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   "So, what do you tell your parents when they ask what you're studying?" 
 
   "Spanish literature!"  Ashley laughed, trying to ease the tension of the moment. 
 
   "And they believe you?" 
 
   "I think so." 
 
   Ashley and Sam sat in a small antechamber, nicely appointed with comfortable ottomans and low lighting.  There was a single coffee table in the middle.  Lying in the center was a small crystal, glowing faintly as it rested.  It didn't look like much but they were both staring at it intently. 
 
   "Alright, so, what's you strategy today?"  Sam was the first to move.  He picked up the crystal and touched one of the top faces.  Immediately a glowing sheet of light appeared in the air above it.  There was an image on the light, filled with little images of knobs and sliders and a whole lot of text.  As Ashley's second, it was his responsibility to make sure that the crystal was calibrated properly. 
 
   "Try not to end up with my pants down."  Ashley sighed and sat on a divan, facing away from Sam.  She gathered up her hair in a bunch and moved it out of the way so that the nape of her neck was clear and free of obstructions. 
 
   "I'm serious.  You need to try and win this one, Ash." 
 
   "Okay, okay!  What are my chances?" 
 
   "He's a low-ranked duelist, bottom quarter for sure.  He makes a lot of mistakes early on and that's usually his undoing." 
 
   "So do I!" 
 
   "Come on, I'll talk you through it.  This shouldn't be too hard." 
 
   "It shouldn't."  Ash sucked in a deep breath and held it for a long time. 
 
   Wizards University was not supposed to be like this.  When she got that sheet of paper in the mail, ancient vellum smelling of oil and ink, telling her that she'd been accepted it was the happiest day of her life!  Magic High School was interesting but you only needed a small amount of talent to get in and they mostly focused on the basics. 
 
   Potions, simple spells, the fundamentals that you needed in order to start slinging the really powerful stuff but nothing else. 
 
   Now she was in her second year, majoring in Summoning and Conjuration, and doing quite well in almost every class.  It was the thing she'd dreamed of since they first lit paper on fire with their minds in grade 10, and everything was perfect. 
 
   Except for War Wizardry 301.  It was a required class for all second year students.  You couldn't take third year courses without it! 
 
   War Wizardry 301: The Fundamentals and Basics of Dueling. 
 
   "Alright, you've got the first and second spheres down by now I think.  What about third sphere?" 
 
   "Fireball, Lightning Bolt and advanced energy protection."  Ash looked down at her cellphone while she waited for Sam to finish the calibrations.  It had some study notes for some of her second sphere spells and would hopefully help her to remember some of the more complicated maneuvers. 
 
   "Good.  Okay, I like it.  Simple but powerful, you're going to have trouble with those when you get to fourth sphere." 
 
   "I'm not going to get to fourth sphere, Sam." 
 
   "Listen, okay?  He's going to have Immunity for those, especially if you let him know you're packing both in third." 
 
   "Then I won't let him know.  Anyway, it won't get that far."  Ash sighed, trying to keep the edge of despair out of her voice.  "I never get past third." 
 
   "Don't... don't think like that, okay?"  Sam finished calibrations and dismissed the light sheet.  "Now, don't fidget, okay?" 
 
   "I know." 
 
   Sam gingerly took the crystal over toward Ash and held it just above the bare skin at the bottom of her neck.  Immediately there was a thrum in the room as the crystal's power kicked in and tendrils of light reached out from inside the crystal towards Ashley. 
 
   Slowly at first, then more quickly, the tendrils tangled themselves into her skin.  Ash sucked in a deep breath braced herself for what was next. 
 
   The energy reached Ash's spine and she felt starbursts of... not pain, exactly, but something very similar run through her body.  The crystal's energy latched onto her personal magical fields and hungrily attached itself.  There was nothing slow or tentative about this, the crystal delved deep into Ash's metaphysical being and integrated itself with her entire energy matrix. 
 
   It wasn't pain she felt, but the metaphysical sensation of the crystal's magic meshing with her own.  It interlocked with her fields, twined around her flows and when it was finally done Ash had tears in her eyes and was gasping for breath. 
 
   "Come on, Ash.  It's not that bad." 
 
   "It's awful.  Every time!"  Ash wiped tears out of her eyes with a brisk dash of her hand and frowned at Sam.  "Is it solid?" 
 
   "Let me check."  Sam called up the sheet again and fiddled with some more knobs and sliders while Ash waited impatiently.  She just wanted this to be over with. 
 
   Sam was a Grad student, working for the best Summoner in the school, and he had been only a little better than Ash when he went through Dueling class.  He sympathized with her but these were the rules set out by the arch-magi, no use complaining about something you couldn't change. 
 
   "Alright.  I think you're good."  Sam dismissed the crystal's calibration spell and took a deep breath.  He was not supposed to get so wrapped up in Ash's success, but he really wanted her to win.  "Remember: you just need one win to pass.  It won't be pretty and it will hurt your GPA, but that's all." 
 
   "One win.  Right." 
 
   "This is close to your last chance, Ash.  You don't have someone this low-ranked coming up again and some of your later duels are against some really heavy hitters." 
 
   "No pressure, right?" 
 
   "No pressure.  But seriously, go out there and set him on fire." 
 
   "I'll try." 
 
   Ash took a deep breath and walked to the curtain that separated her antechamber from the arena.  She paused, hand on the curtain, and tried to steady herself. 
 
   This was always the worst part. 
 
   Well, this and whenever someone decided to use acid spells. 
 
   Ash stepped out into the arena. 
 
   Considering that she was about to try her best to kill another wizard, the crystals prevented it of course but the intention was to duel as if your life depended on it, the arena was fairly boring looking. 
 
   A simple dirt circle stood in the middle of an open air stadium.  The circle's diameter was about half as long as a football field, and it stood in the middle of the University so there were walls and buildings all around.  The bleachers were mostly empty: the rest of her class sat clustered around each other, laptops out and either chatting or checking Facebook.  Her professor lounged behind the announcer's lectern, idly playing with his cell phone and not really paying much attention.  There were a few younger students, eager to learn the art of dueling before they had to do it in Second Year, and her cheering section. 
 
   Her cheering section... 
 
   Ash was something of a legend around the school now.  One month into the second semester and she hadn't won a single duel.  It was quite literally a record, although not the kind of record you wanted to have.  Her cheerleaders mostly consisted of third and fourth year students struggling with their own duels, looking for a bit of a pick me up by watching her: no matter how terrible they were, she was worse. 
 
   "Go Ash!" 
 
   "Come on, Ash!  You can do it!" 
 
   "Don't set yourself on fire this time!" 
 
   The cheering section stood up and yelled loudly as she entered the arena.  She smiled and waved at them, wondering if they really wanted her to succeed or if they were secretly hoping she failed.  Probably the latter. 
 
   Other than that, the stadium was quite empty.  For some of the more spectacular students, the bleachers could be half-filled... or more!  For Ash and a relative unknown, only the people who had to turn up did. 
 
   Ash sucked in a deep breath and looked out across the arena.  Her opponent hadn't shown up yet. 
 
   Was that good?  Did it mean that he was unorganized? 
 
   Was that bad?  Did it mean that he was taking advantage of a little more time to get prepared? 
 
   Did she have any way of knowing? 
 
   Was she ready for this? 
 
   "Oh God, I'm not ready for this."  Ash tried to breathe as slowly and evenly as she could but it was hard.  Her breath started coming in short, sharp gasps as her mind spiraled through all the possible meanings of her opponent's absence. 
 
   Maybe he forfeit! 
 
   Would a default win count? 
 
   Could she pass her class because someone else was lazy or sick? 
 
   Would the match be rescheduled? 
 
   Where was he? 
 
   There! 
 
   He looked more prepared than she felt.  He was wearing a T shirt and jeans, comfortable and loose fitting, and a decent pair of sneakers.  Ashley had on a pair of yoga pants and a button-up blouse that hugged her curves, accentuating her body and also making it harder to move and breathe.  She was wearing the most modest pair of heels that she owned, but they were still not suitable for running.  A brisk walk, maybe. 
 
   He had a staff with him, sprouting a number of small totems from the sides and with a lovingly carved hand grip.  It looked old, maybe a family heirloom or something he'd picked up at the thrift shop.  His foci were all lovingly polished and hand-crafted, showing real workmanship, and they each had their place in the staff. 
 
   By contract, Ash kept her foci on a sash that she'd slung haphazardly over one shoulder.  She didn't go in for totems and instead had a series of pins, each emblazoned with an image of the spell they were meant to represent. 
 
   Her last opponent had called it both 'quaint' and 'charming' just before he absolutely destroyed her in the arena. 
 
   This opponent stepped into the arena lazily, taking his time, smiling at the spectators. 
 
   That bastard! 
 
   He expected this to be a walk in the park!  He expected her to live up to her reputation and absolutely fail to do anything useful to him, basically cinching his victory and increasing his possibilities of advancing to the next year. 
 
   That jerk. 
 
   He was probably right about all of it, which stung the worst. 
 
   The professor looked up when a brief hush fell across the crowd at Ash's opponent's entrance. 
 
   "Oh!  Hmmm, I see that we're all here and all ready?" 
 
   Her professor did not look like a War mage.  Smith was his name, Professor Smith, and he wore clothing that was just this side of ratty.  He had a pair of khakis that seemed to be permanently stained with coffee and a flannel shirt that looked like it would fit a lumberjack better than a professor of magic.  His beard was unkempt but short, and his glasses were just shy of trendy. 
 
   "Yes, Professor."  Ash said it at a non-confident speaking level. 
 
   "Yes sir!"  Her opponent shouted, proudly puffing out his chest and stepping forward. 
 
   "Ahem, yes, I see.  Alright.  Come forward."  The professor stood at the lectern and indicated that the two duelists should step up to a circular patch of dirt in front of him. 
 
   They had both done this before and knew exactly where to stand.  From a distance it didn't look like much but when you got there you could see that the circle was actually crafted out of intricate runes, interlocking and cavorting with one another until they looked almost like a solid line.  They were a dark, rusty color. 
 
   Blood. 
 
   The contestant's circle was drawn with blood. 
 
   "Ashley Cook!  I didn't know you were up again so soon."  Smith adjusted his glasses and peered forward at her.  "Are you ready for this, child?" 
 
   "I think so." 
 
   Ash's opponent smiled viciously. 
 
   "Yes, well!  As I think we've discussed, you must win at least one duel in order to pass the course.  I have a few TA's who might be willing to give you some coaching, if you like?" 
 
   "Sam's been very helpful, sir." 
 
   "Sure.  Well, not that helpful, eh?"  Smith laughed and so did everyone else.  Just for a moment, Ashley could see a little twinkle in his eyes at the attention. 
 
   He looked like he didn't care, like he could not give two shits what you thought about his outfit and his demeanor and the fact that his stupid class was mandatory, but that was not true.  Professor Smith had one of the most important jobs in the entire University: weeding out wizards who were not battle-ready before they graduated. 
 
   The upper level War magic classes were harder but they weren't required.  This one was.  This was the crucible, the test. 
 
   Normally you had to be in the sixty fifth percentile or better to pass but sometimes they made an exception for students who were a prodigy in other areas but who, for whatever reason, couldn't do well in the arena. 
 
   Ashley was an excellent Summoner and an awful duelist. 
 
   "Alright!  Listen up class, there will be no lecture today."  Smith turned to the assembled students in the bleachers.  "We have two more duels scheduled after this one.  Unless."  Smith looked back and smiled at Ash.  There was cruelty underneath his bristly beard.  "Miss Cook here happens to extend past the expect time limit.  Which is fine!  Don't get me wrong.  It could happen in the other two matches, as well. 
 
   "Now, everyone knows the rules but I am obligated by the University charter to repeat them.  So! 
 
   "This is a simulated duel to the death between mages, with a few rules.  The governance crystals enforce those rules and... keep you safe."  Smith was looking at the duelists now but his voice carried throughout the stadium.  He had done this many times and, if he kept up the good work, would do this many times again.  "The crystals will prevent actual harm from befalling you, but they will also stop the match when you have taken what is considered to be a lethal amount of damage. 
 
   "They will not, however, stop pain." 
 
   Ashley knew that one very well.  The crystals were perfectly capable of stopping pain, but they were not programmed to do so.  The stated reason was so that students would learn from their mistakes and keep the memory of careless mistakes with them.  Ash suspected that it also made for a better spectacle when someone was set on fire and ended up rolling around on the ground, screaming. 
 
   Ash had spent many long minutes rolling around on the ground screaming. 
 
   "The crystals will also enforce the spheres!  There is no restriction on the amount of magic that you can use, to the point that your body can handle it."  Everyone looked at Ash when he said that.  She had accidentally blown out her meta-liver in her last match when she fumbled a second sphere spell.  It was embarrassing and painful, but thanks to the crystal she hadn't actually done any damage to herself.  "However the crystal will only let you draw a maximum amount of energy at any given time.  We will start at the first sphere and move up until the limit is removed." 
 
   In theory, that meant that the duelists could start calling on some pretty devastating spells.  In practice, almost no students knew how to cast anything above fifth sphere.  If you could do that, then you didn't belong in a second year War magic course. 
 
   "Good!  Now we will choose the terrain."  Smith stepped down off his lectern and rubbed his hands in anticipation.  This was, sometimes, the only interesting part of the entire match for him.  He'd seen countless students throw spells at each other over the years and generally had a good feel for how the ebb and flow of matches would turn out.  The wild card was always the terrain. 
 
