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  Madison does not like Adam, not even a little bit. He’s a jerk in every sense of the word, and Madison wants nothing to do with him. But Madison can’t bring himself to simply leave a mage to suffer when it’s in his power to help—and as he is the only available fire mage on campus, he is literally the only one who can help Adam bind his negative energies. It’s the kind of help he’d offer anyone; Adam the jerk is -no exception. Once the spell is done, they can go their separate ways, and that will be the end of the matter. Right?
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  To Get to You


  "I don't like you, you know," Madison said, keeping his gaze locked onto the scenery flying by outside the car window. There wasn't anything to see, considering it was dark and they were driving through the desert, but the alternative was looking at Adam, and Madison absolutely refused to do that.


  "I'm aware," Adam said, his voice level and smooth, giving nothing away. Madison wasn't sure what he'd expected, but calm acceptance hadn't been it.


  Madison glared harder out the window, wishing more than anything he could have said no. He hadn't gotten that choice though, and he was going to have to kill Bradley when they returned. Glancing at the clock on the radio, one of the few lights shining from the dash, Madison stifled a sigh. Three more hours of driving to go. Shifting in his seat, Madison toed off his shoes and nudged them up under the dash behind his bag. He settled back in his seat and stared stonily out the windshield, trying his best to ignore Adam completely.


  It was harder than it should have been. He'd always noticed Adam, even before Adam's dick behavior with Lydia. Adam wasn't trying to draw his attention, focusing completely on the road. He wasn't trying to talk to Madison, not after the first hour, not after Madison had completely shut down every one of his attempts at conversation. He was just driving, quietly, not even sighing or making any obnoxious breathing noises, and Madison still wanted to strangle him.


  "Do you mind if I turn on the radio?" Adam asked after another three minutes had passed. Not that Madison was watching the clock; he'd just glanced at the radio when Adam had asked, was all.


  "Fine," Madison said, shrugging. Even if Adam chose a terrible station or listened to terrible music, Madison would still have something other than Adam or the desert to pay attention to.


  Adam reached out and tapped a button on the dash, making the time display flash into numbers. In the glow of the dash lights, the silver bracelet marking him as a negative energy mage gleamed, and Madison looked away, back out into the desert. Adam was the pertinent one to this casting; Madison was a fill-in because the original fire mage—Bradley, who was going to die by Madison's hand later that week—had managed to break an ankle "surfboarding" down a flight of stairs on a cafeteria tray. The only other fire mage available was a first year, and no one, not even Madison, was cruel enough to throw this at a first year.


  The music was soft, bland rock, something that Madison vaguely recognized. He wasn't big on music, but this wasn't anything that assaulted his ears, so he could deal with it. Shifting in his seat again, Madison sighed, then unbuckled his seat belt, intending to move to get more comfortable.


  "What are you doing?" Adam asked. The car was beeping at them, apparently displeased that Madison wasn't restrained, but Madison ignored the car and Adam, pulling his feet up on the seat and then clicking the seat belt back into place. His feet were near the center console, and he leaned completely against the door, resting his head against the cool window.


  He didn't bother to answer Adam, and that got him a sigh, but Adam didn't comment any further. Madison shut his eyes and tried not to feel every bump and jar in the road, which was difficult with his head pressed against the side of the car and the road a typical desert road:  poorly maintained and not oft traveled. It wasn't the most comfortable way to lie, but Madison drifted off to sleep after a few minutes anyway.


  Madison jerked awake, his arm shooting out to brace against the dashboard. It took him a moment to register that the car wasn't moving and another moment to realize that the car wasn't even on. Adam was conspicuously missing, and the clock on the radio was gone, turned off with the car. Madison punched the button on his seat belt, unclasping it and letting it slide back into the side of the car. He unfolded slowly, groaning at the ache in his knees. Falling asleep with his legs curled up under him had not been the best idea.


  It took a bit of struggle—and knocking his forehead twice against the dash—to get his shoes back on. Then Madison stumbled out of the car, his legs still aching from being compressed. He grabbed his bag and slung it over his shoulder, ignoring the heavy weight and hoping that Bradley had been overestimating how far the site was from the main road.


  Why couldn't they have rented a vehicle that could cross the desert? Madison scowled at the tiny blue car as he shut the door, then conceded he really couldn't complain about that. It wasn't as though they could have gone much further in a car without the dead zone disrupting the mechanics of it. Turning, Madison nearly ran straight into a sign post.


  It was short, barely reaching his shoulder, with a square metal piece attached to the top. In the bright moonlight, the sign all but shone with the phoenix symbol of the mage guild. At least Adam hadn't gotten them lost, Madison conceded, looking around for Adam.


  He wasn't very far away, standing a dozen paces into the desert. His pack—about twice the size of Madison's—was sitting at his feet, and he was using a flashlight to look at something cupped in his hand. Madison walked over, the sand crunching beneath his sneakers with every step. Adam looked up when Madison stopped beside him, his features highlighted strangely between the light of the moon and the flashlight he held.


