys like you. Just to get spells done."


  Kyle found he couldn't look at her, because she was blushing so prettily he thought he might stare. She had a few freckles that stood out when she blushed. "Well, not that common, since lightning rods are kinda rare, but, yeah, it's spoken of as a powerful pairing."


  The two women now exchanged glances. "Maybe that is what your dream was about," Jeanie said to Lindy.


  "Oh, God." Lindy hid her face for a second. "You mean, can I bring myself to have sex for the sake of a grade? Or will I feel utterly violated afterward?"


  Jeanie shrugged and stood. "You wouldn't if it was Kyle. I'm going to brush my teeth." A moment later they heard the bathroom door down the hall open and close.


  Lindy looked up at Kyle shyly. "Um. You know how she gets..."


  Kyle had heard the story by now, of how Jeanie had swallowed a runestone in Soothsaying class and had been gifted (or cursed) with Truthsaying ever since. Supposedly everything she said was the truth, but what Kyle couldn't figure was how she knew what the truth always was? "She's not always right, is she?"


  Lindy gave him a wan smile. "Hard to say. She's....she's probably right, though. About my dream, I mean."


  Kyle held his breath for a moment. "Do you need my help?"


  Lindy looked around. Jess's door was shut, there was no sound coming from the lounge in 3 East, but Kyle noticed Alex's door was open a crack. It was dark inside, though. Lindy stood. "Let's talk inside my room."


  Kyle followed her in and shut the door behind them. Lindy sank down onto her bed. "I wouldn't...you understand I wouldn't even dream of asking this of you...if it wasn't really bad."


  He sat next to her, concerned at the sudden quaver in her voice. "How bad?"


  "I can barely do anything anymore," she whispered. "Can't bend a spoon or light a candle, and I sure as hell am not getting my schoolwork done. Today..." She had to pause to swallow. "Today I could barely see the building."


  Kyle felt a jolt of fear go through him. "Losing your Sight?"


  She nodded. "I read...I read a journal or two, students who were so overworked that they temporarily burned themselves out. I...I need the energy from somewhere..."


  There were tears poised on her lashes. Kyle dipped his head and kissed them away tenderly. "Hey. Hey, no worries. We can fix this. It doesn't have to be now if you're not ready. In fact, it's probably better if we figure out a time to do it when we're both mentally prepared."


  Her voice was a little watery, and her pitch squeaked, as she asked, "You'd do that? For me? I thought you hated Esoteric Arts."


  "Hush. I didn't want to study it the rest of my life, but I am a lightning rod, and you're a good friend, Lindy. If you need me, I'm here. If...if it's any consolation, you wouldn't be the only enchantress I helped this way."


  "Have there been many?"


  "Well, no, just one other. But she and I are still friends, if you're worrying things might get weird."


  She smiled then. "I do worry a little. I really do like you, Kyle, as a friend. I'm not like Jess, or Ciara. Or Marjory for that matter."


  Kyle's spine suddenly straightened. "God, it really is like I've slept with a girl from every room in 3 West." He'd even had a foursome with Alex that time over Christmas...


  "Except for me or Jeanie!" Lindy said with a little laugh. "You've got three semesters to go to collect the whole set with Becca, Monica, and Jeanie, too...! But seriously. I have an enchantment midterm practicum next week. I'm afraid I'm going to fail."


  Kyle put a hand over hers. "Then we should do it the night before," he said. "Unless you think you should practice before?"


  She shook her head. "I'll ace it if I just have the power."


  "All right, then. We should probably do it here. Since I'm not in the department anymore, I can't use the rooms at Sassamon."


  "Hang on." She went and pulled open the door. Jeanie was sitting on the couch, watching television. "Jean, do you have a meeting next Wednesday?"


  "Yeah, why?"


  "Could Kyle and I have the room after dinner?"


  "Sure."


  Lindy came back and sat down again. "Here's fine."


  Kyle nodded. "Next question. Do you want to go out to dinner first?"


  "Is that part of the ritual?"


  Kyle laughed. "For mundanes it is. And I figure since you and I both grew up more or less in the mundane world...you might be more comfortable with the sex if I take you out to dinner first."


  She laughed, too. "That makes a crazy kind of sense. Okay, Kyle, you're on."


  "Good. It's a date, then." He found himself grinning madly. "This is going to be fun."


  She was blushing, but her eyes were bright and her smile as wide as his. "Yeah. So, what now? You just walk out and I see you next week?"


  Kyle knew firsthand what damage leaping into a sex ritual with someone who wasn't ready for it could wreak and he wasn't about to let that happen to Lindy. "I could kiss you goodnight now, if you wanted," he said.


  She licked her lips even as she answered, "Okay. I don't...yeah, okay."