   Smith put on a pair of protective gloves and picked up a pulsating green sphere that had been lying on a pillow beside the lectern.  He held it gingerly, looked out to the arena and then threw it. 
 
   The sphere knew where to go and didn't care how bad Smith's arm was, luckily. 
 
   It landed in the center of the packed dirt arena and everyone sucked in a collective breath of anticipation.  The sphere was programmed with thousands of different terrains encompassing magical battlefields that wizards had encountered since the establishment of the school.  It was possible that even Smith didn't know everything that was in there, no matter how long he'd been doing this. 
 
   How long had he been doing this?  Ash let her mind wander.  It didn't matter what terrain was chosen, she was going to end up writhing in agony on it no matter what. 
 
   Smith looked generically ageless.  Maybe somewhere in his mid-thirties, maybe a little more, he always had the same beard and the same clothes and the same upright demeanor.  True to his lumberjack persona, he was a strong person and while he was a lethal magical duelist he was also a lethal physical duelist.  Rumor had it that after a protracted two week duel with the Witch King during the last mage wars, Smith had finally closed enough distance to simply break the King's neck and end the bloody battles. 
 
   Ash didn't believe it, there was no way he was two hundred years old, but she also believed it a little. 
 
   A cheer went up from the crowd and Ash looked over at the arena. 
 
   "Yeah, that looks cheery." 
 
   "Scared, Ash?"  Her opponent grinned at her. 
 
   "Listen, uhh... wait, what's your name again?" 
 
   "What!?  You don't even know?  Did you look at the schedule at all?" 
 
   "No, not really.  What does it matter?  I'm going to lose." 
 
   "Yes you are." 
 
   "But seriously, who are you?" 
 
   "I'm Rodrick the-" 
 
   "I'm going to stop you there, Rod.  I would like to point out that I am not scared because... alright, I'm a little scared." 
 
   "Yeah, me too." 
 
   The interior of the arena had turned into a nightmarish hellscape that made everyone in the bleachers look queasy.  The only good thing about what they were looking at was that it was mostly flat.  Sometimes it was impossible to move through the terrain without the aid of flying spells, which could really throw off your plan at the last minute. 
 
   The better duelists accounted for that in their strategies, of course. 
 
   The dominant feature of this magically-constructed terrain was corpses.  Heaped in piles, bleeding profusely into ground that looked like it was soaking up the blood with relish, and studded with all sorts of medieval weaponry.  The sphere had even simulated the awful smell of the place and there was a rancid-looking green mist coating the ground.  Ash felt dirty just looking at it. 
 
   Hovering closely to the piles of corpses, visible to anyone who knew how to look for magic, were ghosts.  They were magical-simulacra of ghosts of course, but that didn't matter. The angry spirits of the dead clung to their corpses, reaching out with spectral fingers to clutch at the living.  They couldn't pierce the contestant's circle's magic but Rod and Ash both backed up a step anyway. 
 
   "Great!  The Field of the Dead!"  Smith was the only one who looked happy about this.  He had a gleeful grin on his bearded face as he leapt up to the lectern.  "The ruins of an ancient battlefield where mortal armies ground up against one another for three full days before the losing side was finally routed and slaughtered!  Their vengeful spirits, convinced that they were betrayed and left for dead by their commanders, still cling to their corpses and seek to destroy the living.  I love this one!" 
 
   "Uhhh, sir, any advice on what's dangerous out there?"  Rod looked green in the cheeks as he said it. 
 
   "Don't get near the piles!  Obviously.  They'll sap your flux and probably make it hard to walk around." 
 
   "Thanks, sir." 
 
   "Now for the countdown!  When I say Go, the crystals will lock you down to the first sphere and the contestant's circle will deactivate!  Ready?" 
 
   Ash and Rod both nodded, their eyes on the ghostly fingers that were reaching for them. 
 
   When the circle deactivated, those fingers would be free to seek and to find and to scratch and to bind. 
 
   "Three!" 
 
   Ash adjusted her sash, making sure that her first sphere pins were close at hand. 
 
   "Two!" 
 
   The two duelists looked each other in the eye.  Rod's face had hardened and there was only a trace of green left in his complexion. 
 
   Ash didn't know what she looked like, but the answer was probably: worried. 
 
   "One!" 
 
   Ash could feel the blood rushing through her head.  Each heartbeat was like a drum and her awareness became hyper-focused on the terrain in front of her. 
 
   There were many strategies for dealing with the opening moments of the duel: most generally agreed that you should probably run and find cover so you could start weaving your defense together.  There weren't many useful first sphere damage spells, so the opening minute was a good chance to protect yourself and make sure that you were set up for success when the second sphere activated. 
 
   "Go!" 
 
   Rod tripped Ash with his staff and dashed into the arena. 
 
   "What the-!"  Ash gasped, completely unready for that maneuver, and staggered forward. 
 
   She fell. 
 
   She landed face first in a pile of bloody dirt, soaked with the life force of long-dead warriors and smelling like they had died messy, bowel-voiding deaths.  The pain of landing on her face was matched only by the revulsion of being that close to the muck of death.  Ghostly fingers started reaching for her immediately, crossing the now-defunct edge of the contestant's circle and getting ever-closer to putting their spectral claws on her skin. 
 
   "Ash!  Get up!"  Sam was yelling from the bleachers. 
 
   Ash jumped to her feet an ran in the opposite direction of where Rod had gone. 
 
   "Ha!  How do you like that, Cook?"  Rod was nowhere to be seen but his voice was coming from behind a five foot pile of bodies. 
 
   "You're an asshole, Rod!" 
 
   Ashley quickly found a shattered tower shield that was leaning against a boulder and ducked behind it.  The metal of the shield would give her protection from Rod's spells and hopefully allow her to- 
 
   Rod was there! 
 
   He'd... he'd used a spell to throw his voice! 
 
   "What the-!"  Ashley dashed backward as Rod lashed out with his staff again, nearly braining her in the process. 
 
   Ash backpedaled through the battlefield, hoping her brief mental map of the place was good enough to keep her from falling over, and touched a pin on her sash that looked like a suit of armor. 
 
   "Armor!"  Ash had prepared this spell, like most of the others, ahead of time.  All it needed was the right focus and command word and it would activate. 
 
   Of course, it still took about five seconds for it to materialize. 
 
   Tendrils of blue energy coalesced out of the air and started to form shapes.  They started off slowly but gained speed rapidly.  They tied themselves together, over and over, wrapping around one another until they created glowing blue pieces of armor.  Greaves, breastplate, gorget, all of the trappings of plate mail! 
 
   As the pieces of armor formed, they dove out of the air and affixed themselves to Ash's body until, five seconds later, she was standing and covered head-to-toe in opaque magical armor. 
 
   "Let's see you hit me with your staff now!"  Ash grinned triumphantly, feeling pretty good about herself. 
 
   "I was hoping you would do that."  Rod laughed. 
 
   What did that mean? 
 
   "Missiles!"  Rod pointed his staff at Ash and bolts of purple energy formed at the tip of it.  They clung to his staff for a brief moment and then leapt forward, looking for all the world like a swarm of angry purple rocks. 
 
   "Oh shit." 
 
   Ash had forgotten the cardinal rule of dueling: always, always summon a Shield first.  Magical shields could completely negate a missile spell; without it they could hit you unerringly and the physical barrier formed by the Armor spell was absolutely no use against them. 
 
   The bolts of energy passed directly through Ash's Armor and struck her in the chest. 
 
   Ash screamed and fell to her knees as pain ripped through her body.  You would think she would be used to this by now since it happened so often.  Missiles were actually some of the nicest things she'd been hit with in a duel. 
 
   No. 
 
   There was no getting used to this.  It felt like getting shot, dozens of times, in the chest. 
 
   "Ash!  You can do this!  Work through it!"  Sam's voice had an edge of desperation to it. 
 
   Ashley Cook was about to set a record for the fastest loss in the history of duels. 
 
   They hadn't even gotten to the second sphere. 
 
   "Shatter!" 
 
   Ash only heard Rod's second spell faintly.  Her teeth were gritted from the intense pain of his first salvo and it was hard to concentrate.  She felt like there were iron bands gripping her chest, squeezing her lungs and making it hard for her to breathe.  They tightened, moment by moment, and it felt like she should be dying. 
 
   The wall of concentrated pressure hit her like nothing she'd ever felt before.  There was a sound, so loud that it drowned out her scream, and she was flying backward.  Air rushed past her and she soared over the top of one of the piles of corpses. 
 
   Her whole body felt like hamburger, like it had been turned into a fine paste in a matter of moments.  Every nerve was screaming as loudly as it could and in the aftermath of the incredible boom of the spell the only thing louder than the screaming pain was the screaming Ash. 
 
   She bounced off the ground. 
 
   Bounced again. 
 
   Rolled. 
 
   Came to a stop, face first, in the dirt between two simulated mounds of dead people.  She was convinced that, right now, they had it better. 
 
   "Ash, no!"  The only sound besides Ash's desperate sobbing was Sam's heart-broken shout. 
 
   Then Smith's voice: 
 
   "And that's it!  Miss Cook's crystal says that she's dead!" 
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   Ash was usually the first one to arrive at Summoning 306, The Art and Theory of Advanced Summoning.  Today was no exception, but instead of sitting bright and cheery at her desk ready to learn and also fawn over Professor Montgomery a little, she had her head down between her arms and was moaning softly in agony. 
 
   "Hey, Ash?"  Cassandra DeVine sat down next to Ashley and poked her in the shoulder gently.  "You okay?" 
 
   "Go away."  Ashley groaned loudly to indicate how much she didn't want to talk.  Her ears were still ringing from Rod's Shatter and her head was in splitting pain. 
 
   "What's wrong?"  
 
   It was hard to hear Cassandra over the ringing noise in her head but Ash managed it somehow. 
 
   "Duel today." 
 
   "Oh... right!  Against Rod!  How did it go?  I've heard that he can have trouble sometimes in the short game, that must have... made it... you didn't win, did you?" 
 
   "He tripped me, Cass!" 
 
   "Tripped you?  Oh!  Oh, and you broke spell order didn't you?"  Cass' voice had a dreamy tone as she said it, her mind spinning off to consider the possibilities of what might have happened after Ash broke spell order.  Almost everyone at the school, particularly second years, loved to talk strategy for the duels. 
 
   "Yeah." 
 
   "He took you down with Missiles?" 
 
   "Yup." 
 
   "Oh, Ash."  Cass giggled.  "That's too funny." 
 
   "I set a record!" 
 
   "Uh oh..." 
 
   "Fastest loss!  Rod was pretty damned pleased with himself." 
 
   "I'll bet.  Hey, uhh, what's really wrong?  You lose all the time." 
 
   Ash barked out a short, sharp laugh.  Trust Cass to skip all the politics and gentle words and get straight to the real talk.  That's what she liked about Cass, that's why they were such good friends. 
 
   "My head hurts like Hell." 
 
   "Oh?  Oh, that Sam!"  Cass leaned over and poked Ashley's ear gingerly.  Ash swore and jerked her head away.  "He didn't properly calibrate your auditory matrix.  Those are tricky and they change all the time, and normally it doesn't matter.  Rod must have used a sonic attack on you, right?" 
 
   "Ungggh, are you still talking?  Can't you just let me die?" 
 
   "Here, I'll fix this." 
 
   Cass took out a large, gaudy necklace that she usually wore underneath her shirt so only the top of the chain was visible.  Out in the open, it was covered in dozens of small charms, worked with jewels and actually quite intricately detailed.  Cass came from a wealthy family who also happened to include several graduates of Wizards University, so they not only supported her financially but they also could give her excellent wizard presents. 
 
   The charms were Cass' foci.  She thumbed through them until finding out that looked like a small cross, inset with emeralds.  Maybe they were just glass or crystal?  No, they were probably emeralds. 
 
   "Alright, hold still."   
 
   Cass concentrated, held the charm and touched Ash's ear gingerly. 
 
   "Mend!" 
 
   Ash gasped as a particularly fiery brand of pain lanced through her head.  It was nothing compared to when she'd been hit by Rod's Shatter, but when she was already feeling like shit it made everything come into clear, sharp focus.  She tried as hard as possible to keep from swearing and hitting Cass, she knew this was good for her even if in the short term it was painful. 
 
   Very painful. 
 
   Ash bit her lip and dug her fingernails into the luxurious cherry wood of the long, curved table she was sitting at with Cass.  Briefly, she felt a bit of blood trickle down her chin but then her lip was introduced to the same searing pain that the rest of her head had been as the Mend fixed that, too. 
 
   It was over in less than ten seconds. 
 
   It felt like an eternity. 
 
   "Cass... oh, hey, that feels better."  Ashley was about to curse Cassandra out for her indelicate manner with healing spells but then she realized that she actually felt better.  Not just better, great!  Mend was very nonspecific and it had cleared up all sorts of ailments all over Ash's body, big and small.  Micro tears in her muscles from her run this morning, plaque on her teeth since the last time she'd brushed, fatigue because she'd been up a little too late last night, plus the damage to her auditory matrix from Rod's spell, they all disappeared in an instant. 
 
   "Of course it does." 
 
