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The Webs That Bind

 

Part I – The Wish

Chapter One

On the train from Atlanta to Invictus, August 2017

Prophecy comes in strange places

 

"Sometimes even the best plans fail."

The words hung in the dim air of the Magtrak elite privacy train car as the North Carolina countryside flew past in a dark green blur.  

Zayn, who'd been leaning his head against the cool glass trying not to think about the fact that it was their last year at the Academy, glanced over to his cousin on the opposite seat.  

Keelan sat straight and tall as if his inner thoughts had made him rigid.  When they'd met up at the station in Atlanta, he'd worn the dark sunglasses of a Watcher, but those were stuffed into his jacket pocket, revealing his brown eyes.

"Sometimes even the best plans fail," repeated Keelan.

The words had a chilling effect on Zayn.  Had Keelan somehow listened in on his thoughts?

Zayn pulled himself away from the comfortable armrest, stiffening to match his cousin's posture.  He checked the runes along the walls for signs of an active spell, but they were dull gray, signaling that the car was completely devoid of active magic.  

"What are you talking about?" asked Zayn.

For a moment, they locked gazes and Zayn's hackles went up, which simultaneously twisted his guts because it felt so unnatural to look at his best friend that way.  The intensity of their matched gazes broke when Keelan looked outside at the hazy morning sky above the fields.

"Remember the day of my daddy's funeral?" asked Keelan, his Alabama accent coloring the edges of his words.  "When I wanted to do nothing but get away from Varna?"

The memory came back easy for Zayn as if it'd been waiting there for him, but so did other memories from those times.  Memories with more at stake to them.

"You were throwing rocks at some old junk," said Zayn, feeling the heat from that day as if he were back in that vine-choked forest.  "Called me an ice zombie, or something like that."

Keelan's forehead bunched at the center as if he were working on a mental knot.  His mouth twitched before he spoke. "I'm sorry about getting your ass kicked."

"It's okay," said Zayn.  "I understood why it happened, plus it got me that job with the Goon.  Eventually, anyway."

Zayn glanced at the dull runes and the train car, and thought about the other memories from that time—namely that he'd made a promise to himself in front of Keelan that he would end the Lady of Varna.

Sometimes even the best plans fail.

Was that a coded warning to stay away?  Zayn wanted to ask his cousin, but those Watcher glasses were sitting right there in plain view, a reminder of his new responsibilities.  Sometime during the summer, Keelan had started wearing them.  Zayn had caught a glimpse of him without the glasses when they were BBQing on his deck.  A wasp had flown around his head, and he’d knocked them off trying to swat it away without spilling his beer.  It was only a glimpse, but his brown eyes had glints of purple to them.

But they weren't purple now.  Last year when Watcher Sabrina had come to see him in Invictus, she'd kept her glasses off.  Was that the purpose of the runed train car, so they could have a conversation in private?  Or was it a warning for him not to make an attempt on the Lady's life?

A strained silence made the next few hours uncomfortable.  Zayn watched Keelan fidget in his seat, looking like he was going to say something else, but he never worked himself up to it.

Zayn went back to watching the countryside fly past, but his thoughts never left his cousin.  He'd spent his whole life with Keelan, getting into trouble together, joining the Halls.  But now that their paths were diverging, he didn't know what to say.  

It wasn't just Varna.  Zayn suspected if they'd grown up in a normal town, that this awkwardness would be the same.  As much as he loved his cousin, they had different interests in life after school.  

"What's O'Keefe going to have you work on for your final project?" asked Zayn, trying to dispel the mood

Keelan looked up from picking at his fingernail.  He blinked a couple of times.  Quirked his mouth to one side.  "Nothing exciting.  What about you?"

"I haven't the faintest idea what Priyanka will get me into this year.  I'm just glad that she's still my mentor," said Zayn, regretting it as soon as he'd said it.  

Because Keelan was a Watcher, Zayn hadn't told his cousin about everything that had happened last year, including why he'd had the headaches.  The only events he’d explained were the same ones that he'd told the Speaker about, which kept strictly to the final battle with the dragon Akhekh.  

Keelan frowned, as if he knew Zayn was withholding information.  Zayn looked out the window, catching a glint in the sky.  

"Hey, I can see the Spire.  We're almost to the city," said Zayn, relieved that the trip would soon be over.

Since the Spire was over twice the height of any other building, it could be seen from far distances, especially since the morning cloud cover had cleared away.

"Last year, cuz," Keelan said wistfully as he pressed his face to the window.

"Last year," repeated Zayn.  "How'd it go so fast?"

"A lot of things happened," said Keelan, who suddenly looked gravely serious.  "Remember when we nearly got killed by that cave full of magic-eating spiders?"

"That was a close one," said Zayn, remembering the claustrophobic feel when they were surrounded in the pool.

"It's weird that you found another colony in the Undercity," said Keelan.

"Not that weird.  Plenty of faez for them to snack on," said Zayn.

"They actually don't like faez," said Keelan.  "While it makes them grow, they die not long after.  It's more like a defensive mechanism, like a bee sting that kills the bee.  Otherwise the world would be overrun with giant spiders."