  "You know how to get there?" Madison asked, though it was really more of a statement. The professor who'd drilled him on the spell casting had said Adam would get them there, and then insinuated that Madison wasn't really capable of doing his part because he was too concerned with the inconsequential details like transportation.


  "We just go straight north for five miles," Adam said, gesturing with the instrument in his hand. A compass, Madison belatedly realized. "You good to go now, or do you want to rest some more first?"


  "I'm fine," Madison said, rolling his eyes though he doubted Adam could see it. "Let's go."


  Adam nodded, clicking off his flashlight. He returned to the car briefly while Madison waited impatiently, returning without the flashlight in hand. It also wouldn't work, and anything that passed into the dead zone of magic wasn't reparable, which was why Madison had gone over his bag ten times to make sure he hadn't missed anything that might break.


  They set out into the chilly night with only the light of the moon to guide them. Adam set a quick pace, but not so quick that he'd leave Madison behind. Madison followed along wordlessly, pleased he'd remembered to wear a thick hoodie, even if he'd not need it during the day when it was hotter or during the ceremony.


  They walked for a while in silence, Adam pausing frequently to check his compass by the light of the moon. They should reach the grounds near dawn, which would give them a few hours to set up. Then they'd perform the spell casting, Madison would pass out for a few hours, and then they'd head back to campus.


  "I don't get it," Adam said, breaking the silence as they crested a small hill. He pulled out the compass again, not looking at Madison as he spoke. "If you don't like me, why help with this?"


  "The only other candidate was a first year," Madison said sourly. "Believe me, if I had a choice, I wouldn't be here."


  "But you do," Adam said. His face was only partly visible in the moonlight, but there was no missing his scowl. "They'd never let that first year fire mage do it, so if you said no, I'd just have to wait a year for someone else to do it."


  "That would mean you couldn't be on campus for a year," Madison said, crossing his arms and returning Adam's scowl. Did he really think Madison was that petty?


  "And? You don't like me, what do you care?" Adam asked angrily. Madison held his ground as Adam stormed over to where he was standing.


  He loomed over Madison in the dark, having a good half a foot of height on Madison. He was also wider, just plain bigger, than Madison in every way. He glared at Madison, his shadowed face only amplifying the half-visible expression. Madison scowled up at him, refusing to be cowed.


  "I don't like you," Madison said slowly, condescendingly, as though Adam were behaving like a particularly obtuse child. "But I never said I hated you. This may not be my idea of fun, but I'm not going to put you back a year in your schooling simply because I don't like you." Reaching out, Madison shoved Adam. Madison had expected it to barely move him—he'd just wanted to get Adam's attention—but Adam stumbled back a step, clearly surprised. "Can we get going now? I'd like to get there before the sun rises."


  "Right," Adam muttered, running a hand through his hair. He turned away from Madison and started walking again. Madison rolled his eyes and followed, wondering what stupid thing Adam would come up with next.


  Adam slowed his steps after a few minutes of silent, furious walking. Madison rolled his eyes, but fell into step beside him as Adam was obviously aiming for. Seriously, when had Adam gotten the hint that Madison wanted to talk to him? Because Madison had been trying his damndest to hint the exact opposite.


  "Thank you," Adam said after another moment of tense, expectant silence. Madison nearly tripped, startled. He hadn't expected that. Adam was a jerk. Jerks didn't say thank you.


  "Whatever," Madison grumbled, grateful it was dark enough that Adam wouldn't be able to tell he was blushing. "I'd do it for anyone. You're not special." Madison glanced at Adam, narrowing his eyes when he realized that Adam was smiling for whatever stupid reason.


  "Thank you, anyway," Adam said, as cheerful as he'd been in the car when they'd first started the drive out there. Madison refused to respond to that; he just kept walking and hoped Adam took the hint this time.


  He seemed to, thankfully, and the rest of the hike out to the center of the dead zone was quiet, filled only by their footsteps and the sound of their breathing. Towards the end, Madison began to doubt they were going the right way, but he bit back any questions since Adam seemed plenty confident in where they were going and he was the one who'd been out here before.


  Then they crested another small hill and were there. The casting site was obvious; it was a wide circle of tall stones, evenly spaced around a small concave depression in the ground. It was hard to tell in the pre-dawn light, but Madison though he could see markings of previous castings laid out in the center of the circle.


  Adam tucked his compass away then started down the hill. Madison followed, shifting his bag higher on his shoulders. They'd only been walking a few hours, but his bag already felt twice as heavy as when they'd started out. Adam skirted around the stones and casting circle, heading for the base of another small hill on the far side of the circle.


  It was a campsite, ill used, but Madison doubted many people needed this sort of casting ground. Adam dropped his pack with a thud and sat down beside it with a sigh. Madison followed suit, setting his bag down more gently and clearing some small rocks from a swatch of ground before sitting down. He fished out a bottle of water, squinting at the horizon where the sun was starting to rise.


  "Here," Adam said, tossing something at him. Madison caught it—barely, with a bit of fumbling—and frowned at it.


  An energy bar. Madison briefly thought about tossing it back and saying something sharp about feeding himself, but in the end he just mumbled a thanks and unwrapped it. He'd brought simple granola bars—an energy bar would probably nourish him better.