   "You... thanks."  Ash smiled.  She would have done that sooner, but she'd prepped mostly combat spells for the arena.  No room for healing, especially since the crystal was supposed to keep that from being necessary. 
 
   "Next time I see Sam, I'm going to kill him for you." 
 
   "No, it's okay..." 
 
   "I'm serious!  He needs to pay more attention, you could have gotten seriously hurt!" 
 
   "I can talk to him about it..."  Ash frowned.  Sam and Professor Montgomery's other Grad students were pretty much the only ones who shared her passion for summoning.  The rest of the University looked down on it because the energy expenditure needed was so low compared to amount of injury you could do to someone with it.  In short, it wasn't useful in the arena. 
 
   "Hey you two!"  Brad sat down heavily on the other side of Ashley.  "Oh, Ash.  You look like you're just this side of one of Cass' healing spells!" 
 
   "Good guess."  Ash winked. 
 
   "What!?  No one ever complains about the results." 
 
   "Listen, Cass.  Your technique is great but you could use a better bedside manner."  Brad shrugged as he pulled out his laptop and started booting up.  Like most of the students, he usually surfed Facebook rather than paying attention.  Ash was the only one who truly listened and took notes, even about things that weren't going to be on the test. 
 
   "Well, next time you break something I won't help then." 
 
   "Hey!  I'm not saying that, I'm just offering honest criticisms on your spells so that you can improve!" 
 
   "You're an ass." 
 
   "I'm also an ass." 
 
   They were at a stalemate.  Ash was busy pulling up her note taking program while the two of them were staring one another down, trying to figure out the best way to continue the discussion.  More arguing?  New topic? 
 
   "Hey, do you guys see those markings on the ground?"  Ashley stood up and pointed at the ground in front of the whiteboards.  You couldn't quite see them when you were sitting down except as a faint discoloration but when you stood up you could see that they were, in fact, the most intricate magical circles that Ashley had ever seen.  They made the contestant's circle in the arena look plain. 
 
   Intricacy did not always denote powerful magic, in fact it was much easier to mess up intricate spells and make them less powerful than intended, but they usually indicated an attempt at something powerful.  Only a few wizards would dare attempt something like what Ashley was looking at, and none of them were students at the University. 
 
   All magic circles started with the simplest component: a circle.  A single line, started and ended at the same point, drawn in a continuous motion.  Circle drawing was an entire twelfth grade course at Magic High School, and most people failed it the first time they took it. 
 
   There was also an advanced circle drawing course in first year at the University, where you not only practiced the fundamentals of making a circle but also doing it with exotic materials so that, by the time you were done, you could do it in your sleep and by reflex. 
 
   There were two distinct spells on the floor of the room.  One of them had been drawn with a yellowish substance that looked like it used brimstone as a base.  Using brimstone to draw was always a pain, particularly on account of the smell.  The other looked to have been drawn with powdered silver.  Drawing circles with powder was actually a Graduate level course: you had to not only do it in a smooth, continuous motion but you needed to make sure that you poured it at a completely even thickness all the way around.  There were also numerous way to prepare the powders so that they would lie properly after pouring and not move with small changes in air pressure or fluctuation in the magical currents. 
 
   Both circles were huge: larger than anything Ashley had ever attempted by at least twice. 
 
   After the outer circle, there was a ring of delicate runes, interlocking and so finite that you would have to be standing directly over them in order to even make out the shapes. 
 
   Ashley was now standing over them, scribbling furious notes on her tablet. 
 
   After the runes came another circle, more runes, and then a third circle. 
 
   Three circles. 
 
   Whatever these were meant to contain was powerful.  Deadly powerful. 
 
   Inside the third brimstone circle was a whorling, swirling pattern that covered the entire interior of the design.  Lines looped and swirled around one another, and each line was in fact composed of a myriad of tiny runes.  Ashley couldn't go inside to look without disturbing the pattern so she used the camera on her tablet to snap pictures of the interior designs, hoping to go over them later on her own. 
 
   "What do you think they're for?"  Ashley looked up and realized that she was the only one standing in the front of the class.  Everyone else was sitting at the curving benches meant for students.  Most were doing something on their laptops, a few were watching her with a mixture of curiosity and schadenfreude. 
 
   Why would they...? 
 
   "Well, I see at least someone is interested in my little surprise for today's lecture!"  A booming voice, thick and rich and devastatingly male, filled the lecture hall. 
 
   "Oh!  Uhh, p... prof... professor Montgomery!"  Ashley jumped back, narrowly avoiding ruining the circles and blushed furiously.  She wanted to run back to her seat but she was frozen to the spot, rooted by shame and surprise. 
 
   "No, it's okay Miss Cook!  I'm glad someone is interested in the scribbling of an old man." 
 
   Professor Montgomery was the most powerful summoner known.  There was a large contingent of mages who would scoff at that designation, believing that it was nothing more than an interest in a dying art, but the fact of the matter was that no one could summon like he could.  He taught most of the advanced summoning courses at the University, including this one. 
 
   And he had the most beautiful smile. 
 
   Unlike Professor Smith, he was clean shaven and well dressed.  He always wore classy outfits: button-down shirt, tie, slacks.  The only thing that would suggest he was anything other than a lawyer on a lunch break was his belt buckle.  It was a perfect circle and inlaid with magical jewels.  The pattern on it was difficult to look at, when you paid too much attention to it it seemed to slither and twist and try to escape your vision. 
 
   He claimed that it could summon his homunculus but no one had ever seen him use it and rumors swirled through the University.  While most people thought he was a joke, unknown magic was always interesting and they were always interested.  Every year, students planned this prank or another to try and make him use it but to everyone's knowledge he never had. 
 
   "I, uhh... what... what are they, sir?"  Ashley was backing up slowly, keeping her eyes on the professor. 
 
   "That's a good question!  Why don't you take your seat and I'll start?" 
 
   "Yes.  Uhh, yes sir!" 
 
   Ash ran back to her spot.  Brad and Cass were smirking at her and she ignored them as best she could. 
 
   "Alright.  Excellent.  Class, so far we have been discussing infernal and celestial beings in theory.  I imagine that this is fairly frustrating." 
 
   Everyone nodded.  There were a few grumbles.  This was supposed to be an advanced class, their first taste of summoning something truly powerful, but so far it had been nothing more than a slightly more exotic version of a biology course. 
 
   "Good.  If you're not pissed at me, then I'm not doing my job right."  He laughed.  No one else did.  "Alright, so, this time I have something more interesting for you and it has to do with these two circles.  This time, we are going to demonstrate just exactly what advanced summoning is.  Is everyone ready?" 
 
   Tentative nods.  People were starting to look at the circles Ash had been investigating with renewed interest.  What was Montgomery going to do with those spells? 
 
   "Now, watch carefully."  The professor pulled two objects out of his pockets: one was a sphere of clear crystal, shining and sending shimmering rainbows dancing across the room.  The other was a roughly spherical piece of coal. 
 
   "Melketh!"  The coal exploded in flames and everyone gasped. 
 
   "En'lethial-dra!"  The crystal shattered and, for a brief moment, the room was filled with a solid wall of rainbows.  They danced and cavorted everywhere and they seemed to be made of more colors than you could normally see. 
 
   The brimstone circle reacted first: the lines flared to life with a burning red light and then they also caught fire.  Brilliant ruby flames raced across the intricate designs of Montgomery's spell and then there was a sudden sucking noise.  The interior of the third circle disappeared, replaced with a gaping black void.  The sucking sound was air rushing out of the room into that void, so fast that you could actually see the wind kicking up dust and lint and pulling it down into the hole.  Everyone's hair fluttered, drawn by the howling wind toward that void, and a few pencils went flying. 
 
   Out of that void there was a brief flash of something red and large.  Whatever it was rocketed up out of the abyss toward the ceiling and then the void was gone, replaced with a rough and broken ground that didn't look anything like the classroom's normal floor.  The red thing flew high into the air, arcing up to the towering roof of the lecture hall before beginning a long, slow spiral toward the ground. 
 
   Whatever it was, it was roughly humanoid in shape and had huge, leathery wings.  Its skin was bright red and it looked to be at least eight feet tall. 
 
   Everyone's attention was suddenly focused on the powdered silver circle.  They were interested in whatever had come out of the brimstone but the other was simply too flashy to not pay attention to. 
 
   The lines of the silver circles flared to life like birthday sparklers.  Sparks flashed and danced, racing around the circle until they met each other, then starting on the next set of designs.  They swirled and danced and then Ash was looking upward. 
 
   She hadn't noticed what was on the ceiling earlier, and right now she was the only one paying attention.  The design on the floor in the center of the silver circle was fairly simplistic, more bait than anything else.  On the ceiling was a pattern that looked as complex as what had been drawn in the center of the brimstone one.  More complicated, since it had to be scrawled on the uneven timbers in the roof. 
 
   That pattern flared to life with sparklers now, and then became another hole.  This one was not a void, it was a shiny tunnel into a realm of clouds and sunshine.  Bright light streamed out of it, illuminating the room and a wind rushed the other way, blowing sweet-smelling air into the room. 
 
   Motes of light, sprigs of holly and butterflies fluttered down out of the hole and filled the room with a warm, happy feeling. 
 
   A silver creature, humanoid like the red one and festooned with wings of pure light, flew out of the hole and dove down to the ground. 
 
   The hole in the ceiling covered itself over with a shimmering sheet of clouds. 
 
   The entire room gasped as the two creatures, whatever they were, finally settled onto the ground in the middle of their respective circles.  The interior of the spells was roomy by human standards, three or four people could stand in there without feeling crowded, but these things were larger than life and had wings besides.  They looked crammed in, caged inside their respective circles. 
 
   "Class!  I would like to introduce you to the real point of advanced summoning: celestial and infernal beings!" 
 
   Applause started randomly from the back of the room.  Within moments, everyone except Ashley was standing and clapping.  This was the single most interesting display of magic they'd seen in a classroom.  Montgomery definitely had it easy on that count, though.  It was hard to demonstrate War magic in a lecture hall and most of the other schools were not particularly flashy.  While the students were used to seeing spells go off in the middle of class, this was beyond anything they'd seen so far.  This was something else. 
 
   Ash wasn't standing because all of her attention was focused on the red being.  The infernal. 
 
   If she followed the spell correctly, Melketh was its name.  That was the last ingredient in the summoning.  Normally spell triggers, including for low-level summons from tangent planes, were decided on by the caster.  English words, short and descriptive, were the favorite.  For creatures as strong as these, however, their true names were required as part of the spell. 
 
   If she was right about what had been written on the floor, the names were the command words. 
 
   "You all laughed when I made you sign a waiver at the beginning of the semester, but this is the reason.  These are some of the most powerful and dangerous creatures that you will ever encounter in your lives.  Particularly Mel, here." 
 
   There was a smattering of laughter throughout the room but, really, no one was paying attention to the professor anymore. 
 
   Everyone was staring at the two creatures, trying to drink in as much of their features as possible. 
 
   Ash could not look away from Melketh.  He was glorious!  He paced back and forth inside his small circle, growling occasionally and running his hand along some invisible barrier on the inside.  There were crackles of energy as he did so and he had a contemplative look on his infernal face, as if he were studying the spell from the inside. 
 
   Melketh's skin was a deep, deep crimson.  Calling it red did a disservice to the true hue.  It highlighted his muscles perfectly, and he had a very large number of muscles.  He had a mostly human body, but so much larger.  His abs looked like you could smash rocks on them and your eyes could trace every line of his biceps, highlighted by a thin sheen of what might be sweat beading along their extraordinary length. 
 
   His wings were the thing that attracted everyone's attention at first.  They were the kind of wings you would imagine a demon having: huge, leathery, awe-inspiring to behold.  When they'd been fully extended in flight they looked like they were ten feet or more across.  Inside the circle, he had them folded tightly against his back and they formed a cape of sorts. 
 
   "Now, class, this is the perfect time for me to start discussing the nature of power as it relates to extraplanar creatures."  Montgomery had a famous 'lecture voice', which he was dropping into now.  It was a kind of sing-song drone, which had earned him a number of unflattering nicknames over the years.  If you asked him about it, he would tell you that he'd developed it unconsciously because of the complicated nature of the summoning arts.  Some of his spells could take days to complete, and often required extensive memorization of long texts, so he half-sang them in order to help himself remember. 
 
   "Oh, wait."  His real voice popped back for a moment.  "Feel free to get up and look at them up close.  They have agreed to be here, so they should behave." 
 
   Melketh laughed.  It was a deep, rich sound that rose up from his perfectly muscled chest.  Everyone who heard it smiled unconsciously. 
 
   "Ah, hmm... just be careful with pictures."  A number of students who'd taken out their cell phones stopped and looked up at him.  "The true visage of Mel has been known to drive people insane." 
 
   One student, whose flash had already gone off, blushed and put their phone down. 
 
   There was a tense silence: was he serious?  All of the multiple layers of defense he'd put up to contain the creature, and taking a picture of it could still drive you insane? 
 
   That was definitely an unsafe thing to have in a classroom. 
 
   "I'm just kidding!  There hasn't been a phone built that can capture a proper image of either of them."  Montgomery's tone was light but he frowned at the end of the declaration.  Maybe he'd been looking for a laugh.  "Anyway, everything I'm about to explain is covered in your text books so if you don't end up taking notes just read up on it later." 
 
   Everyone started streaming down out of their seats to get a closer look at the extraplanar beings except Ash. 
 