"You're just like your dad when it comes to animals," said Zayn, instantly regretting it when Keelan flinched.  He put his hand to his forehead.  "Sorry, man.  I put my foot in my mouth.  You're nothing like Uncle Jesse."

It'd seemed like whatever Keelan had to say was lost to the reference of his father, which was a burden his cousin could never get rid of.  It was hard to acknowledge the good parts of a shitty human being, especially one related to them.  

When they pulled into the station, Keelan grabbed his arm before he left the runed car.  He had a look of quiet desperation in his eyes as if there were many things still unsaid.

"Zayn," said Keelan, his face bunching with emotion.  "Whatever happens this year and afterwards, remember that I've always got your back.  Always."

"You too," said Zayn.  

They hugged briefly before continuing out of the train.  When Zayn stepped outside, he could smell the hotdog vendors outside the station, hear them hawking their wares and the impatient honking of taxi cabs maneuvering for customers.  

Keelan stepped out next to him, backpack slung over his shoulder, a contented grin lingering beneath his eager gaze.  The tension from the car had been dispelled by the onion-scented air and the bustle of the station.  

When they stepped out of the glass station building, Priyanka was waiting for them.  She wore a white shirt with a black leather jacket over top and dark jeans.  Her hair was in a ponytail, and despite being one of the five original patrons, no one noticed her.

"I didn't realize we warranted special greetings," said Keelan.

Priyanka raised an eyebrow.  "Sorry, Keelan.  You're going to have to go on to the Honeycomb alone.  I need to speak with your cousin."

As he headed the other way, Keelan, said, "No problem.  I much prefer blowing stuff up with Instructor O'Keefe than putting my life in danger on a regular basis."

The smile on Priyanka's face didn't match the heaviness in her eyes.  She led Zayn to a black SUV.  He thought she was going to climb into the driver's seat, but she motioned for him to get into the front.

Zayn was expecting an instructor at the wheel, or maybe a fellow fifth year.  He wasn't expecting the second most famous man in the world, the patron of the Dramatics Hall, Frank Orpheum.

 


Chapter Two

Sixth Ward, August 2017

A different side of celebrity

 

Zayn had never been much for celebrity, but as soon as he realized who was next to him, he found that his mouth didn't work.  After Invictus, Frank Orpheum was the most well-known individual from the university, and one of the most liked in the world due to his extensive charity work, and of course, his beaming star power.  

He'd sung for every pope and president, done improv with the Dalai Lama in a Tibetan temple, performed a magic trick that made the moon disappear for everyone in the northern hemisphere, slept with every actress or actor who ever made the Most Sexy lists, once hypnotized a stadium full of people into believing they were statues and not one of them blinked for over two hours, created the iconic Magelings series about a fictional Hundred Halls, and done a billion other things.  Before he'd stopped performing, people jokingly called Hollywood Frankie-wood due to his utter domination of every aspect of entertainment.  

"It's nice to meet you, Zayn Carter," said Frank, clasping his hand in a hearty handshake.  "Pri has told me a lot about you.  You're an impressive young man."

He glanced into the backseat to see Priyanka watching him closely.  Was this a test?  

"Not as impressive as you are," said Zayn, feeling stupid as soon as the words came out.  He was probably sick of fawning sycophant fans.

"I have a knack for showmanship," he said with a wink, "but it's nothing compared to the work you do in the Academy.  I only get to do my job because you're really good at yours."

A train station security guy in a blue blazer waved his light baton at them.  Frank gave a friendly wave and pulled the SUV into the station traffic.

"I assume I'm not here for fashion tips," said Zayn.

Frank tilted his head to one side as he turned the wheel.  "Black jeans and a black shirt.  It's a good look.  Sometimes simple is best."

Zayn had expected Priyanka to say something, but she was abnormally quiet.  She wasn't a verbose person, but she usually commanded a room.  Maybe Frank's star power was outshining her, or she knew that he needed to be the center of attention.

"Pri, dear, you can explain what's going on, and why we need his help," said Frank.

"Hmm...yes," said Priyanka.  "I'm afraid I have no other way of saying this.  We've discovered a terrible magic in the city that could upset the fragile balance of power."

"Balance of power?  Are we talking Hall politics?" asked Zayn.

"Very astute," said Frank with a wink.

"There's a way that someone could take Invictus' position as head patron," said Priyanka as if she were giving a lecture in front of a class.

"I thought that required agreement of the original five," said Zayn.

"Theoretically yes, though it's never been tested.  But that's not what I'm talking about.  This is about a wish spell," said Priyanka.

Zayn glanced between the two patrons, then he flipped down the visor, looking for a camera.  "This is a joke, right?  For a prank show or something?  Wish spells are impossible.  There are just too many variables."

But neither of them cracked a smile.  

"That's what we thought too," said Priyanka.  "Besides being a powerful mage, Invictus was a tireless researcher, always trying to divine new magics.  We believe that he was successful in this endeavor." 

"He created a wish spell," said Zayn, incredulous.  

"It's hard to believe, but it's true," said Frank.

"What do you need me for?  And excuse me for asking this, but why is he involved?" Zayn asked Priyanka.

"A fair question," said Frank as they came to a stop at a light.  They were somewhere near the center of town.

"There are complications that only Frank can solve," said Priyanka.  "And the other patrons want the spell for themselves."