  "Do you want any help with your prep, or should I just set up for after?" Adam asked, pulling a tightly wrapped bundle of fabric from his backpack.


  "I'd rather do it myself," Madison said around a mouthful of energy bar, not caring how rude he appeared. He rooted around in his bag, pulling out the book with the spell circle he'd need to draw. Swallowing, he added absently, "Not that I don't think you could help, but I'd rather do it all since I've only had the chance to practice a few times."


  "Okay," Adam agreed easily, and he sounded rather happy about it. Madison scowled, wondering why Adam had to be so cheerful all the time. It made it harder to remember that Madison didn't like him. "I'll just set up the campsite so you won't have to do anything but fall over."


  "You can check me when I'm done," Madison said because it only made sense. Adam had done this three years running—if not more prior to university—and this was Madison's first time. Adam just kept smiling, and finally Madison snapped, "What?"


  "Nothing," Adam said, but he failed to wipe the smile off his face. Madison rolled his eyes, pointedly where Adam could see him do it, and stood, bringing the book with him. It was obviously better if he limited the amount of time that Adam could be cheerful and stupid at him.


  He paused briefly to fetch the silver knife from his bag then headed over to the casting site. The casting for this spell had to take place at noon since that would give Madison a power boost, so he had a good few hours to get the circle carved. Madison frowned as he approached the circle of stones. There was a spell circle already marked out within the stones, as he'd thought he'd seen when they'd approached. Sloppy, that; it was good practice to clear the spell circle when it was finished.


  Kneeling, Madison set the spell book down and unsheathed his knife. It was a minute's work to carve a wiping spell:  one wide circle with a series of five intersecting triangles and three symbols for cleansing, customized for fire magics. Madison activated it with a thought, touching the center of the circle as he did so. The surface of the casting circle blazed briefly with unnaturally bright yellow flames. Their brightness flashed across the surface quickly, leaving nothing but smooth dirt behind.


  Madison smeared the circle for the wiping spell into the dirt, until none of the lines were visible. Sheathing his knife, he stood again. He toed off his sneakers and peeled off his socks, then discarded his hoodie next to it. It was still chilly, but Madison would be moving around shortly, and the sun would be rising, so he wouldn't need it anyway.


  Squatting, Madison flipped the spell book open to the appropriate page. Binding Negative Mage Energies read across the top of the page. A complicated, four-layer spell circle in full, glossy color spanned the page below it. Madison studied it a moment, then used his sneakers to pin the book open to that page. Straightening, he frowned at Adam, who was watching him with confusion.


  "What?" Madison snapped, suddenly worried he'd screwed something up. He hadn't done anything but clear the circle, though, and that was standard practice.


  "Bradley never cleared the circle," Adam said, the confusion in his expression clearing. "Sorry if I distracted you."


  "Bradley is lazy," Madison said, scowling at that news. "He didn't clear the circle, ever? I'm surprised he never screwed it up."


  "He did," Adam said, shrugging. He didn't elaborate, but fixed his attention on the canvas he was stringing up as shelter from the sun. Madison watched him move for a moment, admiring the way Adam's jeans fit him then forced himself to turn away. He had his own work to do, after all, and it would probably take him a few hours since he wasn't lazy and didn't recycle circles. He also didn't need to be ogling Adam; nothing would come of it, after all, and Madison didn't want to be as stupid as his sister.


  Focusing on the spell circle in the book, Madison contemplated it for a moment. He was going to have to kill Bradley extra slowly now. What sort of fire mage was he to skimp on a spell circle? Especially one this complicated? Obviously whatever mistake Bradley had made hadn't done Adam any lasting harm, but that didn't mean it couldn't have.


  Scowling, Madison paced to the center of the stone circle. He knelt down and began carving the shapes for the innermost circle, meticulously drawing each line half an inch into the dirt. He paused every so often to check his work against the diagram in the book, but otherwise didn't pause.


  The day quickly grew hotter as the sun rose, and Madison really wished it was worth it to drive to another dead casting spot in a better climate. Unfortunately, that would make it a week-long trip instead of a long weekend, and the university wouldn't excuse them from classes that long. Even if it meant they were spending a day or two in the desert heat because of it.


  "Dead" casting spots were actually sinkholes of negatively ionized magical energies. There were very few uses for them and very few of them. Madison hadn't paid enough attention to the lesson that had covered them in his intro class on magic history to know why they were formed, just that most of them were very old and no one knew how they'd come about.


  One of the foremost uses, though, was to bind negative energies in pure energy mages like Adam. Pure energy mages were as rare as dead casting spots, and their magics came from equal parts 'positive' and 'negative' energies. Normal mages—like Madison and his fire energy—had all positive energies, and Madison had never heard of a mage who had all negative energy.


  Negative energies were too dangerous to leave be. They caused unpredictable results in other magics and mucked with spell casting in ways that no scientist could explain. In order to be on campus—or really, anywhere in public where magic was used—Adam had to have his negative energy bound. Unfortunately, the only counter—and it was an imperfect counter—was fire energy. That meant the binding spell had to be cast and renewed by a fire mage.