   She was stuck in her seat, staring.  It was almost as if she was unable to look away. 
 
   Melketh had her entire attention. 
 
   His face looked shockingly human.  It was long and angular and clean shaven. 
 
   Also: red. 
 
   If you could ignore the color, he seemed to almost be a man.  A handsome man.  Between the powerful muscles and the beautiful face, he was the kind of person that you would fantasize about days later if you bumped into them on the subway. 
 
   "So!  Let's talk about extrinsic versus intrinsic power, shall we?" 
 
   Crowning Melketh's head was a pair of horns.  Long and twisted, they curved around the back of his head and ended just above his shoulders.  He was bald but the horns looked like they were hair. 
 
   Or a crown. 
 
   "Extrinsically powerful creatures are those like you and I, creatures that have limited innate magical power and so instead have to learn to channel the magical energy of the world around us." 
 
   Ashley remembered to breathe and stood up, intending to go down there.  Only, she couldn't make her feet work. 
 
   Melketh's fingers ended in sharp claws.  The nails were black in color and came to a wicked point.  From a distance they looked well-manicured and tame, but up close his size meant that they were actually quite dangerous.  Ash shivered all over at the thought of those claws, at the damage they could do. 
 
   What would they feel like caressing your skin?  Pushing with just enough pressure that they tickled you, reminded you of their lethality without drawing blood. 
 
   Where did that thought come from? 
 
   "Intrinsically powerful creatures are those like our friends here.  They are innately imbued with magical energy, and that is the energy they can channel.  Since it is their own, they do not need to use spells or external foci like we do." 
 
   There was one other shocking aspect of Melketh: his phallus.  It was massive and he was naked.  It hung between his legs, swinging back and forth as he walked, and Ash's eyes kept going back to it. 
 
   She was licking her lips without realizing it, wondering what it would be like to touch that thing.  The rest of him was all hard planes and angles, powerful muscles and unforgiving lines.  That looked like it would be soft.  Velvet in your hands, stirring at the... 
 
   "Psst!  Ash!"  Cassandra broke off from the crowd surrounding the creatures and stood at the bottom of the bleachers, looking up at her friend.  "You're staring." 
 
   "I, what?  Oh!  Oh, sorry."  Ash finally tore her eyes away from Melketh and bustled down the bleachers.  She had to get a closer look at him. 
 
   Could she get a closer look at him? 
 
   Would he know what was raging in her mind?  Would he sense her desire?  Would that make her vulnerable to his power? 
 
   "Intrinsically powerful creatures are also, of course, extrinsically powerful by their very nature.  However, few have the need or desire to learn magic and spells like we do so they do not often possess the capability or understanding to use magic the way humans do, hence the classification."  Montgomery was facing the boards now, writing out complex equations. 
 
   "He's something, isn't he?"  Cass met Ashley at the bottom of the stairs and they both looked at Melketh. 
 
   The other creature, En'lethial-dra, looked female.  They both knew it was silly to assign gender to creatures like this because they did not work like humans did, but it was also hard not to.  Between his muscles, classically male facial features and enormous cock, Melketh looked like a man. 
 
   En'lethial-dra, on the other hand, had a very female look: large, curving breasts; hourglass figure; shining hair that looked like it had been spun of light; and a face that looked, to most, like the most beautiful woman they'd seen. 
 
   Almost everyone was clustered around the celestial, admiring her, and she was showing off to them.  She turned this way and that, flexed her wings, and even spoke.  No one could understand her of course, her voice sounded like twinkling silvery bells, but everyone swooned when she spoke. 
 
   Ash and Cass were the only two who approached Melketh, daring to get near his raw, aggressive strength. 
 
   "And this is why it is so difficult to summon some creatures, such as these two.  In the same way that a boulder's mass makes it difficult to physically move and its lack of magical connection makes it easy to teleport, these two are not particularly heavy but to transport them magically is... a trial." 
 
   Ash stepped up right to the edge of the first circle.  She could see, now, that there was an invisible wall of force just around the edge of that circle.  It left a faint shimmer in the air and it would prevent her from accidentally crossing inside and breaking Montgomery's complex spellcraft. 
 
   What would happen if someone accidentally did that?  Melketh would escape, probably, and then what? 
 
   Chaos? 
 
   Death? 
 
   It sounded like he had some sort of understanding with Montgomery, maybe he would respect that? 
 
   Ash pressed her fingers against the wall of force, leaning against it so she could get a better look at Melketh, and the infernal stopped pacing. 
 
   He turned and looked at Ash and she saw fire in his eyes.  His iris was completely black, but by contrast the pupil was not.  It looked like it was from a distance but when you were this close you could see that there were flames there, distant flames, flames that threatened to burst forth and consume you. 
 
   Melketh held Ashley's gaze across the layers of magic which held him and a slow, mysterious smile formed on his blazing red lips. 
 
   Professor Montgomery kept lecturing and everyone kept ignoring him.  He wrote formulae, expounded on the nature of metaphysics, and even threw in a few jokes.  Sometimes someone would laugh but most of them were too busy looking at the creatures. 
 
   Most of the students spent some time looking at En'lethial-dra, then came over and gawked at Melketh, then went back to watch the celestial as she demonstrated flight and did a few flashy spells that looked like they were first sphere in power but nonetheless impressed people already primed to think she was amazing. 
 
   Even Cass ended up watching the celestial. 
 
   Ashley, on the other hand, just kept staring at Melketh. He eventually broke her stare and started pacing his circle again, slamming his hands against the spells that kept him inside but his eyes always came back to Ash and her piercing attention. 
 
   "So.  I hope everyone has learned a lot!"  Everyone was surprise when Montgomery started to wrap up his lecture.  Had it really been fifty minutes already?  "I will leave you with this one thought: theoretically, an extrinsic being can become more powerful than an intrinsic one.  They are limited by their internal power and most do not spend the time to learn spells or extrinsic magic because, why would they?  After spending years studying they would still be able to do less with spells than they can do with their own abilities.  Despite the fact that there is unlimited power out there to tap in the world, extrinsic magic is so difficult that few can master spells more powerful than tenth sphere. 
 
   "Guess what Melketh has been measured at." 
 
   Everyone turned to look at the infernal, gauging him.  He looked strong, which actually biased everyone against his magical abilities.  Before starting Magic High School most of the mages here had been smaller, picked on and misunderstood in their normal lives.  They did not believe that someone with raw physical power like Melketh would also have the mental faculties to control powerful magic. 
 
   "Uhhh, twelve?"  Cass spoke up first.  Montgomery was obviously waiting for someone to guess, and the way he'd phrased the question suggested that he was looking for a number higher than ten.  Ten was impressive, anyway.  It was rumored that the only living human who could control magic that powerful was Professor Smith, and even then he'd never demonstrated anything above nine on the University grounds. 
 
   Everyone murmured in appreciation, recognizing that twelve would indeed be powerful but not really believing Melketh could do it. 
 
   Professor Montgomery smiled a slow, superior smile. 
 
   "Twenty four."  He declared it loudly and simply. 
 
   A murmur of incredulity ran through the crowd.  That wasn't possible, and anyway, how could someone like Professor Montgomery contain a creature that could wield such incredible energies?  Most of them didn't have a good concept for what a twenty fourth sphere magical draw would look like.  In the logarithmic scale of sphere measurement, even ten was world-shattering.  Literally.  Some people pointed to ancient illuminated manuscripts that showed the Earth with two moons in the distant past.  Someone, Professor Smith was usually implicated, had destroyed the second one in a particularly powerful mage's duel. 
 
   "That's, uhh, not possible... sir."  Cass spoke up, giving voice to everyone's disbelief. 
 
   "Look it up in the library if you don't believe me."  Montgomery shrugged, that superior smile still on his face.  "Anyway, that's it for class today but it does bring me to the topic of your mid term paper." 
 
   A collective groan went up from the assembled students. 
 
   "Wait a second.  Be gone!"  Professor Montgomery clapped his hands twice as he said it and the original, impressive, magic of the spells happened again, only this time in reverse. 
 
   The holes opened back up, the howling winds filled the room and within moments both creatures had disappeared back into their own realms and the only evidence they'd ever been here in the first place was a fine patina of ash in the shape of the magical circles on the ground. 
 
   "Good.  So, your assignment.  I would like all of you to summon and interview an infernal or celestial being!" 
 
   A rumble of surprise went through the students.  They were supposed to summon something like those two!? 
 
   "Obviously not something powerful like Mel or Leth, but something small and easy.  Cherubs and imps are usually recommended.  There are spells to do so in your books and we will be having open lab times next Monday and Wednesday for you to walk through the necessary preparations with a TA if you need to." 
 
   And with that, the bell rang to indicate the change of classes. 
 
   Ash hadn't heard any of it.  She was staring at the ash which was all that was left of Melketh.  She stepped into the center of the spell, which was inactive now, wondering what she was searching for.  She expected to be overwhelmed by the smell of sulfur but wasn't.  Instead, the air held a faint trace of... cinnamon. 
 
   Melketh, a demon of functionally limitless power, smelled like cinnamon.  Ash smiled and touched her lips with a fingertip. 
 
   "Hey, Ash, listen... do you have a minute to talk?" 
 
   Ashley jumped.  Professor Montgomery's voice was coming from very close by.  He'd walked over to her while she was distracted, and he put a comforting hand on her shoulder now that he was close enough. 
 
   "Yeah, uhhh, sure professor."  Ashley brushed a lock of hair out of her face and looked up at Montgomery. A genuine smile crossed her face: she liked him, and she hoped that one day she would get to work with him. 
 
   Now was the best time to make an impression on him.  Too bad she was so distracted with thoughts of Melketh. 
 
   "How's your War magic coming?" 
 
   "Uhhh..."  Ash wondered what to tell him.  The truth, the abysmal truth, was not a good way to make an impression.  But, the truth was also public record, so she couldn't get away with lying for long.  "Not good." 
 
   "Awful, more like."  Montgomery laughed and clapped Ashley on the shoulder, sending her staggering a little under the weight of his hand.  "Now, listen, I don't care about that.  You hear me?  Smith has his little fiefdom and it helps make him feel like a big man, but the faculty in the other Colleges hate him." 
 
   "Oh?"  That was interesting, it was the first time Ash had ever heard of someone other than herself disliking Professor Smith. 
 
   "Sure!  He runs the most exciting class at the University, and the most difficult to pass for people like you and me.  He lords it over everyone and acts like he runs the place.  Once, I even saw him order around the President!"  Montgomery laughed but there was no humor there.  "Anyway, a lot of us also think that he is irresponsibly throwing away good, talented mages who just happen to be not great at dueling." 
 
   That about summed up Ashley's feelings on the matter, so she nodded. 
 
   "Anyway, screw him, huh?  I talked with him a while ago and all you have to do is win one duel.  It's quite an exception, you know?" 
 
   "I know." 
 
   "Each College only gets one student like that a year, you know?  Technically the War College gets one also but they almost always waive it." 
 
   "Almost always?" 
 
   "Sometimes a great researcher will come along who chokes during duels.  Not often, though.  Anyway!  You know all this already." 
 
   "I do, sir."  Ashley nodded, wondering where he was going with this.  She was going to be late for her next class if he spent too much longer talking. 
 
   "What I really wanted to talk you about was: being a TA!" 
 
   "Sir?" 
 
   "Oh, sir.  Psssh!  Montgomery is fine.  Or Monty.  Anyway, I've got a TA opening this fall in my Summoning 203 if you're interested?" 
 
   Ash's heart skipped a beat: that was the dream assignment for her!  Summoning 201 was the basic class that everyone had to take sometime before graduating, which meant that it was filled with a lot of War students who thought Summoning was a waste of time.  They were only there for the credit and nothing more.  203, on the other hand, was the beginning of the track for people intending to major in Summoning, like Ash.  They were people who were honestly interested in the subject and even though most of them would quit the major after going through a semester of dueling, at least they started out with the passion. 
 
   "Oh!  Yes!  Yes sir!  I mean Monty!  I'd love to... I'd absolutely love to!" 
 
   "Good, good.  Sam's going to be the other TA for that course.  I think you know him?" 
 
   Ash nodded. 
 
   "Great!  Just splendid.  Now, you just need to win a duel and we're all set." 
 
   "Wait, what?"  Ash wondered about that.  For all that the dueling class was brutal, you could take it again and again until you passed it.  There were a couple of third years in Ash's class and even a fourth year, all who had failed dueling before and were there to get the credit.  "Why?" 
 
   "You have to be an official third year to TA, you know?" 
 
   "Oh." 
 
   "So you have to pass the class.  Don't worry!  I'm sure you'll do fine." 
 
   "Sure." 
 
   "Talk to Sam in Office Hours some time.  He also barely scraped through Smith's shit show, so he should have some sneaky tactics up his sleeves to help you win." 
 
   "Right.  Yes.  Of course."  Ash was having a hard time being excited about the opportunity given the obstacles in her way. 
 
   This was her dream job: a way to hone her summoning talent and also hang out with other summoning-obsessed minds!  It would be great! 
 
   Not just that, but she'd get to spend more time with Monty!  Professor Montgomery.  She'd get to work with him more closely, talk shop, and maybe impress upon him how important it was that he take her on as a Grad student when she graduated. 
 
   Only... only there was one big, huge, lumberjack-shaped wall standing between her and her dreams. 
 