  He slid one hand along her jaw, pulling her face close gently, then playing with her lips with his own, softening her gradually before the "real" kiss began. Her tongue was as soft as wet velvet, and Kyle caught himself before he could groan. Instead he pulled back and asked, "What were you going to say? You don't what?"


  "Oh. Um. Have much experience. With any kind of sex, much less magical sex." She nuzzled in his ear. "Is that all right?"


  "Perfectly all right." He kissed her again, until he felt her breath shortening and his own cock becoming far too interested. "I, um, have to ask, though, about birth control and STDs?"


  "Oh, yeah. Um. I'm on the Pill, actually, because my periods were so irregular when I started school, so we don't have to worry about that. And, um, I know I'm clear of STDs, too. Because...well.. okay, I guess there's no reason to be embarrassed telling you. The one other partner I've had recently, we didn't have safe sex, and I was worried, so I went and got all the tests. As it turns out, I checked out completely fine, except for being sore as hell. He...he was way too rough."


  "I can..." Kyle ran his hand along her jaw again. "I can be very gentle."


  "And still give me the energy I need?"


  He nodded, looking into her eyes. "Since I can come inside you, it'll be easy as pie."


  She nodded in return, then she kissed him hungrily.


  This time when they broke apart they were both breathless. "Um," Kyle felt a bit dazed.


  "Yeah."


  "Wednesday."


  "Right. Wednesday."


  "Okay."


  "See you then."


  "Yeah."


  "Bye."


  "Okay."


  "Yeah."


  Jeanie knocking on the door snapped them out of it, and Kyle made his exit before he could get drawn in again.


  Alex's door was completely closed now. Hm. Kyle couldn't think about that now, though. He felt like he was floating down the stairs. On the way across the Yard he ended up in a group of revelers heading back to Gladius House from the Masque and let their happy chatter carry him along.


   


  * * * *


   


  The next day Kyle had dinner at Scipionis House with Michael, Marigold, Kate, and Jeanie. He rarely ate at Gladius House anymore, except for grabbing breakfast and sometimes lunch with his roommate on weekends. The only person who seemed to really notice his absence was Master Brandish, but the less contact Kyle had with her this year the happier he had been. If he didn't speak with her, then he didn't have to restrain himself from demanding that she tell him where the hell Frost was, after all.


  The others had gotten up to leave—and Kyle was lingering over some coffee, playing with the whipped cream he'd piled atop it—when Alex came in. Kyle watched him cross the large dining room, weaving through the wooden chairs to get to the food service area. Alex grabbed some food from the serving line just before they closed and then came over to Kyle. He slid into the chair Marigold had just vacated.


  And then, just as nonchalantly as if they were discussing the weather, Alex bit into an apple and then said, while still chewing, "So when were you going to tell me you slept with Frost?"


  Kyle's spoon fell to the table with a clatter and he looked up at his friend. Since their reconciliation a month and a half ago it had been like old times for the most part, but neither of them had brought up the subject of Alex's absence. That included not talking about things that had happened while he was gone. Kyle was trying not to glare and failing.


  Alex put the apple down and speared some turkey tetrazzini on a fork. "What, just because I wasn't here when it happened, I don't deserve to know?"


  "Yeah, basically," Kyle said, then let out a breath. "Okay, I know, that sounds dumb. But I'm still mad at you deep down."


  "Okay." Alex ate in silence for a few bites, then went on. "Does that mean you're not going to tell me about it?"


  Kyle spooned up some whipped cream, but he no longer felt like eating it. "I assume you overheard what I told the girls last night."


  "I assume you didn't tell them everything, either."


  "Touché."


  Kyle waited until Alex had cleaned his plate and then said, "Come on. Let's go for a walk."


  They ended up crossing the Yard and then the main drag to go into the public park. At the very center of the Cambridge Common a statue was lit up, the trees around it all wound with white Christmas lights, even though Christmas had been two months before. As Kyle was learning, in a place where it was this dark and cold all winter, people clung to their festive lights pretty much until spring.


  "You know most of it one way or the other," Kyle said as they were walking. "Frost was the one taking the Rings of Lore, trying to get what he needed from his girlfriend instead of crawling back to Michael. He triggered a trap that was supposed to plop him, and me, in the Tower. Something went wrong and we were stuck."


  "And you had to use Esoteric Arts to escape, yeah, I heard that part. Circe's tit, Kyle. No wonder you quit Esoteric Arts after that."


  "It wasn't like that." Kyle stuck his hands into his coat pockets. "It wasn't like, 'oh shit, I have to have sex with someone I hate.' It wasn't."


  Alex snorted in disbelief. "Maybe for you. But this is Frost we're talking about. Not exactly a good track record with healthy sexual relationships. What did Garrett say when he disappeared from school?"


  Kyle hunched down in his coat. "Zelda? When he didn't reappear in time for classes, I asked her if she'd heard from him. She just looked at me like I smelled like shit. But that's the way she's treated me since the first day we met. She walked away and refused to speak to me. Now she's hooked up with someone else." He sat on a stone bench facing the statue. "So that's what you think it is? Frost hates me for...for screwing him, literally, and that's why he moved out of the house."