  The negative energies were also a pain in that they eroded the fire magic binding them slowly, which meant the spell had to be renewed, usually once a year. If the binding spell wasn't renewed promptly, it had to be cast from scratch. To make things more difficult, there was only a small window of opportunity for renewing the spell, as well. The binding spell was constantly being worn down, but the spell could only be safely renewed after a year.


  However, if the spell wasn't renewed within a week or two of the anniversary of the last binding, enough negative energy was unblocked to make it dangerous to renew the spell. That meant waiting until the countering spell wore off completely—usually another year, sometimes two—and then casting the spell from scratch.


  Based on the dates Madison's professor had given him, he really only had that day and the next to cast the renewal spell. After that, it was no longer safe, and Adam would have to wait an entire year to try again, during which time he wouldn't be allowed on campus.


  If Madison were a more malicious person, he would purposefully screw this up. He wasn't though, and while he might not like Adam, he'd been honest when Adam asked him why. He didn't hate Adam, and he wasn't going to be a brat and mess up Adam's university studies by screwing him over with the binding.


  Madison finished carving the last symbol and sat back, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. He was dirty and sweaty and tired, but he couldn't complain. He'd known what he was signing up for. Madison didn't sheath his knife—it was still dirty and the cleaning cloth was in his bag. Instead, he stood up and headed back over to the spell book to double check the symbols for the outermost circle. The sun was getting closer to the top of the sky, so there wasn't much time left before noon. Still, if he hadn't screwed anything up, they should be set.


  "Thanks," Madison said absently, taking the bottle of water Adam passed him. He knelt down next to the book, tracing his finger over the symbols and muttering their order under his breath for the hundredth time. Standing, he took a long swig of the warm water and wandered into the circle again. He verified the last few symbols then gestured at Adam to come closer.


  "Check it for me?" Madison asked, smothering a yawn with another swig of water. He'd kill for a bottle of ice cold water, but he doubted there were any convenience stores lurking in the middle of the desert for the rare mage who wanted a cold bottle of water.


  Adam nodded, and Madison wandered out of the circle, the ground hot and gritty beneath his bare feet. He should probably put his shoes back on, but the thought of baking his feet in the confines of his shoes was unappealing. He'd just deal with the heat; in less than an hour he should be passed out, and he wouldn't care about his feet then. Dropping the empty water bottle next to their bags, Madison sat down heavily underneath the shaded overhang Adam had rigged up with canvas and thin plastic rods.


  Glancing over at the spell circle, Madison watched Adam prowl the spell circle, nodding and occasionally mumbling something to himself. It was cute, and Madison watched Adam for a moment longer despite his intention to dig out another bottle of water. Adam had stripped down to just jeans and a pale yellow t-shirt. He was barefoot, following Madison's example, and a frown of concentration furrowed his brow as he studied the marks Madison had carved.


  It was a good look for him, and it was far too easy for Madison to imagine that look of concentration in a more intimate setting.


  Scowling at himself, Madison jerked his gaze away and reached for his bag. Maybe the heat was getting to him, even if he was lying if he tried to say that was the first time such a thought had crossed his mind.


  It didn't matter how attractive Adam was, Madison thought, finally finding an unopened water bottle at the bottom of his bag. All evidence pointed to Adam's being interested in women, and that was even discounting that Madison was obligated to not like Adam for his treatment of Madison's sister. He didn't like Adam at all, anyway.


  "Looks good to me," Adam said, approaching with a smile. He looked happy, but he usually did whenever Madison saw him. Adam didn't seem to have settings other than 'happy' or 'dejected,' and the latter was usually after some biting comment from Madison. "Thanks for letting me look it over."


  "You've done this more than I have," Madison said, shrugging dismissively. He glanced up at the sun, frowning and tilting his head pensively. "Half an hour to go til noon?"


  "Thereabouts," Adam agreed after studying the sun's position for a moment. He settled on the ground next to Madison under the shade of the overhang. It was too close for Madison's liking, but there was only so much room under the canvas Adam had rigged up, and Madison wasn't mean enough to kick him out into the sun. That was his biggest problem, really; he wasn't mean enough, and Adam kept taking that as an opening.


  Madison sat silently, studying the spell circles as he sipped slowly at the bottle of water. Adam shifted restlessly beside him, the cheap plastic of his water bottle crinkling loudly as he toyed with it. Madison glanced at him without really meaning to, frowning when he realized that Adam was staring at him, obviously hesitating to say something.


  "What?" Madison asked, too tired and hot to put any real venom into it.


  "Nothing," Adam said, but the tone of his voice and the way his eyes skittered away when he said it belied that. Madison sighed and rolled his eyes for good measure just so Adam would be completely aware of how unimpressed he was by that answer.


  "Look, just—" Adam said, his voice laced with frustration. "The thing with Lydia, it was never a thing. She just didn't want to admit that she wasn't… that I didn't want her."


  "Right, so," Madison said crisply, jamming the plastic cap back onto his water bottle and favoring Adam with a scathing look. "You just saw her and decided you wanted to be friends with her, and that was all? You did approach her, did you not?"