   Professor Smith. 
 
   Now, her weekly beating would also be a reminder of both how close and how far her dreams were. 
 
   "Great!  I'll see you on Monday?" 
 
   "Sure, yes.  Sounds good, professor." 
 
   "Monty!" 
 
   "I'm looking forward to it, Monty!" 
 
   "Anyway, it's not going to be as good as today's but I think you'll enjoy the subject matter." 
 
   "Oh, I'm sure!"  Ash didn't even have to pretend in order to say that, like some might.  She truly enjoyed Monty's lectures and relished them most days.  Only Fridays were a little dicey, because her duels were up just before Professor Montgomery's class. 
 
   Now she would have extra reason to hate those duels: they were going to destroy everything she'd worked for. 
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   That Saturday night, Ashley was in her room pouring over a huge, leather-bound tome.  The pages were cured sheepskin, the writing was barely recognizable as English and the ink was something that still had a pungent odor to it.  Blood, most likely.  Older wizards had been so dramatic, these days everyone just used computers.
 
   "Melketh, Melketh..."  Ash ran her hands across the spell contained in the tome, as if touching it would help her understand its intricacies better.  The entire tome contained only one piece of magic: a summoning.  A dangerous, powerful summoning that could tax even the most experience wizard.  The price of getting it wrong was dire.  So, there were two things in the tome: a very lengthy warning about not using what was inside, followed by the spell itself.
 
   For the fourth time that night, Ashley's phone rang.  This time she picked it up, frowning at it.
 
   "Hey?"
 
   "Ashley!  I've been trying to reach for an hour!  What's up?"
 
   "Ummmm..."  What could Ashley say?  That her brain had been occupied, obsessed you might say, since Professor Montgomery's demonstration Friday?  That she needed to find out the secrets of how to do that spell?  That she wanted to, just onCe more, see Melketh.
 
   Talk to him?  He hadn't said anything during the class but maybe he was just shy, or he and the professor had worked out a deal beforehand.
 
   "Hey, guess what the most interesting part of that spell Monty did on Friday was!"
 
   "Monty?"
 
   "Sorry, professor Montgomery."
 
   "I don't know Ash, the part where he summoned a demon I think."  Cassey sounded annoyed.
 
   "No!  Listen, he... this isn't like a normal summoning.  Even someone with the professor's abilities doesn't have the magical heft in order to actually summon something as powerful as Melketh into our world.  So, this isn't a summoning at all!  What he actually did was temporarily draw a piece of the infernal realm into ours!  That's why Melketh couldn't leave the circle."
 
   "You lost me."
 
   "If he left the circle, he'd break the spell and the piece of his plane would disappear!"
 
   "Okay?"
 
   "So... remember, he's got too much magical gravity or whatever.  He can't make the trip here, so he'd be sucked back."
 
   "Ah.  That's kind of neat, but I don't know why you're looking into it."  Cassandra sighed.  "You already know enough about summoning to pass those classes with flying colors, Ash.  You should be studying War if anything."
 
   "I..."  Ash nodded, although Cass couldn't see it.  She did need to study up on her War magic if she ever wanted to win a duel and pass the course.  She just... that was not what she wanted.  It barely interested her, and besides, casting the spells had never been a problem.
 
   "Anyway, it's Saturday and there's nothing important due so I don't know why we're talking about school!"
 
   "You asked what I was doing."  Ash set the phone down, switched it to speaker and went back to looking over the book.  She'd read it cover to cover twice now, and was on her third reading.  This time she was taking notes as she went, writing down the more complicated pieces of the spell and making sure she could memorize the chant.
 
   "Yeah, okay, my fault I guess."  Cass laughed.  Over the phone it sounded tinny and fake.  "So, listen, Brad thinks he's perfected his fake ID spell!"
 
   "Uh huh..."
 
   "Come on!  It didn't fail that badly last time, and we still had fun didn't we?  Anyway, we were thinking that we could all go out to a club and get our drink on!  I'm thinking Cowgirls Inc.  I've heard that place is totally trashy!"
 
   The Wizards University was co-located with the University of Washington in downtown Seattle.  That sometimes led to people who thought they were funny referring to it as 'Dub U' since the abbreviation for the University of Washington was usually 'U Dub'.  Mostly the people of U Dub were unaware of the second University on their campus because it was slightly out of phase with theirs.  They shared the same physical location, but they were out of time and space with one another.  The first thing you learned at orientation was the spell to shift in and out of Dub U's time bubble.  
 
   Local businesses sometimes wondered why there seemed to be so many more people around than the attendance for U Dub would suggest, but not enough to complain about it.
 
   "Mm hmm..."
 
   "And girls get in free!  Brad says that we'll have to pay his cover because he's the one getting us in there but whatever, that should be fine right?"
 
   "Hmmm?  What?  No, I'm not going to a club tonight Cass."
 
   "Come on!  It'll be fun!"
 
   "Sorry, I'm busy."  Ash reached for the End Call button on her phone, barely looking at it as she did so.
 
   "Please?  There's, like, ten of us going but it won't be the same without you!"
 
   "Maybe next time?"
 
   "You always say that."
 
   "And I usually mean it."  Ash sighed and looked at the phone more seriously.  She was being a bad friend.  Cass was right, there were no major assignments due in the next week and spending time with your friends doing wild things was supposed to be part of the University experience, right?  You had to get out there and seize every opportunity because this was one of the few times where that was even possible!
 
   "Please?"
 
   "Sorry, Cass."  Ashley looked over at her book.  If she ever wanted to succeed at that spell, she was going to have to spend time during the evening on it.  It was complicated, and school was going to heat up next month.  She quite literally might not get another time like this until after midterms.  "Talk to you later."
 
   "Wait, Ash-!"
 
   Beep.
 
   An hour later, Ashley was in her study.  Everyone at the University got a spacious dorm room to themselves, which was nice as a perk, but the reason was that magical studies required a place to practice.  Everyone's accommodations included their sleeping area and then a second, large, stone room.
 
   Your manse.
 
   Most kids who started had never had a proper manse before.  At Magic High School there was a common area devoted to spell practice, and almost none of them could practice at home.  While Cass had the advantage of magical parents, most people didn't and so they couldn't very well go around blowing things up and starting fires at home.
 
   Here, though, here you got a study room all to yourself.  It was blank so that you could do whatever you wanted with it.  Most people who weren't into summoning like Ash would put a nice desk in there, some work benches, and they could still practice their magic against the wall.
 
   Ash, on the other hand, had the room completely clear on the inside.  Summoning spells often included very large circles as one of their components, and the summoning for Melketh needed a huge one.
 
   Ashley was wearing a comfortable set of underwear and nothing else.  Clothes got in the way and they could accidentally brush complicated spell components aside, so this was the most practical outfit for doing precise magic in.  She had her hair pulled up into a top knot with a scrunchy and her face was smeared with a yellowish, stinking substance.
 
   Someone knocked on the door to her room but she wasn't paying attention.  She was biting her lip, scrunching her eyes in concentration and trying not to screw up.
 
   The third circle, the third most important component of the spell, was almost complete.
 
   Knock knock knock.
 
   Ash didn't say anything, she barely even heard the door.  All of her focus was on the ground.
 
   "Knock!"  The voice from outside the room was Brad's, and his tone was clearly one of spell completion.  The pressure in the room changed as the door banged open and Brad strode inside, looking worried.  "Hey, Ash, you okay?  I... whoa."
 
   Ashley didn't look up.  She was two centimeters away from finishing the circle.
 
   "Listen, Ash, I... ahem.  Look, I was just... I didn't mean... it was..."  Brad's face was burning a bright red and he was deliberately looking away from Ashley's manse.
 
   Ash was holding what was, essentially, a brimstone crayon.  The formula was actually surprisingly easy and mostly involved binding agents that would make the sulphur into a kind of natural paste that you could then write with.  Ashley had done similar things before, and actually got the recipe out of the textbook with the imp summoning spell in it.  Sometimes, the simple things were the most powerful.
 
   "Cass said that I... you know... and you... we're, uhhh... just..."
 
   Ash finished the circle and then looked up.  It took all of her willpower not to jump and scream at the sight of someone else in her room.
 
   "Ah!  Brad!  Where did you come from!?"
 
   "I was just... wait, you didn't notice me?"
 
   "Umm."  Ashley frowned and rubbed a hand over her temple, smearing brimstone paste on it.  "I was concentrating."
 
   "I'll say.  I... eugh, what's that smell?"  Brad suddenly frowned and put his sleeve over his nose.  "Ashley, what are you holding?"
 
   "Brimstone.  Sulfur.  It's the component in raw eggs that makes them smell, you know?"
 
   "Yeah I do... I thought the imp summoning thing wasn't due until next week?"
 
   Ashley looked down at her design.  Any idiot could tell that this was more complicated than an imp summoning, but Brad was clearly not paying attention to the markings on the stone floor of her manse.
 
   "Listen, what do you want?"
 
   "Cass said that I should try one more time to get you to come out with us."
 
   "Cass... didn't I just talk to her?"
 
   "Like, an hour ago.  She just finished getting ready."
 
   "That was nice of her..."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Well, what if I said yes?  Then you'd have to wait another hour while I get ready."
 
   "Umm.  Ha ha.  Two if you wanted to get that smell out."
 
   "Very funny, Brad.  Listen, did you know that the third circle in Monty's spell yesterday was actually a completely different spell?"  Ash knelt down and admired her circles.  She had not yet started on the actual magic that would be activated, but the circles by themselves were powerful.  If she lidded her eyes and looked with her Mage Sight, she could see the way the energy in the room responded to their presence.  Even without being imbued with magic, they adjusted the flux in here to their will.
 
   "Uhh, no."  Brad let out a long whistle and looked away from Ash.  Then he looked back.  Away.  With her back to him it was hard to not notice the lacy white panties she had on.
 
   "Anti-magic!  Can you believe it?  It was an anti-magic field.  No spells could cross through it.  Do you know why?"
 
   "Hadn't thought about it.  Uhh, so, are you coming or...?"
 
   "Well, look.  There's no way that a wizard could hold something as powerful as Melketh, not even Professor Montgomery.  I doubt even Smith could do it!"
 
   "Don't let him hear you say that..."
 
   "But!  Anti-magic is immutable.  It's sixth sphere so it's already very hard to do, but it... kills off the flux, you know?  Nothing magical can pass through it, and that means that Melketh can't use spells through it either."
 
   "So?"  Despite himself, Brad was getting interested in the discussion.
 
   "Well, a being as powerful as he is... even though he's also physically trapped inside the circles, once he had a foothold here he could certainly... I don't know, summon himself?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "I'm just guessing.  He could probably have killed us all if he wanted to.  And, you know, if the anti-magic field had not been solid."
 
   "That's-"
 
   "Thrilling!"
 
   "Terrifying.  Anyway, Ash, are you coming or...?  It's going to be a good time."
 
   "I... hmm."  Ash turned around and suddenly her face was covered in an exaggerated frown.  "Bradley!  What are you looking at?"
 
   "Uhhh, I... umm... you."
 
   "I...!  Okay, I'm a little flattered."  Gingerly, Ashley stepped out of the circles she'd drawn and passed so close by Bradley that they almost touched.  He was trembling with the effort to keep his hands to himself.  "But you know we discussed this."
 
   "I know... I know!  You're not looking for a relationship right now."
 
   "Exactly!  And, like..."  Ash looked over at Brad and let out a long, slow sigh.
 
   Brad was widely considered one of the most handsome students in all of the second year cohort.  He had just enough stubble to look manly, just enough muscles to look athletic, just enough style to look put together.  He made it all look easy and that was probably because it WAS easy for him.  He'd been one of the popular kids in school and only by dint of his natural magical talent did he get into the Wizards program.  He'd certainly never sought it out, but magic was addicting.  Once you had a taste of it you couldn't go back to a normal life.
 
   He'd had a string of girlfriends since coming to Dub U and yet none of them bore him ill will.
 
   Brad was too nice.
 
   Normally, at least.  He wasn't doing so well this evening between breaking into Ash's room and sneaking peeks that he shouldn't have.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I'm busy this evening, Brad.  You go and have fun with Cass."
 
   "Sure, okay.  Umm..."
 
   "Brad?"
 
   "You might want to shower when you're done."
 
   "Cass was right, you are an ass."
 
   Brad left and Ash turned back to the spell she'd begun in her manse.
 
   Why was she so obsessed with this?  She wished she could say that it was because of her love of summoning, but there was something else there.  In the quiet moments, while she gathered her thoughts or stretched out sore muscles, a face dominated her thoughts: fierce and powerful, alien and too-human all at once.
 
   Melketh.
 
   When she closed her eyes she could see him: considering the class, watching her.
 
   Melketh...
 
   She didn't know why but she had to see him again.  She needed to just... talk to him.
 
   Of course, it was only for the class.  If she could turn in an interview with Melketh, then she would definitely ace the assignment.  She could probably get away with something smaller and still ace it but that wouldn't be as impressive.  A large part of her wanted to see the look on Professor Montgomery's face when he saw the recording, when he realized who it was and what Ash had done.
 
   "Identify!"  Ash touched a pin with a small magnifying glass design on it and suddenly there was a shimmering plate of light hanging in the air, pointed at the circles she'd drawn.  The spell read the magical currents and expanded them, showing their properties and powers and, in this case, their flaws.
 