"They know about it?" asked Zayn.

"A few," said Priyanka, glancing to Frank.  

"I'd rather Pri get it than anyone else," he said, smiling at her with his eyes.  

Their unspoken communication left Zayn a little bewildered.  He'd never seen Priyanka so deferential.  

"Then what do you need me for?" he asked.

"We need you to keep an eye on someone for us and tell us if you notice anything unusual," said Priyanka.

"Of course, I'm happy to help.  Who will I be spying on?" he asked.

"Invictus' son," said Priyanka.

"What?  I didn't know he had a kid," said Zayn.

As Frank turned the SUV down an alleyway, he said, "He didn't.  Technically the kid's not his son, but his ward."

"And this kid knows about the wish spell?" asked Zayn.

Frank refocused on his driving, so Zayn glanced into the backseat.  Priyanka looked like she was deciding how to explain.

"It's doubtful that he consciously knows anything about the spell, yet he's the key to its discovery," she said.

Zayn knew obfuscation when he heard it.  She was hiding something from him, but he was in no position to ask.

"Right.  Follow the kid.  See if he reveals anything.  Should I look out for anything in particular?" he asked.

"You'll know it if you see it," said Priyanka.  "Especially if anyone else starts watching him.  They don't know about him, and if they start, then it means they've figured out that their current guess is wrong."

"Where do they think it is?" he asked.

"A prize of the Second Year Contest.  This year is the one-hundred-year anniversary of the games.  The patrons have been speculating for years that there would be a special prize given to the winning team, and some went so far as to break in to view the recording gem that Invictus made years ago for the event," said Priyanka.

Zayn's forehead wrinkled with thought.  "Invictus made the recording years ago before he died?  Does that mean he knew what was going to happen to him?"

"No one knows," said Priyanka, though she said it in a way that suggested she had more than educated guesses.  "But regardless of what they think, we know better.  Which is why you need to be watching Ernie."

"That's his son, or ward, whatever he is," said Zayn.

"Correct," said Frank.  

Priyanka's mouth pinched together.  "His name might be Ernie, but he goes by Echo.  He's autistic, and can be surprisingly observant under the right circumstances, so do not underestimate him."

"Anything else I need to know?" he asked.

Priyanka gave him the address of the group home he was staying at.  Then she added, "I want you to report back about any friends he might have, acquaintances.  We need to understand his social circle."

Zayn nodded.  "I'll report back as soon as I have something."

At that moment, the SUV lurched to a stop.  Zayn looked up to see they were near an Academy portal location.  

"I take it this is my stop?" he asked.

Frank nodded.  

"I'm getting out here too," said Priyanka, and then much to Zayn's surprise, she leaned into the front seat and gave Frank an intimate kiss that made Zayn feel a little awkward being so close.

As the SUV left them, Zayn found himself not meeting Priyanka's gaze.  

"Despite my position and responsibilities, I'm still a normal human being beneath," said Priyanka, clearly picking up on his discomfort.  

"I guess I just didn't see him as your type," said Zayn.

"I don't have a lot of opportunities in my line of work.  He's one of the few people in the world that understands," she said.

"I'm sorry," said Zayn, holding up his hands.  "I'm not trying to judge.  I was just surprised, and that's all me.  Like you said, I forget that you're a normal person."

"You do better than most, which is why I'm your mentor," said Priyanka, then she glanced at her watch.  "Speaking of disappointments, I have a thing I need to get to.  Will you please tell Carron to take it easy on the first years and that I'll be along later."

Priyanka headed back into the streets, while Zayn ducked into the back of the laundromat.  He paused before he went into the janitorial closet where the portal was located, listening to sloshing washing machines and whirling driers, processing what they'd told him on the ride.

A wish spell.  An honest-to-Merlin wish spell. 

If he hadn't known how serious Priyanka was he might have thought it an elaborate joke.  

A wish had to be the most powerful spell in the world, capable of doing just about anything.  He could understand why Priyanka would want it so she could become head patron.  It would solve a lot of problems that came her way.

But that wasn't the only problem it could solve.  There was one other problem he could think of that it would fix.

The Lady of Varna.

He could use it to fix the poison problem that protected her.  If no one had to take her poison, then she would be powerless.  Everything solved with one simple spell.

Which meant that he would have to steal it.

 


Chapter Three

Eighth Ward, September 2017

Putting your best face forward

 

When Frank Orpheum stepped into the circular auditorium, a gasp went up in the room.  He wore one of his trademark three-piece suits, but had his hands shoved into his pockets casually.  There was a relaxed arrogance about him that seemed familiar from the years of watching him in the public eye.  

Zayn didn't know what to make of his appearance, and neither did the rest of the class.  The listing had stated their instructor would be a special guest, but no one could have guessed at how special they would be.  A few of his classmates looked ready to throw themselves at his feet.  The only person who didn't look excited was Vin, who had a suspiciously neutral expression.

Keelan elbowed Zayn in the ribs, whispering, "Is that really?"

"I don't know," said Zayn, thinking back to meeting with him in the SUV last week.  

"Hello, students of the Academy," said Frank.  "As probably most of you know, I'm Frank Orpheum.  Priyanka asked me to say a few words to you today."