  Alex's face showed surprise. "This thought hasn't occurred to you before?"


  "It has. I just...haven't thought about it so...directly before." Kyle felt as if he were sinking into the Earth right where he sat. "I don't hate him. I understand why he did what he did, even if he completely fucked things up for Ciara and you and me. I don't hate him, and I don't want him to hate me."


  "He's one fucked up kid, that's for sure," Alex said, sitting down next to Kyle. "So, what else did I miss that you haven't been telling me?"


  "Eh, nothing much. I won the broom race, since Frost didn't even enter."


  "Won the broom r—!"


  "And played in the intramural baseball league last spring."


  "You did? I thought you'd become a poetry-writing hermit who never talked to your housemates."


  "I am. Baseball doesn't require you to talk to your teammates." And when standing out in right field, Kyle had felt comfortably alone.


  "What'd you do for the summer?"


  "You mean without you to keep me fed and dry?" Kyle said with a half-smile.


  "Yeah."


  "I backpacked around some, actually. Just visiting some places in the country I hadn't been. Nothing terribly exciting. It was good to get away."


  Alex's voice was serious. "In the UK, there's a lot of talk. A lot of people having problems."


  Kyle nodded. "Here, too. I mostly stuck to mundane areas, but when I did meet other magical people...I heard a lot of stories about things going mysteriously wrong, spells failing...."


  Alex looked up. Through the bare tree branches they could see the sky, but there was too much light to make out any stars here. "I kinda think maybe Jess's uncle is onto something. But I really hope I'm wrong. Want to know what Ms. Finch told me when I told her that?"


  "What?" Kyle was surprised to hear Alex had talked about his fears with his house master.


  "She said all students feel like that when they're about to graduate, like everything they've worked so hard for might be suddenly torn away, or the world might turn out to be a horrible place when they get out there finally." He let out a wry laugh.


  Kyle did, too. "Master Brandish gave me a similar speech last year. 'You're not special. The prophecy isn't about you.' Like I'm getting off on fantasizing that it is, or something."


  Alex turned to look at him. "Isn't that your junior project, though? Something on the Avestan Cycles? What's your conclusion? Did you disprove the prophecy is about you?"


  Kyle looked at his hands while he tried to compose his answer. "I'm still working on it," he finally said, his voice quiet against the wind rustling the trees. "Master Brandish had me pegged, I think. She said I only believed in the prophecy because I want to believe in true love. I want to believe my soulmate is out there and Fate will bring us together."


  "All right. But you can believe that anyway, without this particular prophecy being about you."


  "Um, yeah, I guess. I guess people do believe that anyway, don't they, about soulmates? But, I don't know. This makes it feel more believable to me."


  "I'll go along with that. But if you're right, then something truly awful could be about to happen."


  "Yeah."


  "And I suppose we have to be ready for it."


  Kyle just nodded and hung his head. "Selfish, isn't it? I want to believe my true love is waiting for me. But if she really is, it could mean the end of the world is nigh."


  "Yeah. Well, my senior thesis is going to be on enchantments of protection and warding. Might come in handy if the world tries to end anytime soon." Alex stood up. "Come on, let's get some coffee. Apocalyptic talk makes me chilly."


  "Okay." Kyle let Alex take the lead on which of the many coffee shops in the Square they ended up in, and it felt like old times.


  "So what are you going to do about Frost?" Alex asked, his breath fogging as they passed the cemetery at the First Church.


  Kyle shrugged. "He managed to avoid even making eye contact with Michael for a whole semester last year."


  "That was Michael. This is you we're talking about."


  "Well, yeah."


  "So, you're plotting something."


  "Not plotting. I found out when one of his classes is, though. I might try to...run into him. You know. Just to see if he's okay. Say hi."


  Alex's raised eyebrow seemed to say, And if he's not okay? What then? But what came out of his mouth was, "Sure thing, Ace."


  Chapter Two


  Kyle came out of the shower with his skin steaming. In the winter, there was no such thing as a shower too hot for him. In the mirror, he could see he looked boiled, like a lobster, but the redness would fade fast enough when he had to walk outside in the chilly wind.


  He looked through his clothes while Glendon ignored him, lost in the world of his earphones while he wrote something with great concentration in his journal. Kyle pulled out a green silk button-down shirt that was sort of nice. He wouldn't freeze if he wore the sweater with the house crest over the shirt, but he didn't really want to wear that out on a date. He put the green shirt on anyway and decided if he was going to perform an energetic ritual later, he might as well work on using magic to keep himself warm in the meantime. He got dressed the rest of the way and then sat on the end of his bed, holding his palms so they faced each other as if he were carrying a large soap bubble.
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