   Ash knelt down beside her circles and carefully went over them with the Identify, making sure that everything was perfect.  Even a small error, a tiny tremor of her hand, could have disturbed the spell with potentially disastrous results.
 
   By morning, she'd completed the two major spells that made up the summoning and used Identify at least twelve times to ensure that every line was in place and every rune was correct.
 
   She also hadn't slept.  Her bed was covered in discarded coffee cups and the room smelled like coffee grounds and rotting eggs.
 
   Knock.  Knock knock knock... knock...
 
   Ash was taking a break, stretching out her back, when she heard someone at the door.
 
   "Brad?  I told you I wasn't coming!"
 
   "Uhhh... y... yeah, it's me."  The voice on the other side of the door was bleary and a little slurred.  "And Cass."
 
   "You brought in reinforcements?"
 
   "Uhhh..."
 
   "Ash?  D'you... do... you do you know what time it is?"  Cass also sounded a bit drunk.
 
   "Were you two pre-drinking?  You know that's a terrible idea, right?  It leads to..."
 
   "Ash!  Ash ash... Ash, let us in?"
 
   "Yeah, sure.  Knock!"  Ash didn't feel like standing up so she pointed at the door and opened it magically instead.  It was the kind of thing they'd been warned against doing since High School but also the best part of being a Wizard.  Why have power if you couldn't make your life easier?
 
   "Ash!"
 
   "Ashley!"
 
   Brad and Cass looked... worn out.  Their clothes were out of place, their hair was frizzed and they both had dark circles under their eyes.  Their gaze was unfocused and they both careened into Ash's bedroom when the door opened.  Laughing, they stumbled together onto Ash's bed.
 
   "What's up, you two?"
 
   "You... I mean... are you still... uhh..."  Brad was flailing around, trying to get out from under Cass.  They were both giggling and not making a lot of headway.  "Do you know... do you know time it is, Ash?"
 
   "Listen, I don't have time for this.  You were just here, Brad... I'm not going."
 
   "We're... ha ha, I guess you don't!"
 
   "She doesn't!"  Cass grabbed the edge of the bed and tried to lever herself off but she couldn't get a good grip and was entirely too wobbly to make it happen.
 
   "Okay.  What's going on?"
 
   "It's morning!"
 
   "Morning!"
 
   "Morning?"
 
   "M... yeah, that's what we said!"  Brad laughed and finally they managed to disentangle themselves from the pile on the bed.  Cass landed on the floor, giggling without knowing why, and Brad spread himself backward over Ash's bed.  "Have... did... you... did you sleep?"
 
   Ash blinked her eyes and rubbed them for good measure.  Morning?  It felt like it had only been a few minutes ago that Brad came by.  She must really have been concentrating, focusing on the spell and not paying a single shred of attention to what was going on around her.
 
   "No..."
 
   "Good!"
 
   "Great!"
 
   "Waffles!"
 
   Ash frowned in consternation and took a step back from the two drunken College students in her room.  She couldn't stop now!  She was so close.  The first two spells were the most critical, the most intricate.  All she had left now was the interior design and then she could... could what?
 
   She couldn't do much of anything in her present state.  She was out of coffee and, now that her friends mentioned it, she was feeling a serious headache.  The light was starting to scratch at her eyes and a yawn was creeping around in the back of her throat.  If she had been the one to fall on the bed, she would have been out before her head hit the pillow.
 
   "I... waffles?  You're going for waffles?"
 
   "Listen!  Listen... okay... listen."  Brad wobbled to his feet.  He tried to steady himself by grabbing Cass' foot and she screamed, giggled, then kicked him away.  "Okay, listen, alright, we're going... we're going to go get Denny's.  Denny's.  That's... delicious.  Waffles at Denny's."
 
   "I think that the two of you should really get to sleep."
 
   "No!"
 
   "No..."
 
   "Listen.  Ash.  Ash, ash... Ashy Ash Ashley."  Brad bumped into the doorframe and managed to keep himself somewhat steady against it.  "Ash.  I... may have... probably did... might have.  Molly.  I met Molly."
 
   "Molly?"  Ash scrunched her forehead and tried to think what Brad could possibly... "Oh!  Brad!  You took drugs!"
 
   "Not drugs.  Just, just... uhh... just one drug.  Just one.  Just Molly.  And that's, you know, it's not really, it's kind of like, something that, you know, is... uhh... not... like... you know... it's not... it's a thing that, you know, when you take it then you... uhh... stuff... it's..."
 
   "I get it, Brad.  You don't have to convince me, I'm not a narc."
 
   "Shhhh!  Cass is... you know, she... uhh..."
 
   "I'm right here!  Right here... Ash, did you know that you're really pretty?"  Cass giggled and rolled off onto the floor with a screech and a giggle.  "And naked!"
 
   "I'm not naked.
 
   "She's not... she's not naked!"  Brad gasped and stumbled a step toward Ashley.  "She's beautiful!  I mean clothed.  I mean beautiful... help, help me here Ash."
 
   "I'm not naked.  I'm wearing underwear, and you two should really get to sleep!"
 
   "We should... listen, okay, Molly.  We should keep Brad awake.  Awake.  We should keep him awake."
 
   "Okay.  Sure, alright, let's do that.  Uhhh, can't you do something about it?  You know, I've seen you cure hangovers with a single Mend."  Ashley was searching now, trying to find a way to get them out of her room.
 
   "Oh!  Oh, right, yeah... yes... yeah, that's... that's a good idea!"
 
   "Mend!"  Cass giggled and fumbled her grip on her necklace.  There was a fizzling sizzle of magic in the air and the two of them ended up giggling more.  Neither looked any more sober.
 
   "Seriously?  You too, Cass?"  Ash sank into her desk chair and sighed, pressing annoyed fingers against her temple.
 
   Ecstasy was, for most people, just a party drug.  Many believed it didn't have any bad side effects, but even people who knew better still considered it to be one of the lighter drugs.  The problem was, for a wizard, something like that played havoc with their magic.  Usually you just ended up like Cass, unable to cast spells until it was out of your system, but sometimes it could do worse things.
 
   Much worse things...
 
   Ash couldn't let either of them sleep until the ecstasy was out of their systems, and that meant...
 
   "Waffles!"
 
   "Waffles!"
 
   "Yeah, waffles I guess..."  Ashley took a deep breath and tried not to be bitter about the entire situation.  They were her friends, and if she hadn't blown them off last night then they might not be in this situation now.
 
   Or, they would be having waffles already.
 
   "Okay, great, look... this is great, Ash!"
 
   "I know.  I know.  Okay, why don't you two just... hold onto each other."  Ashley sighed and looked over at her manse.  The spell would still be there when she got back.  "I need to get some clothes."
 
   "So you are naked!"
 
   "Brad!"  Cass wobbled over to Brad and grabbed onto him.  They giggled and collapsed against the wall.  "Brad... Brad Brad... Brad!  She's not... why would she be... this is Ash we're... this is Ash.  Ash.  Ashley doesn't... umm... she's not... she... you know, what I'm talking about.  You know.  She's..."
 
   "Sexless?"  Brad giggled.
 
   "Sexless!  Sex... Ash, have you ever had sex?"
 
   "I can't hear you!"  Ashley started shouting 'la la la' as she found some clothes.  She didn't have a lot of time before they got bored and wandered off so she opted for a big, shapeless hoodie and some yoga pants.
 
   "Look!  See... umm, see?  See.  See, what I'm talking about?"  Brad pointed at the hoodie when Ashley came out of her closet.  The closet was barely big enough to fit a person inside, but the other option was to get dressed while those two watched.
 
   "Come on you two, let's get waffles."
 
   "Waffles!"
 
   "Waff... what?"
 
   "Exactly."
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   "Ashley.  Listen, I'm sorry about earlier."  Brad was on his second plate of waffles and third coffee.  He looked a lot better than when he and Cassandra crashed into Ashley's dorm room an hour and a half ago.
 
   "Don't worry about it."  Ash chased a syrup-drenched waffle around the plate and wondered if she should eat it.  She was going to burn a hell of a lot of calories when she finished that spell, but after eating the rest of the waffle she felt incredibly guilty about finishing it.  "You weren't yourself."
 
   "My head hurts."  Cass had her forehead pressed against the metal tabletop and her sentence was punctuated with a pained groan.
 
   "How much did you drink, Cass?"  Ash sipped her coffee, deliberately not thinking about how many coffees she'd had in the past twelve hours.  Coffee had very few calories so she didn't have to feel guilty about it, right?
 
   "Too much."
 
   "Got that right!"  Brad laughed.  "Damn right... oh, Ash, you really should have come.  It was epic!  Epic!"
 
   "Sorry."  Ash shrugged.  "Really, I'm sorry."
 
   "Is this what you people feel like before I heal you?"  Cass was not listening, she was wrapped up in her own little world of pain.
 
   "I think I felt a lot worse yesterday afternoon."
 
   "Oh.  God.  Oh, God, Ash... I'm sorry."
 
   "Listen, you're the one who makes it better, Cass.  Why are you apologizing?"
 
   "Because... god dammit... this hurts.  Like, bad.  I don't know if I could handle feeling like this as often as you do."
 
   "Aaaaand, now I hate you a little.  Good job."
 
   "I live to please."
 
   Ashley laughed, glad that some of Cass' sense of humor was coming back.  They were both looking much better and could probably go to sleep safely now.  They wouldn't be casting spells until Monday at the earliest, though, which meant that Cass was going to have to struggle through her hangover the same way that everyone else did: begging for help from someone else with healing magic.
 
   "So.  Ash... I was pretty hammered when we came into your room.  Did I see what I think I did?"  Brad had a serious look on his face, so he probably wasn't still talking about her underwear.
 
   "Yeah, I was doing some homework so I wasn't wearing clothes."
 
   "No.  No!  I mean, you did look pretty hot in..."
 
   "Shut up now, Brad.  We're friends, that's it."
 
   "Can't friends-?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Anyway, I wasn't talking about your underwear again!  Damn, Ash.  I was talking about the spell!  Was that... God, it feels strange to even say this.  Was that the same spell that Montgomery cast?"
 
   "What!?"  Ash pretended to look offended while her mind spun, trying to find a lie.
 
   "Listen, you were talking about it last night... it is, isn't it?"
 
   "No, of course not."
 
   "Ash!  I'm serious.  That thing was some serious mojo.  There's no way anyone besides 'ole Montgomery could control it with any degree of certainty, no matter how much you think you understand it.  I mean, like, that was some ninth sphere craziness!"
 
   "Don't worry.  Come on, Brad... I don't even know why we're having this conversation."
 
   He was right, though.  That spell was too powerful for her.  She understood the runes and the rituals but the chances that she could channel enough power to get it right was extremely low.
 
   Still...
 
   What if it worked?  Maybe she wouldn't have to pass her damn War class if she did this.  If she proved she could wield summoning magic of that caliber, maybe they would just go ahead and give her a degree now and let her pursue Graduate studies.  Probably not, but at least she'd be able to talk to Melketh...
 
   Melketh.
 
   Even here, eating waffles in Denny's, she saw his face in the back of her mind.  She saw that confident smile, those burning eyes, that... well, he was too perfect.  She couldn't not see him again.
 
   "Listen, I'm really interested in the spell but I'm not stupid enough to try and summon something like Melketh.  Okay?  I'm going to try the same formulation, you know with the anti-magic inner circle, but I'll just summon something less powerful.  An imp or something, I haven't decided."
 
   "Oh..."  Brad frowned, looking over his fresh stack of waffles and trying to read Ashley's expression.  "That's actually a good idea."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I mean, you're right, when you described how the summoning worked it sounded totally strange to me!  I mean, who would even think to set up a ring of spells like that?  Everyone thinks summoning is just about containment and control."
 
   "Right."
 
   "And... you know, now that I think about it, doesn't that mean that Melketh chose to show up?"  Brad ate while he talked, slurring half the words with mouthfuls of waffle.
 
   "What?"
 
   "You know, if the spell worked in the way you described, then that means that there was nothing compelling him to show up."
 
   "I... you're right."  Ash's heart dropped out of her chest as he said it.  She was used to summoning spells which included some minor, or major, form of compulsion.  To think that the most powerful spell she'd ever seen didn't include anything...
 
   That did mean that Melketh had shown up out of his own strange desire.  Maybe he had a contract with the University?
 
   He certainly didn't have a contract with Ash.  Would he show up?
 
   Well, she'd have to cross that bridge when she came to it.
 
   She wasn't even sure she'd be able to summon him in the first place.
 
   "Anyway, I'm starting small.  Don't worry!  Just imps for me, imps all the way down."
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Nnnnngh, kill me."
 
   After Ashley escorted the two of them back to their dorms and tucked them in, she sat and stared at the tome with Melketh's summoning in it.
 
   Would he show up?
 
   What could she do to entice him?
 
   How had Professor Montgomery done it?
 
   There were too many questions and not enough answers.  She kept wondering how she could answer them, and the only answer that she could think of was that she would have to finish the spell.
 
   Finish the spell... finish it and summon Melketh and see what happened.
 
   For good or for ill, that was the only way.
 
   When the spell had been written on the floor of her manse and everything was in place, Ashley looked at the clock.  It was six at night on Sunday.  She had to be waking up for class in just twelve hours, and she'd already missed an entire night of sleep.
 