As Zayn watched the famous mage, he had a sense of wrongness, as if something were different from when he'd met him.  When he realized what it was, he knew what was happening.

"You're not Frank," said Zayn.  "You're Instructor Pennywhistle."

Frank Orpheum turned to face him, forehead furrowing.  "Excuse me, and who are you?"

The moment Frank addressed him, Zayn had sudden doubts that he was correct.  The fact that Frank hadn't recognized him didn't mean anything since his involvement with the Academy was supposed to be a secret.  

"Zayn Carter.  And you look like Frank Orpheum, but you're really Instructor Pennywhistle."

The rest of his class shook their heads incredulously.  They believed in Frank.  

Portia whispered behind his back, "Zayn, that's him.  I know it.  I've watched every episode of the Magelings, in English and Spanish."

"Excuse me, son," said Frank, gesturing towards Zayn.  "Would you come up here."

Doubts rushed in, bringing warmth to his face.  He was sure he was right, but the long, drawn-out reveal was making him a little crazy.

When he reached Frank, the celebrity put his arm around his shoulders, presenting him to the class.  As Zayn looked across the faces of his fellow classmates, he saw barely contained sighs, because they thought he was wrong.  Even Vin, who'd had an odd expression before, now looked exasperated by his interruption. 

Frank patted him on the back.  Up close, he smelled like what he thought Frank Orpheum should smell like: a hint of whiskey and aftershave.  He was a 1950s-style movie star who'd lasted into the modern age.  

"You're a cocky young man, aren't you?" asked Frank.

The up-close examination put a stone in Zayn's gut, doubled by the gazes of his classmates.  If there was one thing he knew he had to rein in at times, it was his arrogance.  Zayn reluctantly nodded his head in agreement.

"I know this is a strange beginning to class, but Mr. Carter has helped demonstrate a valuable lesson today," said Frank, addressing the class while he patted Zayn on the shoulder.  "And that is that you can never trust anyone."

A gasp went up for the second time in the short class as the form of Frank Orpheum morphed into the shorter and prettier Instructor Pennywhistle.  

She quirked a smile at him as she pushed him back towards the rest of his classmates.  

"I'm a little ashamed that you figured me out," said Instructor Pennywhistle.  "What gave me away?"

He couldn't bring up that he'd met the real Frank a week before, or that Vin hadn't reacted the same way the rest of them had.  Since he was her mentee, he'd probably known about the subterfuge.  

"I don't know," said Zayn, shrugging his shoulders.  "I remembered in years past hearing about a class on face changing, and assumed it was this one.  A lucky guess."

Instructor Pennywhistle clearly didn't believe him, but she clapped her hands together.  

"Either way, kudos to you, Zayn.  You're the first student to ever blow my cover.  But now that the fun is over, we're going to get to work.  A good spy, or assassin, must be able to get into places they're not supposed to.  You won't always be able to sneak in or use the Veil.  That's when face changing comes into play.  

"Today we're not going to make big changes.  You need to get the hang of minor adjustments before you tackle full-fledged transformations involving height and body type.  Vin and Charla, come up here. You're going to help your classmates with the lessons, since this is familiar ground for you both."

They came up to the front and stood to either side of Pennywhistle.  Charla gave a demure curtsey, while Vin made a formal bow.

"The lesson for today is on how to change one small thing on your face.  This will be much harder than you think, because no matter the magic, the mind doesn't want you to change.  To encourage your subconscious cooperation, I've brewed up a potion that will help relax you, make you more malleable.  The spell itself is simple, but the state of mind is the challenge.  I'll break you up into three groups."

There were only fourteen students left in their year.  With two helping Instructor Pennywhistle, they broke into groups of four.  Zayn ended up with Eddie, Keelan, and Skylar.

Pennywhistle gathered them on the far side of the room next to a table with four vials in a stand. 

"As I explained a moment ago, there are three stages of the process.  First you must relax your self-identity. The potion will help with that.  Second, you must cast the spell.  It will help create the framework for your mind.  And finally, you must visualize the change.  So let's get started. Drink up."

The vial was icy cold, as if it were chilled.  Crystals floated around in the pale blue water, sparking when they bumped into each other.  When the liquid touched his lips, it burned for a moment, but the heat dissipated quickly, leaving a lingering warmth.  

After drinking it, he didn't feel any different.  He noticed a slightly glassy-eyed stare in the other three, and wondered if he looked the same.

The spell, as Pennywhistle had said, was simple.  As they spoke the incantation, they traced lines across the flesh that was to be modified, literally creating the scaffolding for change.  Zayn drew lines across his face, filling his touch with faez.  

As he finished, he remembered seeing the imbuement lines on Vin's face.  Their purpose was revealed in the spell.

Pennywhistle faced them, looking them straight in the eyes.  "This is the hardest part.  I want you to find a quiet place in the room and concentrate on your change.  Make your nose bigger, change the color of your eyes, give yourself full lips, whatever you want to do.  

"But remember, your sense of self is locked up in your appearance.  You must not only imagine the change, but also respect that the change is still you.  Come back to me when you're finished."

Skylar punched him in the arm as she headed to a corner of the room.  "You're probably going to get this first try."

"Loser buys dinner tonight," said Zayn.