  "I did, but just to ask—I just wanted to ask her about—" Adam stammered out, looking miserable and tired. Madison nearly felt bad, but he wasn't going to let Adam trick him into that. Lydia had sounded quite upset in her email, and then insisted on not talking about it when they'd met for lunch the following week. Lydia always wanted to gossip, so Adam had really hurt her feelings.


  "About Emma, right," Madison finished for him, rolling his eyes again. He dropped the water bottle back into his bag and stood. "I'm going to go double check the circle."


  Madison started walking that way, but Adam didn't let him get more than a few steps, scrambling to his feet and grabbing Madison's arm. Madison tripped and would have fallen, except Adam managed to both keep him upright and turn Madison so he was face to face with Adam's chin.


  "What—" Madison began, scowling and jerking his arm free of Adam's grasp.


  "Emma?" Adam asked incredulously, cutting off Madison's angry question. "I never—Madison, I thought—" Adam stopped, visibly taking a deep breath and collecting himself before continuing. "It wasn't Emma, Madison. It was you. I thought you knew that."


  "Wait, is that supposed to make it better? You strung my sister along for a chance at me? How was that going to work?" Madison sneered, crossing his arms and glaring. Why had Lydia lied about that, though? Adam was too damn earnest about it to be lying—unless he was a better actor than Madison gave him credit for. Besides, what good would it really do Adam to proclaim he'd been after Madison instead of Lydia's roommate Emma?


  "I didn't string her along!" Adam shouted, throwing up his hands and scowling angrily. "She was the one stringing me along!" Madison snorted in disbelief, making Adam slouch, hunching his shoulders together dejectedly.


  "She was," Adam muttered, and he didn't drop his gaze as Madison expected, but stared unflinching and sullen at Madison. "I wanted to ask her, to find out if you would be at all receptive to me asking you to dinner or if you would light me on fire for asking. She wouldn't say, but kept making me meet up with her, promising to tell me, but never actually telling me anything about you, so I gave up and stopped meeting her when she asked, and then she started that damn rumor that I'd played her."


  Madison narrowed his eyes at Adam, considering. Adam was Lydia's type—tall, handsome, and magically powerful. She'd also obviously lied about where Adam's interests lay; Madison didn't doubt that Adam was being genuine when he said he'd been interested in Madison, not Emma. He was too earnest, though that was probably past tense now. Madison refused to think about that, though, and instead focused on Lydia—obviously he needed to talk to her again.


  In the meantime, he had to figure out how to deal with Adam. Getting the binding ceremony done with was the first thing. Then he could sort out what the truth was and go from there. Glancing up at the sun, Madison decided they had about fifteen minutes before he had to cast. Turning sharply on his bare heel, Madison headed for the spell circle.


  "What, that's it?" Adam asked, his footsteps sounding far too loud as he followed Madison.


  Scowling, Madison whirled back around, nearly running into Adam. Glaring up at him, Madison stuck his jaw out stubbornly and demanded, "What do you want, Adam? For me to just forget everything Lydia said and believe you and you alone? I did that with Lydia and look how well that turned out!" Adam had the grace to look sheepish, but Madison glared at him a long moment more anyway to drive home the point.


  "What do you suggest, then?" Adam asked, quieter and no small bit hopeful, though it was obvious he was trying to hide that. Madison frowned. Maybe Adam wasn't completely over his interest? More likely he was hoping to make nice so that Madison wouldn't mess up the casting for him.


  "I suggest we double check the spell circle and then cast the binding," Madison said tartly, then, when Adam's face fell, added, "Then I can pass out, we'll go back to campus, and I'll get the truth out of Lydia."


  "How?" Adam asked morosely. "She'll just lie again." He looked like a kicked puppy, but Madison refused to feel bad. He was just being practical, after all.


  "She's my sister," Madison said darkly. "I have ways of making her tell the truth."


  "Then what?" Adam asked, eyeing Madison warily, as if Madison might suggest lighting them all on fire. That was a tempting solution, but the fines for that were outrageous.


   "Depends on what the truth is," Madison said, shrugging. Adam nodded, apparently accepting that, though he still looked morose and dejected. Madison hesitated; he had been planning to leave it at that, but if Adam was telling the truth… well, Madison would feel terrible in his place. "Since I won't be able to find out until we get back to campus, we'll just have to meet up later this week."


  Adam looked startled, but he rallied quickly. "I'm usually in the student center for lunch? At the café. You could meet me there?"


  Madison pretended to think about it for a moment, just to make Adam squirm, because he didn't want Adam to think he was giving in that easily. "That should work. I don't know when I'll get the chance to talk to her, so it could be later in the week."


  "That's fine," Adam said, giving Madison a wide, happy smile. He definitely wasn't lying about his interest in Madison, unless Madison was completely misreading the situation. It also wasn't a past tense interest, and Madison… would deal with that later.


  "Good," Madison said, letting a tiny smile slip. Adam beamed even more widely, and Madison turned away from it before he did something stupid like say he believed Adam and why didn't they just skip right to dinner on Friday? "We need to do the spell. I don't want to be out here tomorrow because we missed the window for casting."