   She should go to bed.
 
   She should wake up, go to class, and come back to this tomorrow night.  Then she would be fresh and ready, able to face the spell properly.
 
   Then she would have to wait twenty four hours to see if it had worked.
 
   "Decisions, decisions."  Ashley took a deep breath and looked down at the intricate pattern.  She'd been over it top to bottom with an Identify spell one last time and everything looked like it was in place.  Not even a single rune was incorrect or smudged.  She'd been training for a long time to be able to write things so accurately using an irregularly shaped piece of brimstone, and even still, she hadn't actually expected to be able to do it.
 
   That was the thing she'd kept telling herself: there was no way she would get this right the first time around.  She would mess something up, screw up a rune somewhere, and then she'd be forced to abandon the whole thing.  A part of her had wanted to do it, to be able to curse in frustration, put down the brimstone and scream out her rage.  Then she'd be able to sleep.
 
   Only, it hadn't happened.  
 
   She'd done the spell correctly, putting all the runes in the right place and completing the difficult pattern in the center of the three circles with little trouble.
 
   Now she was ready.  The only thing left was the spell completion word.
 
   Melketh's name...
 
   She just had to present the piece of coal she'd attuned to the circles, say his name and then...
 
   And then...
 
   And then he would appear, or not.  And then the spell would work, or not.
 
   The manses in the student dorms were layered with a lot of protective magic.  Power embedded between sheets of stone, hidden away enough that it would not interfere with complicated spells and rituals but powerful enough that it could stop most bad things from getting worse.
 
   Ashley had to lock herself in there with the spell, otherwise she'd be endangering the entire dorm.
 
   All her friends...
 
   If the spell went sideways, it could be very dangerous.  There were three layered magics involved, hence the three circles: the first was the one that created the passage to the infernal plane.  Hell.  Professor Montgomery refused to say it, but that's where it was.  Hell.  The second was the anti-magic field that would keep Melketh's magic from affecting anything outside the circles.  The third was the magical anchor that would keep it all in place as long as she needed it to be.  That one would actually be transported to Melketh's realm before it activated, which meant...
 
   What did that mean?
 
   Ashley had never summoned something from the infernal plane before.  She'd practiced with a huge number of other creatures: elementals, faerie, animated objects, Greeks, mythical monsters, even forgotten sages from other galaxies.  They were sometimes powerful in their own way, always strange, but this was something entirely different.
 
   Her magic had never been exposed to the infernal plane, but once it was?
 
   What would that mean?
 
   Well, it would mean it was easier for her to contact it in the future for one.  It would also make it more likely for things from that plane to contact her unbidden.  It didn't happen often, but sometimes faeries tried to summon her instead of the other way around.
 
   Why hadn't she thought of this before?
 
   Well, Professor Montgomery didn't have that problem, right?  He was not constantly fighting off demons, which meant that there had to be some degree of safety to this process.
 
   Right?
 
   Right...
 
   This was the most dangerous thing she'd ever done.
 
   It was the most terrifying thing she'd ever done.
 
   It was the most exciting thing!
 
   To think... 
 
   What would happen if she succeeded?  What would happen if she failed?
 
   There was only one way to know for sure.
 
   With a deep breath, Ash grabbed two large magnifying glasses on rolling stands.  She wheeled them into the manse and closed the door behind her.  The heavy thud of the stone slamming felt altogether too final.  She'd done this a dozen times before, and never once had the noise of the door sounded so... loud.
 
   Loud.
 
   Ash drew in a deep, shaky breath, then fiddled with the calibration on the magnifying glasses.
 
   "Analyze!"  She pointed one at each of the outer spells.  "Analyze!"  Immediately they brought up complex rectangles of light with graphs and charts that showed the magical flux of the spells she'd wrought.  They were mostly calm now, showing the way the latent magic of the world flowed in and around the circles, but they hadn't been activated yet.  Analyze was a more powerful version of Identify, fourth sphere, and in addition to better resolution on the information it provided it had recording capabilities.
 
   No matter what happened, as long as she survived this, she would be able to figure out what went wrong.
 
   "Analyze!"  She used her portable identification focus to monitor the third spell, but she wasn't confident that she'd get anything useful out of that data given that that spell wasn't going to activate until it was on a separate plane of existence.
 
   "Alright... okay. Alright."  Ash paced around the exterior of the outer circle, looking at her handiwork one last time.  There was precious little room left in the manse with the circles and the Analyzes happening.  At the middle of each of the walls of the manse there was barely a foot of space available to walk between the circle and the wall, and three of the corners in the room were dominated by her recording spells.
 
   She finally came to rest in the last corner.
 
   "Here goes..."  Ash took a deep breath and looked at the piece of coal she was holding.
 
   "Going to summon a demon."
 
   "Yes.  Yes sirree, going to summon something that can make a fine paste out of the most powerful mages in the University without breaking a sweat."
 
   "Right..."
 
   "So..."
 
   "No time like the present."  Ash flexed her fingers and looked at the black marks the coal was making on them.  She was going to have to wash off after this.  Of course, she still smelled like brimstone, so she'd have to wash for a very long time...
 
   "Whooo... alright."
 
   "Ummm... okay.  Okay okay okay."
 
   "Okay!"
 
   "M... wait!"  Ash formed the first syllable of the demon's name and felt the magic tugging at her, hoping to draw the rest of the sound out of her mouth.  She'd never felt that before, like the spell was asking her to cast it...
 
   Ignoring that for a moment, she'd forgotten something very important.  The abyss, the wind... she'd been thirty feet or more away from it when Monty activated his spell, so it was nothing more than a powerful tug.  What would happen if she was so close?
 
   Good thing that, among other things, the manse came equipped with rings and harnesses for just this situation.  Well, probably not this situation, but anyone experimenting with gravity needed them on a nearly daily basis.
 
   Ash lashed herself to the wall of the manse, cinched the leather belt so that it was good and tight, and then considered the lump of coal in her hand.
 
   To the naked eye, it looked so unassuming.  Ignoring the spells in the middle of the floor, the activation object itself was so... well, it was coal.  Nothing more, nothing less.  It wasn't exactly something you'd see someone walking around with but it was also not something you would expect to have the power to summon a demon...
 
   To the magical eye, on the other hand, coal was an amazing substance.  It held the collective knowledge and power and magic of the creatures that formed it.  Mostly algae and other single celled organisms, but they'd lived so long ago!  Ash felt the age of this thing right down to her core when she held it.
 
   She'd never used coal in a spell before, for exactly this reason.  It was so powerful.  The well of its energy went deep, deeper than anything except maybe oil or diamonds, and the collective memory of thousands of millennia of pressure and heat and death and struggle pressed up against the edges of her mind.  Through the lens of the Analyze spell, the coal looked like a writhing blanket of black worms.  Formed of energy and memory, tendrils of power wriggled and crawled and swirled around on the surface of the rock.  You couldn't feel them, not on this plane at least, but they still made Ash's skin crawl just to look at them.
 
   This was such ancient magic, such powerful magic, that even holding it seemed like sacrilege.
 
   She shouldn't be doing this...
 
   She...
 
   "Melketh!"
 
   She had to do it!
 
   Even knowing what to expect, the opening of the abyss took Ash's breath away.  First figuratively, as it snapped open on the ground less than a foot away from her, and then literally as that howling wind started up.
 
   Standing this close to it, she could feel its power.  In class it had been a curiosity, a flashy spell effect from a professor who was not normally known for his flash or showmanship.  Here, it was a wild thing.  Whatever was on the other side was... hungry.
 
   It wanted out, it wanted to come to this realm, and it wanted to consume...
 
   The entire plane, the entire infernal plane, felt like a living, breathing, malevolent creature.  It wanted to come to Ash's world, and when it got here?
 
   Well, then her anti-magic field would keep it from doing anything too heinous.
 
   Right?
 
   The Analyze pointed at the AM Field suggested that it was holding and doing what it was supposed to.  Any magical power which passed the invisible barrier of the field would simply be torn apart, rendered null and void.  Magic was never destroyed, of course, but that was the beauty of an AM Field.  Properly created, it could maintain itself indefinitely as it repurposed the magic it ripped apart to power itself.  Even without that property, as long as she was standing here she would continue to fuel it with new power.  It was literally the only thing standing between her and disaster.
 
   It seemed like a very long time since she'd activated the spell.  The manse was filled with the smell of smoke and flame, and every loose bit of material was rattling under the power of the wind that was trying to suck everything inside the manse onto the other side of the three magical circles.
 
   Was it supposed to be like this?
 
   She had not anticipated the amount of magical draw this would place on her.  Montgomery made it look easy to maintain two circles for an entire lecture, but she was already panting with exertion and questioning every decision that had led her to this moment.  For the moment, her magical matrix was holding and her flux was within normal levels, but she could feel the tax that the spells were putting on her.  Keeping them up like this was slowly overloading her whole system.  She only had, maybe, five or ten minutes before she reached her personal limit.
 
   Like a muscle, it was a limit that you could build up over time.  Ash had simply underestimated how much stronger Monty was than she...
 
   Or maybe something else was happening.  The Analyze spells indicated that everything was okay, but the abyss was not closing.
 
   Why wasn't it closing?
 
   What had she done wrong?
 
   She'd read the tome back to front three times, taking notes and memorizing everything important, including the name of the wizard who first attempted something like this and written about it.
 
   The tome didn't say anything about how long the spell should last, but surely it should be finished by-
 
   "What the Hell are you thinking!"  A voice, rich and male and powerful, boomed from inside the circle.
 
   Ash gasped and the second half of the spell that she remembered from class kicked in: a huge, red humanoid burst out of the abyss and the howling void closed, replaced with red hot rocky ground.
 
   Ashley Cook felt a very physical release of tension when that happened.  Holding the spells open had been on its way to killing her, but with Melketh's appearance the power draw tapered off considerably.  In fact, she started to feel a positive feedback!
 
   What was doing that?
 
   A quick glance at her Analyze showed that power was roiling off of Melketh in thick, palpable waves.  When it hit the AM Field it fed back into the spell until even that spilled over and started to rejuvenate Ash.  Her personal reserves were quickly replenished and all of her metaphysical organs stopped straining under the pressure of channeling all the raw power she'd had to channel to keep the spell operational.
 
   With Melketh here, she was actually gaining power.
 
   "That was really fucking stupid Monty!"  Melketh lashed himself in a rapid, angry circle along the inside of the spell.  "Why in the everloving fuck did you not tell me you were going to do that!?  Do you know what was trying to come through?!  Do you even fucking know- wait."
 
   Ash was staring.  She couldn't help it.  Melketh was just as beautiful as he had been in class, only now she was in a confined space and the only thing that separated the two of them was her magic.
 
   That actually made the meeting more intimate.  She could feel, right down to the base of her spine, every time he touched the edge of the AM field.  He was testing it like he had back in the classroom, only now she shivered in pleasure as his hands ran across the bounds of the spell.  It was like...
 
   It felt like...
 
   She could swear it felt like he was running his hands across her body, exploring it.  Possessing it...
 
   "You're not dear old Monty."  Melketh's voice was silken smooth and filled with a kind of admiration.  "Who are... oh, yes.  The little wannabe summoner.  I know you."
 
   "You...?"  Ash was proud of herself for being able to form even that single word.
 
   "Yes.  Monty talks about you.  A little too much, I thought, only..."  Melketh stood to his full height and considered the spell that contained him.  "How did you do this?"
 
   "I... you know, the, uhh, the tome."
 
   "Tome."
 
   "The tome of... the one that details the spell, you know?"
 
   "No.  There's a tome!?"  Melketh frowned and looked around the room, as if he could see the book.  "Someone wrote down the spell!  That's insane.  Who would do that?"
 
   "Seraniteth the Grey?"
 
   "... oh.  Is that how Monty figured out my name?"
 
   "I think so."
 
   "That bastard!"  Melketh spat, a black glob of liquid that boiled away immediately when it hit the superheated floor on his side of the circle.  Ash could feel the heat of the infernal plane radiating out from Melketh, but most of it was dissipated by the protection spells woven into the room.  "He made me think he went on some sort of epic quest to... oh well, this is still impressive."
 
   "Umm..."
 
   "I am honestly surprised that you are alive, little one.  Do you know how dangerous this was?"
 
   "Uhh..."
 
   "Here, let's try something a little more... friendly."
 
   In the blink of an eye, the interior of the circle changed.  The heated rock was gone, the swirling flames disappeared, and even Melketh changed.  The eight foot tall red demon became a six foot something man in an expensively tailored suit.  He still had the same general features, minus the wings and horns and red skin, but he looked... almost human, like this.  You could almost forget that he was an immeasurably powerful demon lord.  He was now standing on a tiled floor, black and white ceramic, with a small chair in the middle.
 
   "How did you... never mind, that's not so hard."  Ash felt like, in this moment and in this place, there was such a thing as stupid questions and asking stupid questions was not a good idea.
 
   "No it's not."  Melketh laughed and sat cross-legged in the air in front of Ash.  "So.  Why did you summon me, little one?"
 
   "Okay, uhh..."  Ash took a deep breath and realized that she should start sounding less stupid in front of Melketh.  Considering all of the feedback she was getting from the spells and a few glances at her Analyze data, he might not be nearly as contained as he looked.  There was a good possibility that, if he wanted to, he could rip straight through her AM field like paper.
 