He climbed the steps, heading to the upper portion of the auditorium, excited by the prospect of the task.  If he could master face changing, it would give him another way to get into the Lady's mansion.  He found a seat by himself.  His fellow fifth years were doing the same, settling into quiet locations.

Zayn started with breathing exercises to calm himself, pulling in air through his open mouth for eight seconds, then slowly exhaling until he had voided all air from his lungs, repeating the process until he felt at peace.

He knew right away what he wanted to change.  He planned to modify his ice-blue eyes to a subdued brown, as they were the most striking thing about him.  Plus, that seemed easier than making his flesh change shape.

Time seemed to slow down as he focused on the idea.  He imagined looking at himself in a mirror, seeing his eye color shift.  After a few minutes of effort, he pulled out his cell phone, switched to selfie mode, and checked his reflection. His eyes were still the same ice-blue that they'd always been.

Focusing more on the change did nothing for his eyes.  He bore down as if he were lifting something heavy, but when he checked his reflection, it wasn't different.  By this time, other students were approaching Pennywhistle at the center of class.  

Eddie had given himself a ridiculous Pinocchio nose, which brought praise from the instructor, while Portia had given herself a more masculine version of her face.  

Frustration grew as more and more of his class completed the task, while he felt no closer.  When he was the last one, Instructor Pennywhistle asked them to change to a new face, preferably something non-human, and she climbed the steps to see him.  She plopped down next to him.

"Not working so well, Mr. Carter?" 

"I'm focusing all my energy into changing, but it's not happening," he said.

"You can't think of it as something you force.  You must imagine yourself with those features, and let the magic flow through the spell," said Pennywhistle.  "Remember, this change is still you."

"Okay," he said, not feeling confident.

"Why don't you try while I watch."

Zayn closed his eyes, bringing forth the image of his new reflection.  

"Picture yourself doing mundane tasks with this change already in place," she whispered.  

He did as she suggested, imagining shopping for cat food for Marley, making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, and then juggling knives.  

When he was finished, he opened his eyes and looked at Pennywhistle.  

She held herself tightly.  "What change were you attempting, Zayn?"

"My eye color, to turn it brown," he said.

"I see.  That should be an easy one," she said as she searched his face for clues to his failure.  "Can you tell me what you're doing?"

"I'm imagining myself doing things with that change in place, trying to focus my mind on it.  I feel like I'm doing exactly what you said, but it's not working," he said.

Pennywhistle made a noncommittal sound in the back of her throat.  "I see.  Sometimes certain individuals cannot do this type of spell because they have too strong a sense of self."

"What does that mean?" he asked.

Pennywhistle gestured at Vin, who was across the room, laughing with Chen as he was getting his skin tone to change to a light blue as if he were turning a dial.

"Your friend Vin, he's a natural at face changing, one of the best students I've had in years.  His ability to change comes from his past, the non-acceptance of his parents, the other fluid factors of his life.  He hid himself from everyone for most of his life and probably in some ways still does," she said.

Zayn glanced to his cousin, who had given himself a pig nose.  

"So I have my parents to blame for not being able to face change?" asked Zayn sardonically.

Pennywhistle chuckled, patting his knee.  "In a way, yes.  But I suspect it goes deeper than that.  For as long as you've been at the Academy, you've had a singular purpose to you, some great task that seems to be burning inside you."

Zayn froze up inside at her words.  She was seeing right through him.

"Don't worry," she added with a soft smile.  "I don't want to know what it is, but it's this purpose that is interfering with the face changing.  You cannot imagine yourself as anyone else, doing anything else."

"I didn’t realize face changing involved therapy," said Zayn.

"Any good study, no matter what the subject, has a certain amount of self-reflection involved, this one more than others.  It might be that you have to determine why, even under the weight of this task, you cannot change," she said.

Zayn rubbed his forehead.  "So what do you suggest?"

When she looked away, he didn't have much confidence that there was going to be an answer.  

"I will think on it.  I have a feeling you're going to be a harder nut to crack than most," she said, looking back at him.

"Great," he said, shaking his head.

"Don't be sad, Zayn," she said, her smile turning wistful.  "A sense of self is a gift.  Most people don't have that.  We're all wounded souls trying to make sense of the world, and ourselves."

"I guess."

"Believe me, Zayn.  I know this from experience," she said, her gaze haunted.  "Next time, I'll have some ideas for you.  I promise."

"Thank you, Instructor Pennywhistle."

"Oh Zayn," she said, a mischievous grin rising to her lips.  "You should know by now in the Academy that special help from an instructor is not going to be easy, and in fact, it will likely be much, much worse."

 


Chapter Four

Thirteenth Ward, September 2017

Dungeons and Spiders

 

Finding out where Ernie lived wasn't that difficult, since he was listed on the internet.  The group home was on the south side of the thirteenth ward in a rather sketchy neighborhood.  Zayn witnessed at least two drug deals on the way from the train station, but luckily no one messed with him, so he didn't have to break out any magic.

Finding Ernie had been one thing, but learning anything about him was another.  For three days straight, Zayn watched from the roof of the apartment building across the street.  Ernie mostly sat in his room reading Dungeons & Dragons adventures, which he kept in a pink My Little Pony backpack on his wall.