  "Right, of course," Adam said, falling into step beside Madison as he headed towards the circle. "Thank you for doing this, really. I don't know what I would have done if—"


  "Adam," Madison said, cutting him off. "We've been over this. You don't have to thank me. I would have done it for anyone." Adam's face fell slightly, and Madison hesitated, but in the end couldn't keep his mouth shut. "Look, if it turns out you're telling the truth, you can thank me with dinner. That's more than enough. Now get in your spot and shut up."


  Adam laughed, brightening, apparently not at all put off by Madison's bossiness. That was good—Madison was bossy a lot, and if Adam couldn't put up with it… and now Madison was thinking long-term, and he really needed not to do that. At least, not until after he talked with Lydia again. Shaking his head, Madison followed Adam to the center of the spell circle.


  Adam took his place in the topmost triangle carved within the innermost circle, while Madison put one foot in each of the remaining two triangles, then held out his hands. He ignored the thrill he felt when Adam took his hands and instead looked up to study the position of the sun.


  "Good?" Madison asked. Adam nodded, squeezing his hands. Madison ignored that, shutting his eyes so he could concentrate. Calling up the energy that always burned, bright and steady at the back of his mind, Madison let it course through his veins. Holding it for a moment, Madison simply reveled in the feel of his magical energy, taking slow, deep breaths before feeling out the lines of the spell circle.


  Once he could feel the lines of the circle, Madison shoved, pushing all of his energy into the spell circle. Brilliant green flames spun out along the lines of the spell circle, flaring high above Madison's head. Madison didn't feel their heat—he never did—and he smiled to see them, even as the flames immediately began to die down.


  He was gripping Adam's hands too tightly, Madison realized, and he forced his hands to relax. Madison frowned, wondering if the spell had worked. There was no way to tell from his end of it. He had successfully fed all his energy into the circle, though, and that was a good sign. If the spell circle had been incomplete, the energy would have ricocheted back around to find him again.


  That would have hurt more than being drained would, and Madison hoped the after effects waited a few more minutes before kicking in. He felt oddly hollow, but that was normal. He'd only drained himself twice before:  once accidentally before he had any training, and another time in the lab when he'd accidentally mis-carved a symbol in a spell circle.


  "Did it work?" Madison asked. The last of his green flames died out, leaving nothing but scorched spell lines behind. Madison blinked; he would have to remember to clear the casting circle when he woke up, since there was no way for him to do it now.


  "Perfectly," Adam said, squeezing Madison's hands. "Thank you."


  Madison shrugged, flushing and feeling a little dizzy. Adam's touch wasn't that special… then his head spun again, and Madison remembered, oh yeah, side effects. That thought was quickly followed by another dizzy spell, and Madison gratefully leaned on Adam, pleased that Adam at least had the sense to be a sturdy person.


  He was barely aware as Adam led him out of the spell circle and over to the makeshift shelter Adam had set up. Then the heat of the sun was substituted for the barely cooler shade, and Adam pushed him down on the rolled out sleeping bag with the admonition to sleep. Madison tried to retort that it was more like passing out, but he was already gone.


  *~*~*


  Madison barely remembered the hike back to Adam's car or the drive back to campus. Adam respected that Madison wanted nothing more than to sleep; he kept quiet the entire drive as Madison passed out, stretched out in the back seat of Adam's tiny blue car. Adam also walked him to his dorm room. His was a single because the university had long learned that the perils of rooming fire mages with other students outweighed the expense of assigning all fire mages to single rooms.


  Madison managed a somewhat coherent goodbye, then immediately collapsed into bed.


  He woke up fourteen hours later, starving but feeling much more awake and alive than he had since the casting. If he had his days right, it was Monday, which meant classes. That would make it difficult to track Lydia down if she wasn't in her room. Thankfully, Madison didn't have to worry about classes until Wednesday; he'd been given Monday and Tuesday off from classes for his part in the casting spell. He also was excused from any complex spell casting for a few weeks until his energy was back at a respectable level. 


  Since he had nowhere to be, he could get a late… lunch, Madison decided after a glance at the clock. Then he could drop by Lydia's room and head back here to do some of the homework that he'd meant to do over the weekend before he'd gotten roped into Adam's binding. Madison changed quickly and jammed a hat on over his bed hair. Food was currently taking precedence over washing the desert off.


  An hour later, Madison stood outside his sister's dorm room. The door was decorated in the typical Price Hall fashion. There was a pink-framed whiteboard with a purple marker attached on which had been drawn pink hearts, purple flowers, and the message Lydia and Emma live here written in blue. The RA for the floor had created door tags in the shape of gift bags; the bags were pink with yellow polka dots with real, lime green tissue paper glued to the top.


  Madison shifted impatiently, then gave in and knocked again. He hated visiting Price. It was the only all-women dormitory building on campus, and the students that inhabited the hall always acted like he was the first guy they had ever seen and like it was against the rules for him to be there. It wasn't, not until after ten o'clock. He still had several hours before then, and he was visiting his sister, not up to no good.