   Could he?
 
   "I wanted to see if I could."  Ash decided to be honest.
 
   "Ha!  That's the best answer I've ever heard!"  Melketh's laughter was like a deep, rich bell filling the room with its sound.  She heard it more in her chest than with her ears, and the reverberating echo of it made her smile.  "To see if you could!  Well!  You can!"
 
   "I see that."
 
   "There's more to it, I think, but I'll let you think on it."  Melketh stretched out his long legs and started to pace the space he was contained in.  "Do you know who I am?"
 
   "Umm, well, Mel-"
 
   "Stop!  Don't say it.  My name has power, as I'm sure you know.  Yes, I am Mel.  What else?"
 
   "A demon?"  Ash finished lamely.
 
   "Mel the demon.  Sure.  How about you?"
 
   "Ash... uhhh, Ashley.  C-"
 
   "Stop!  No full names.  Ash will do fine."  Melketh crouched down at the edge of the circle and looked at the leather belt that was still holding Ash to the side of the room, even though the wind was gone.  "You can unbuckle if you like, Ash."
 
   "Oh... oh, okay."  Ash nodded and undid her leather buckle, letting it fall unneeded against the wall.
 
   "Huh.  Why did you do that?"
 
   "You said I could!"
 
   "You believed me?"
 
   "Of course!  I mean, uhh... why would you lie to me?  I mean, you're... you're stuck inside there.  Right?  You can't get out, you can't... harm me.  Why should it matter if I'm buckled in?"
 
   "I can't, can I?"  Melketh's smile was secretive and he tapped a finger against his lips as if he were considering her words.  "Sure, I probably can't, although I think maybe for reasons other than what you're thinking."
 
   "The summoning spell actually summoned a piece of your plane, allowing you to co-locate with our plane inside that circle.  If you tried to cross the circles you'd be trying to cross the actual barrier between planes, and you're so intrinsically powerful that would be... uhh, difficult.  You have too much, you know, magical gravity..."
 
   "Oh ho!  So you understand what you wrote."
 
   "Of course!"
 
   "Good.  Now, why haven't I torn this room and the University to shreds with a storm of magical death?"
 
   "You're too nice?"
 
   "Funny."
 
   "Okay, it's the AM field."  Ash gestured at the second spell, the one that was making her feel so great right now.  Or was that the sound of his voice?  "It would negate any magic that tries to cross it."
 
   "Hmm, close enough.  That's good work, by the way."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Monty always... flubs his minor arcana.  He puts a little serif on the end of some of the runes.  I hate serifs."
 
   "Seriously?  Typography is what bothers you about Monty?"
 
   "Well, it matters in something like this.  Those runes are the only thing standing between me and your world, you know?"
 
   "How..."
 
   "I'm sure you can feel it, right?  The power that the... AM field, as you call it, is feeding into you?"
 
   Ash nodded.  There was no way not to feel it.  Her entire body was tingling with energy now, and she was finding it difficult to stand still.  She paced back and forth across the interior of her manse, too jazzed to sit still.
 
   Part of it was his power that was bleeding over into her, but part of it was just... plain old elation at having done something so complicated!  This was amazing!  It was incredible!
 
   No one was going to believe her.
 
   Even with the Analyze data, they might not believe she'd done this.  How could they?  The idea that she would be able to replicate one of the most complicated known summoning spells in her dorm room was frankly laughable.
 
   "Okay.  So, you know I'm strong, and you also know that power can be transferred from one being to another."
 
   Ash nodded.  It sounded like such a simple concept now that he said it, but when she stopped and thought about it she realized that she'd never heard anyone talk about this kind of direct power transfer.  Spells were all about reshaping power, turning it into something tangible, never just... moving it around.
 
   "What I'm talking about is what ancient cultures called sacrifice: if I started killing everyone at the University with magic, I could take their power and use it to punch a big enough hole between planes that I could cross."
 
   "You..."  Ash took a step back until she felt the comforting bulk of the manse's stone at her back.  He could do that?
 
   "Oh, it would probably take the entire population of Seattle to do it, but it could be done.  Only..."
 
   "Only?"
 
   "Your little Anti-magic spell is stopping me from doing it."
 
   Ash sucked in a shaky breath.  She clearly had not thought this out far enough if that was one of the possible results of her summoning.
 
   Would he do it if he could?
 
   He seemed so... so... cultured.  Friendly.
 
   "Right now, you're thinking that I'd never do something like that."
 
   "I..."
 
   "I'm a demon lord, Ash.  That was the thing I wanted you to say earlier: Demon.  Lord.  The best of the best, the most powerful of the powerful.
 
   "The deadliest.
 
   "I am a monster, Ash.  Never forget that."
 
   "Okay..."  Ash nodded but it was hard to take him seriously when he looked like a handsome man in a suit.  Monster or not, her libido was telling her that she wanted him to demonstrate just how much 'power' he had.
 
   "So.  Back to the earlier question: why did you summon me?  Have you thought about it?"
 
   "I... the Duels!"  The answer came to Ashley in a flash.
 
   Was that it?
 
   Could it be so simple?
 
   Yes.  Yes, that was the real reason.  The core of it all: she wanted to blow away her midterm assignment so completely that everyone forgot about her inability to win Duels.  And, it looked like she was going to be able to do it!  She'd summoned him!  She'd brought Melketh to this plane, and that had to be worth something, didn't it?
 
   Enough to get her out of dueling?
 
   "The Duels.  Ah, yes, I think Monty mentioned those.  Magical contests... something about crystals... how do you think I can help you with a Duel?  There's no way an opponent would give you a day to write down a complicated summoning like this, right?"
 
   And that was the core of it.  All of the best summoning took a very long time to get right, and most of the time this was all you got with the thing you summoned: a conversation.  She'd learned alien philosophies and ethereal poetry and forbidden lore, but she'd never once seen one of her summonings punch someone.
 
   "Not like that.  I'm hoping... I mean, I hope that if they know I summoned you then I can skip past all this Bachelor's bullshit and start Grad school."
 
   "With Monty?
 
   "Well..."  Ash blushed.  The way he said it, with a wink and a lascivious tone, made it sound like something completely other than what it was.  "Yes.  He's the best summoner here."
 
   "Well, he's tied."
 
   "Tied?"
 
   "You summoned me, didn't you?"
 
   "Right... right... so, that's the plan."  Ash was uncomfortable with that comparison.  For one, she didn't know if Melketh was the most powerful creature that Monty could summon.  For another, she hadn't tried a celestial yet.
 
   "Hmm, it's a good one except that it won't work."
 
   "What!?"
 
   "Think about it.  When they find out that you summoned me, do you think they will be a) proud or b) scared shitless?"
 
   "Ummm..."
 
   "It's b).  The answer is b).  So, what do you think they'll do when they're scared of you?"
 
   "Uhhh..."
 
   "Lock you in the dungeon, certainly."
 
   "Dungeon!?  This place has a dungeon?"
 
   "What do you think?  Anyway, that's best case.  Killing you isn't out."
 
   "Killing me?"
 
   "How long do you think you'll last against 'ole Smith out there if he comes for you?"  Melketh's smile was cruel and a little bit hopeful, as if he wanted to watch Smith take her apart.
 
   "What!?"
 
   "I'm just saying.  These old men, they like their traditions and they're not going to like a second year like you summoning demon lords."
 
   "No... you're... you're wrong."
 
   Ash was afraid that he wasn't.  Everything he said made too much sense, seemed too logical.  Would that happen to her?  Would Monty turn on her when he knew what she was capable of at such a young age?  Maybe they would just worry that she was not mature or careful enough to wield this much energy.  Maybe they would think they were saving her from a worse fate.
 
   Whatever they thought, they very well might kill her...
 
   "So.  So... so I can't interview you for class?"
 
   "No, I'm afraid not."
 
   "Alright, but I can... you can... oh, dammit."  Ash felt herself deflating and sat down on the floor of the manse.  This had been her one chance, her only chance, at figuring this out.  Rodrick was probably the easiest duel she would have for the rest of the semester, and when she failed all the rest of her duels?  What would happen then?
 
   At the least, she wouldn't be able to take that TA position Monty offered her.
 
   "Sorry, little one."  Melketh looked... genuinely sorry.  That was a strange emotion to see on his human-but-not face.  "I may have another solution, though!"
 
   "What!?"  Ash dared to let herself hope.
 
   "Well, I think I do... just, not... right now."  Melketh stood up and started pacing again.  Even at human proportions, he chewed up the ground when he moved.
 
   "Okay..."
 
   "Can you get me one of the crystals used in the duel?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "That's all I'll need.  I need to... I need to understand the magic that they use to limit your power draw, and then I think I can give you a solution that will make them all realize that you are a force to be reckoned with."
 
   Ash felt a heady rush at those words.  While she professed to hate the duels and she always felt terrible afterward, she secretly harbored a desire to do just what Melketh had said: prove everyone wrong.  Prove that she was worthy of being here, that she could sling spells with the rest of them and that she could, in short, be a wizard.
 
   Immediately after the flush of heat at Melketh's words, Ash realized something:
 
   "Why would you help me?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You're under no compulsion in that circle, and I find it hard to believe that you would do that out of the goodness of your heart."
 
   "Hmmm, fair point."  Melketh stopped pacing just in front of Ash, reminding her of the uncomfortably small distance between them.  There was no longer any heat coming off the ground at his feet but she could swear she felt warmth boiling off of his skin.  He pressed his hand against the AM field and she shivered as if he were pressing it against her stomach.  Softly, gently... intimately.  If she closed her eyes, she could imagine his hand being there right now.  She could feel his nails, still ending in wicked points, pressing against her just hard enough to make her hyper-aware of the little pinpricks of pain.  "Why do you think I would help you with this... Ash?"  Her name sounded like... like a prayer, or a word of power, coming from his lips.  She felt a rush of heat when he said it.
 
   "Ummm... curiosity."
 
   "That simple?"
 
   "Yes."  Ash opened her eyes and stared into his.  Those two motes of flame were still visible, taunting her.
 
   Calling her.
 
   "You want to know more about the crystals, and you want to know more about me."
 
   "Ah.  Ah ha!  Very perceptive!"
 
   "Only... this isn't an easy thing you're asking, Mel."
 
   "Tell me."
 
   "The crystals are a closely guarded secret.  Once you've finished a duel, they home in on Smith and he puts them into a vault.  Or, you know, so I've heard..."
 
   "So you've heard?"
 
   "I'm almost always unconscious when that happens."
 
   "Oh."  Mel's lips pulled into a frown which Ash didn't believe for a minute.  "Well, all the more reason to want to solve this.  Am I right?"
 
   "Actually yes."
 
   "Great.  I need to be going now, and I won't force you to do anything, but this is my offer to you: get me a crystal and I will find a way to help you win your duels."
 
   "Just one."
 
   "Oh, I think I may be able to help with more than one win."
 
   Ash felt a jolt of hope shoot through her when he said that.  More than one win!  That would be... that would be honestly the most incredible thing!  She would show them what she was worth, and more!
 
   She might even pass without the special exception.
 
   She'd have to win every match except one to make that happen, so she tried not to think about that possibility.
 
   "I must be going now, however."  Melketh stood and stretched and suddenly the man with the suit was gone, replaced by the... naked demon with the amazing wings and incredible cock, less than a foot away from her face.
 
   "Good bye, Mel."
 
   "Good bye, Ash.  This has been... very strange.  Feel free to do it again if you think you can!"
 
   Mel laughed and then he was gone.  Ash squeaked in surprise when she was thrown against the wall of her manse by the rush of wind, and then she was alone in an empty room.
 
   Only a faint trace of ash remained to remind her of who had been in here just moments ago.
 
   She felt bereft, lost.  She felt weak and elated at the same time, and the only thing she knew was that she wanted to talk to him again!
 
   Instead, she set about erasing the Analyze records of what had just happened.  Although she wanted to pour over every minute detail and make sure that everything had been setup as correctly as it seemed like it had been, she knew that that was too much risk.
 
   If someone else found out what she'd done...
 
    
 
   ----------
 
   To Be Continued
 
    
 
   Ash and Magic is a serial novel, so keep an eye out for the next installment coming in about a week!  I hope you’ve enjoyed Ashley’s adventures so far, and will continue to enjoy them!
 
   While you’re waiting, check out some of my other books, all available exclusively on Amazon!  Or you can contact me at park.k.sophie@gmail.com .  I love to chat!
 
    
 
   Not Always a Maid
 
   https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00SJF5S0K
 
   A thrilling adventure that blends together the classic heist genre, high fantasy and parkour!  Ana is a daring thief with an obsession: pulling off the most difficult heist of her life.  She plans and prepares for every eventuality but one: Mira, a seductive rival thief, steals the diamond just before Ana can!  The chase is on, but can Ana succeed against someone just as good as her?
 
    
 
   The Dragon’s Prize Anthology
 
   https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00O7VL1SI
 
   Join Sandra and Mira (may or may not be that Mira, you’ll have to see!) as they go on a quest to save the prince, the kingdom and maybe even the very world!  They’ll face trolls, dragons, demons and worse before they’re through, testing the bonds of love and friendship to the very limit.
 
    
 
   My Blue Vampire
 
   https://www.amazon.com/dp/B00M7LK8VG
 
   Sam thinks she found true love, but Tabitha has secrets that might be too terrible for even the strongest love to endure.
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