After the third day, Zayn snuck into the home and checked their records, finding that Ernie had been there for three years.  Before that, he'd been in various children's homes, but thankfully they kept all his records.  The file was thick, detailing weird events that seemed to happen around Ernie.  It wasn't hard for Zayn to determine that the kid could do magic.  

Zayn realized he wasn't going to learn anything without seeing Ernie outside the home.  He found a service that taught autistic kids social skills by playing roleplaying games and signed him up.  A few days later, a broad-shouldered girl in roller skates arrived from the autistic social services group and hung out with him for the afternoon before talking to the home administrator about taking him out for a day.

A few days later, Zayn followed Ernie when he traveled into the city.  He was a quiet kid, around his age, Zayn realized, but he seemed younger because of the way he held himself.  He had messy blond hair, a non-ironic wolf shirt, and thick limbs.  

Ernie went into the fifth ward, which surprised Zayn, eventually ending up outside the drawbridge at Arcanium Hall.  It was the hall dedicated to books and learning.  

Zayn was confused about the meeting location, since the girl who was helping him, Hannah, was from the Tinkers Guild.  So he was looking for her tall blonde head gliding through the tourist crowd, when he saw Aurie.

He didn't know her name at first, but he learned it quickly afterwards.  Aurie had dark hair, soft brown skin, and an intensity to her gaze that reminded him of Priyanka.  Before she greeted Ernie, she'd been talking to a group of fashionable young women that were clearly Hall students by the way they held themselves.  There'd been some disagreement, and Aurie had stalked away to help Ernie avoid a pushy trinket salesman.  

Unlike the other women, Aurie dressed comfortably as if she were too busy studying to worry much about clothing, wearing torn jeans and a plain black T-shirt, a look that Zayn could appreciate.

He turned up his senses to catch what they were saying:

"What is your class?" Ernie asked her.

"I'm...in Arcanium. We study a lot of things," she replied.

"What class?  What class?" Ernie said while making an awkward face.

"I...uhm...I don't know—oh wait, you mean in the game.  I don't know.  I didn't have time to read the stuff Hannah sent me.  What do you suggest?" she asked.

"Every party always needs a cleric.  You could be a cleric."

"A cleric?  Like I'm leading a congregation?  Church thing?" she asked.

"Cleric like a doctor.  Like Golden Willow.  A healer."

"Did you know I worked there?" she asked.

"Hannah told me.  I like Golden Willow."

"A cleric it is.  Let's get moving.  The rest of the group is at Freeport," she said.

Even before the gaggle of young women approached Aurie and Ernie, Zayn sensed the impending result by the way they looked over at them making snarky comments under their breath.  

"Am I witnessing a date?  Look at this, girls, we have a first date," said the lead girl.

Ernie froze as the squad of girls surrounded him.  

"This isn't the time for games, Violet," said Aurie, standing her ground as if she were going to fight the lot of them.  The way she rose to protect Ernie against overwhelming odds made him fall for her.   

Violet ignored Aurie and put a finger under his chin to make him look at her.  His lips writhed from her contact, but he didn't pull away.

"Is something wrong with him?" asked Violet.  "Are you so desperate to have a date that you'll pick someone who's this stupid?"

"Violet.  I know we haven't always gotten along.  But please, step aside.  This is my friend, and we're going to play some games," said Aurie, reaching out to pull Violet away.

Violet smacked her hand, and her friends snickered.  "What's your name?" asked Violet, getting into Ernie's face.  

"His name is Ernie," said Aurie, trying to step between them, then under her breath to Violet, she said, "Please.  Let this go.  We're leaving now."

Violet latched onto Aurie's arm.  "Why should I?  Last year, you tackled me, enchanted me with sleep, and after failing miserably in the verum locus, still got top grades in the class.  I know your kind, and I know how you're getting by, and I won't stand for it."

"We're leaving now," said Aurie calmly.

Zayn watched as one of the other girls squirted something on the back of Ernie's backpack.  He thought about interfering, but Aurie moved to intercept before he could make a decision.  Even from fifty feet away, Zayn could feel the tension in the air.  

"Back the hell up, or I'm roasting the eyebrows off you skinny bitches," said Aurie, bringing a chuckle to Zayn's lips.

Then a sloppy wet sound, like a plunger in a toilet, was followed by Ernie's backpack crashing onto the drawbridge in a pile of goop.  His gaming books, loose papers, and other materials were covered in a green slime.

A horrible wail exited his lips as he fell to his knees.  "Noooo!  Noooo!  Noooo!"  

A chorus of laughter rose, and Zayn felt a stone in his gut that he'd done nothing.  He was about to step forward when Aurie, fists at her sides, inexplicably yelled, "Ragged!"

The sharp tint of faez hit his nose as if he'd been stabbed.  Clearly the spell had come from Aurie, though he'd not seen her move a finger.

He didn't know what to expect when a thread on the strap of one of the girls' purses jumped off as if it were a tiny worm springing to life.  Then other threads fled from their purses in a spray of confetti.  

The initial burst was followed by a condensed silence, before a final explosion of fabric.  In an instant, the remaining threads exploded off their clothing, like fibrous fireworks, tiny strands floating in the air afterwards as if a cloud of insects had descended.  