  No one was answering the door, and Madison frowned. He'd thought he'd heard some noise from within the room. Price wasn't the newest of dorms, though. There was every chance the sound he'd heard had come from another room. Lydia was probably out then.


  Shrugging, Madison turned away, glaring at the woman who was hovering in her doorway across the hall and two doors down. She just stared at him, looking rather like she was taking notes on his appearance, and Madison rolled his eyes as he left the building. Perhaps he should have gotten that shower before visiting. It was very possible he looked like a complete bum.


  Madison visited three more times over two days before finally considering drastic measures. Lydia hadn't replied to either his texts or his email asking to meet up, and Madison was starting to think he was being ignored. Madison hadn't said why he wanted to talk to her, but he rarely had a reason; they usually just met for lunch once a month or so.


  Frowning at the dorm room door, Madison wondered how pissed Lydia would be if he tried going to the RA, pretending he was worried for his sister. She'd missed lunch with him, and she wasn't answering his texts or emails. He was worried. Knocking again, ignoring the creepy stare of the woman across the hall, Madison decided it was worth a shot.


  It couldn't be coincidence that Lydia was ignoring him immediately after Madison returned from a two-day trip to the desert with Adam. Before Madison could follow that line of thought, though, Lydia's dorm room door opened.


  "Hey, Mads," Emma, Lydia's roommate, greeted. She didn't look happy or unhappy to see him, just bored, and Madison took that as a good sign. "Lydia isn't here. She's been spending time in the library because she doesn't think you'll look for her there."


  "I wouldn't," Madison said agreeably. He liked Emma, mostly because she didn't seem to have any respect for Lydia's stupidity or outlandish plans. "Do I have to go track her down? Or do you know anything about this mess with Adam?"


  "I might," Emma said, then glanced past Madison towards the door where the creepy watcher stood, not even bothering to hide that she was hanging on their every word. "Come in, why don't you?" Emma said with fake sweetness.


  She stepped back, allowing Madison into the room. Madison took the opening, slipping into the room and stopping a few steps into the room. It was neat on both sides and very obviously divided into two, with Lydia's belongings arranged neatly on the right side and Emma's on the left. It was decorated entirely too femininely for Madison's tastes, though Lydia's side of the room was all yellows and greens while Emma had more pink. The only thing he didn't object to was the poster of a shirtless actor taped up by the window.


  "Get a life, Stacey!" Emma shouted once Madison was securely in the room. She slammed the door in emphasis, and a moment later there was an echoing slam from across the hall. Madison snorted, but he was more interested in talking about Adam than he was in talking about the creepy girl across the hall.


  "Anyway," Emma said, turning and flipping her long, flat-ironed hair over her shoulder. "Lydia is avoiding you, which suits me just fine because it means I get the room to myself more. So I'll tell you about this bull she pulled with Adam, and you won't tell her I told you, so she'll keep hanging out in the library to avoid you."


  "I'll even keep trying to get in touch with her," Madison promised, grinning. He was eighty percent sure Lydia had made the whole thing up at this point; there was no reason for her to be avoiding him otherwise. He wasn't above a little petty revenge, and he did like Emma and had no problems doing her favors. 


  "Excellent," Emma said, returning the grin with a quick smile. "Now, I can only tell you what little I know, but Lydia was pretty transparent about the whole thing. She had her heart set on dating Adam, and you know how she gets when she decides she 'needs' a guy." Emma rolled her eyes, obviously unimpressed by Lydia. "So she kept trying to trap him into dates, never mind that anyone with a pair of eyes could see he had no interest in women." Emma paused, studying her cherry red fingernails thoughtfully for a moment before continuing. "I kept hearing her tease him about how she'd give 'it' to him if he met her here or there or did this or that for her. Because that's totally the best way to start any relationship."


  "I doubt Lydia was thinking that far ahead," Madison said dryly. He loved his sister, but she was a complete moron when it came to dating. That had been why it hadn't been hard to believe she'd been duped by a guy into believing he was interested in her when he was really just using her to get closer to someone else.


  "She never does," Emma said, shrugging dismissively, as though Lydia's boy troubles were the least of her concern. "He kept refusing and shutting her down, shockingly. Then he gave up and told her he didn't need her help and started ignoring her. That pissed her off, and after a week of getting the cold shoulder she finally gets the hint and starts moping.


  "Then she starts going on and on about how he'd just been using her, and that he'd never cared about her, and that the only reason he'd been 'with her' at all was to get to me." Emma made air quotes as she said the words with her, obviously dismissive of the idea that Adam and Lydia had ever been dated. Madison snorted, and Emma said dryly, "Apparently, he then decided against that too. Were that the case, I wouldn't blame him; dealing with Lydia is enough to put anyone off."


  "For your sake, I hope not," Madison said because that really wasn't fair to Emma. She didn't seem too concerned though, just flippantly waved it off.


  "It was all a load of bull, anyway," Emma said with relish, apparently enjoying the chance to gossip. "Adam stopped by twice while I was here, but he never gave me a second look, not even when I talked to him. He was polite, but not interested. He seemed like a nice enough guy, though, and he was definitely smart enough to get away from Lydia quickly."