The other women looked ready to kill until their clothes just fell off, collapsing around their naked ankles.  Foot and automobile traffic stopped cold.  Suddenly a throng of tourists had cell phones held high and set to record.  The other girls screamed and ran from the scene.  

Zayn had seen a lot of things in his four plus years at the Academy, but he'd never seen such a raw display of power, especially from a student.  He followed at a distance as the pair headed to Freeport Games.  

The whole way, Zayn's thoughts trended towards Aurie, even though he knew he should be thinking about Ernie.  He was the one Priyanka wanted him to watch, yet he felt like he'd witnessed something special in her.  

Part of him knew that he thought she was attractive, but he knew it was more than that.  And then there was the nature of his curse.  Even if he were interested, pursuing her would end badly, and he didn't want that on his conscience.  

Getting into Freeport Games unnoticed was easy since the gaming store was packed with people.  Most of the customers were in high school, though there was a wide range of ages.  As he wandered around the store he felt a pang of jealousy, wishing that he'd had an opportunity for such carefree fun.  He didn't know much about the games everyone was playing, except that they had smiles in their eyes, even when they were intensely staring at the game boards.

Aurie and her friends were crowded around a table with the girl in roller skates standing behind a screen.  Dice, papers, and pencils were scattered across the table, and like the rest of the groups, they were laughing and having a good time.

He didn't want to be caught spying, so he thought this would be a good time to try out his fifth-year imbuement.  Zayn slipped into the janitorial closet.  He was surrounded by mops and cleaning supplies.  He stripped out of his clothes, setting them and his latest dose of poison from the Lady on a shelf.  

Feeling a little weird about being naked while he could hear the laughter from the main lounge, Zayn closed his eyes and concentrated on his imbuement.  

A tingle started at his spine and radiated outward, leaving his body prickly as if new hairs were growing out at a rapid rate.  He focused on a shape, letting the imbuement do its work.  As the faez kicked in, his senses scrambled as if the wires were crossed.  His knees sank towards the floor as the spider detached from his side.  It was modeled on the achaeranea magicaencia, but had none of their abilities. 

The moment his awareness shifted into an external part of his body, his mind nearly fractured.  Adele had warned him that this would be the most difficult part, splitting his mind into two, one in his body, the second in a scouting spider.

Being inside the spider wasn't as simple as seeing through its eyes.  He felt the way the breeze from under the door tickled the hairs along his abdomen, the tremors of fleeing insects in the walls, the differences in temperature along the tile floor.  

It was overwhelming, and it took him a moment to orient himself (and push away the thoughts of hunting down a bug for food).  Once he managed to contain his hunger, he scurried under the door, thankful that the imbuement translated his desires into movement.

He was a small spider, maybe only half an inch in diameter—he didn't want to frighten anyone and get stomped—but he could see just fine.  Adele had told him that a spider's vision was different than a human's, and an inexperienced brain just couldn't handle it, so she'd translated it into regular sight.  

There were other forms that he could take, but he had no need, and after his failure at face changing, he wondered if he'd even be able to change himself into a spider.  Thankfully, he only needed to covertly monitor Ernie and his new friends.

Inside the main area, he found moving through the tables relatively easy because everyone was so focused on their games.  The only danger was accidently getting squashed by an errant shoe.

He found a good spot by a table leg, far enough to the center that he was safe, and observed the group of students.  Ernie seemed in his element at the gaming table, talking too loudly, rolling dice with enthusiastic glee—a much different kid than the one he saw in the group home.  Whatever happened with the spying, Zayn was glad that his subterfuge had gotten Ernie out of his room.

Of the others, he watched Aurie the most.  She was clearly distracted, he guessed from the incident outside of Arcanium.  After a time, he realized one of the other members of the group was Aurie's sister, a girl named Pi.  She had short dark hair, rich blue eyes, and a youthful face that clearly hid her age.  He could imagine that she was frequently mistaken for twelve or thirteen years old, and like her sister, Pi had an intensity to her, though hers was more out of control.

Zayn was busy trying to figure out what Priyanka might be looking to learn from Ernie when he realized he'd been spotted.  Aurie glanced in his direction a few times, trying to be covert, but he saw right through her deception.  

As quickly, and as spider-like as he could, he scurried his scout back through the tables and beneath the janitorial door.  It was a little weird seeing himself kneeling on the ground, eyes rolled into the back of his head, but as his spidery senses detected the approach of squeaky sneakers, he jumped onto his side and absorbed the spider into his flesh.

 As the door flew open, Zayn shimmied back into his jeans.  He was face-to-face with Aurie, who smelled like jasmine.  She took one look at his mostly naked body and mumbled, "Speller."

"Speller?" he asked, quirking a grin at her embarrassment.

"Spider or hello, or both, I guess," said Aurie, staring at her shoes.  "I'm an idiot.  I meant spider.  I saw one come down this hall.  I thought it might have run under the door."

"Spider?" he said, feigning concern by looking all around.  "I hope it didn't come in here."

"What about your web tattoos?  Don't you like them?" she asked, clearly staring at his stomach.

"I just like the way they look," he said.

"So...uhm, why are you in the closet with your clothes off?" she asked, scratching the back of her head.

His mind raced with ideas until he spied the travel bag of poison on the shelf.  He pulled out the syringe, which had been made to look like an EpiPen.  He didn't use the needle, it was all a ruse, but it was the best way they'd found to ship it through the mail. 

"Diabetic?" she asked.

"Two shots a day leaves a lot of marks," he said.

Aurie's eyes widened.  "I'm...I didn't mean to..."

"Hey, don't feel sorry for me.  Everyone has their burdens.  This one is mine," he said.

In the moment of silence afterwards, they locked eyes.  Zayn found himself imagining what it'd be like to tuck the strand of hair hanging into her face behind her ear.  

"Once again, I'm an idiot.  You're trying to put your clothes back on and I'm just standing here with the door open.  I'll leave you to it," she said, and started to close the door.

"What's your name?" he asked, hoping to keep her from leaving.

"Aurie," she said, pausing at the open door while she blushed.

"Zayn," he said.

"Nice to meet you, Zayn," she said, before she returned to the others.  

He finished dressing and, content that he wasn't going to learn anything more about Ernie, left Freeport Games.  The kid was exactly what he'd expected: autistic, kind, and enthusiastic.  It didn't make sense why Priyanka and Orpheum wanted him to watch Ernie, even if he was Invictus' ward, unless there was more that they weren't telling him.  

He planned to continue his surveillance, hoping that the interactions with Aurie would continue.  He couldn't help but think about her, even if any attempt at a relationship would be doomed to fail.  

 


Chapter Five

Eleventh Ward, September 2017

Never saw the clinic

 

On the following weekend, when his Academy friends were headed to the coast for the afternoon, Zayn stayed behind in Invictus.  His initial plan had been to observe Ernie again, but he'd decided he would learn nothing new about the autistic mage.  

Frank Orpheum had been lingering in his thoughts.  While the famous patron's involvement with Priyanka bothered him, it was the prize of the wish that made Zayn change his plans.  

If he were going to double-cross Priyanka—a thought that filled him with dread—he had to know what they were doing.  There was no way he was going to be able to monitor her—Priyanka's paranoia and foresight was legendary—but Frank was a weak link to be exploited.

Frank being in the public eye made it easier to track him.  He had an engagement at Ashnod's Theater, a charity event for the Children's Floor at Golden Willow.  Zayn waited outside with a No-Look enchantment on his hood, to keep people from examining him.  It wasn't difficult since a crowd of onlookers waited outside, hoping to get a glimpse of the famous mage.  When he finally exited the theater, the throng surrounded him.  The good-natured celebrity greeted everyone on his way out, shaking hands and signing books and body parts.  When he finally slipped into the backseat of a ghost taxi, the vehicle was surrounded, which made it easy for Zayn to attach a tracking beacon.

There was no magic involved with the beacon. It was an off-the-shelf brand that mundanes used in domestic disputes, but sometimes the simpler methods were best.  Ghost taxis abhorred extraneous magics—attempting to put a spell on it would have incited an attack—and Frank was sure to utilize anti-scrying spells.

After the ghost taxi left, Zayn pulled up his cell phone and watched the little dot meander through the city, headed southwest.  As it crossed through the third ward and into the boundaries of the eleventh, Zayn jogged to the nearest train station and hopped onto the Green Line.

By the time the train got moving, he'd watched the dot pause in the Enochian District, before heading back out of the ward.  The location seemed odd to Zayn, not only because it was one of the poorer parts of the city, but because of what he thought was nearby.

Zayn's worries were confirmed when he made it to the Enochian District, which was the old historical section of the city.  Most of the buildings were over a hundred years old, three-story shotgun style in brick.  Many fronts were boarded up or had graffiti on them.  The houses that looked lived in had metal grating on the doors and windows as if they expected an attack at any moment.    

But more importantly, the Enochian District was home to a well of power.  The dragon fountain sat at the center of a large square, surrounded by empty buildings.  A dull green patina had formed on the copper dragon.  It looked innocuous, but Zayn knew better.  Deep beneath the substructure, in the Undercity, was a well of power.  It probably wasn't a coincidence that Frank's place was nearby.  Zayn had learned from Akhekh's attempt to wipe out the Hundred Halls that the wells were a source of excess faez for great magics.  If the wish spell was real and as powerful as advertised, it would need the wells to work.  Zayn assumed it was easier and safer to reach the well from above, rather than travel through the Undercity.  But maybe it didn't have anything to do with it at all.

Frank's place looked like any other in the district, except that it was surrounded by a few more occupied houses than the others.  The shades were drawn over the windows, which made observing Frank difficult, but the fact that he was in the area was enough.  

Sitting inside the third floor of a nearby deserted building, Zayn pulled a piece of paper from his back pocket and folded it into a cone.  After settling the cone against his left ear, Zayn used his sensing imbuements to listen for the vibrations of Frank's speech against the windows.  

Zayn didn't hear anything at first, except for the rattling around of pots and pans, as Frank was cooking in his kitchen.  It wasn't until later, when the telltale buzzing of a cell phone announced an incoming call, that he finally heard Frank speak.

"...that's my price.  I'm not a charity.  Tell them it's not going to get any better.  The next offer will be considerably lower.  If they want to get out with any value whatsoever, they better do it now..."
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