  "Do you know what he wanted from her?" Madison asked, though he was pretty sure he knew. Adam had wanted to know more about him, and Lydia had obviously misrepresented the entire 'relationship.' Emma's story too closely matched up with what Adam had told him, and combined with Lydia's avoidance of him… it was more than enough for Madison to believe what Adam had told him.


  "Don't know," Emma said, shrugging disinterestedly. "Neither said, at least not in my hearing."


  "Ah, well, I don't suppose I need to know that," Madison said, running a hand through his hair. So evidence supported that Lydia had been lying, which meant that he needed to find Adam. It was just before lunch, so he could probably still catch Adam at the café… "Thanks, Em. I'll make sure to keep Lydia thinking I'm still dropping by."


  "Thanks," Emma said, smiling again before heading towards the door. "I'll have to tell her I talked to you, since Stacey saw us and she's the world's biggest gossip, but I'll just tell her you dropped by, and I brushed you off."


  "Maybe we can get her to live in the library for the rest of the year?" Madison suggested hopefully, following Emma to the door. "I'm sure my parents would be happy with the improvement on her grades."


  "I can only hope," Emma muttered as she opened the door. She raised her voice, casting a signinfcant look at Stacey's door. "She's just been so busy with her classes lately. I'm not sure where she is, but I'll tell her you dropped by."


  "Thanks," Madison said, raising his voice as well. "I appreciate it. See you around, Em."


  "See you," Emma said, waiting until he was walking down the hallway to shut the door behind him. Stacey wasn't standing in her doorway for the first time since Madison had started visiting, though Madison would lay good odds on her hiding behind the door and peeping out through the peephole. Did she not have class? He really didn't care, though; he had more important things to worry about.


  Heading out of Price Hall, Madison started towards the student center. It was time to talk to Adam, mostly just to settle where they were going to dinner. Provided Adam wanted to take him to dinner after everything else. Madison shoved away his nerves. Adam had still seemed interested when they'd been talking at the casting site. He doubted two days would have changed that.


  He hoped, anyway.


  *~*~*


  Adam was eating in the back of the huge café in the student center as he'd promised. The café was a popular lunch destination; it sold coffee drinks, smoothies, sandwiches, salads, and a variety of other quick lunch options. Adam was sitting with Bradley, whose crutches were propped against the wall behind their table, and a young woman who Madison only vaguely recognized from the water magic department.


  "Hey," Madison greeted Adam, giving the water mage a nod and completely ignoring Bradley. He was still pissed at Bradley for being an idiot. Adam looked up and immediately smiled, simultaneously setting his sandwich down.


  "Hey," Adam replied, and Bradley snickered, apparently reading something into that exchange. Adam's smile was a little dopey, sure, but that was no reason to laugh. Madison shot him a quelling look that didn't faze him in the least, then turned back to Adam.


  "Can I talk to you for a minute?" Madison asked, glancing at the water mage uncertainly as it occurred to him Adam could be working. There were a few open books and notebooks scattered on the table so it very well could have been a homework session for them. "If you're not busy."


  "No, of course not. I mean, I'm not busy," Adam said, wiping his hands on a napkin. He stood hastily, nearly knocking over his chair. Bradley snickered, and Madison debated kicking him. He wasn't mean enough to kick an injured idiot, though, and settled for a glare.


  "Don't worry, Bradley," Madison said cheerfully, stepping up to the table and leaning closer to Bradley menacingly. "You and I will be having a talk when your ankle is healed."


  "Sure thing, Princess," Bradley said happily, unperturbed as always by Madison's threats. With good reason—Bradley was a class ahead of him and a higher caliber fire mage to boot. He was also long used to Madison's threats, given that, as the only two advanced fire magics students on campus, they shared lab space. Bradley seemed physically incapable of cleaning up after his experiments in said labs, which meant Madison was often threatening him with physical harm.


  Madison leveled another glare on him, then turned away dismissively, gesturing Adam towards an empty area by the trash cans. Not the most romantic of places, but it was far enough away that Bradley wouldn't be able to overhear. Leaning against the wall, Madison looked up at Adam, suddenly nervous despite his confidence that Adam wouldn't turn him down for a dinner date.


  "How are you feeling?" Adam asked before Madison could figure out how to start.


  "What? Fine," Madison said, confused for a moment. Why was Adam asking about his health? Then Madison remembered the casting, and he really was being an idiot if he'd forgotten that. He'd drained himself—normal, for that spell—but it affected his health so of course Adam would ask about it. "Really, nearly good as new. I just need a week or two to recoup the energy I lost."


  "Good," Adam said, looking relieved. "Bradley was telling me horror stories—"


  "Because he's an ass," Madison said, scowling past Adam to where Bradley and the water mage sat, both avidly watching them. Madison rolled his eyes, unsurprised at that. Why did he know so many nosy people?


  "I'm still glad you're okay," Adam said earnestly. Madison returned Adam's smile; it was open and happy and completely infectious, and Madison decided he'd made the right choice when he hadn't completely dismissed Adam's version of events out of hand.


  "Um, so," Madison said, striving to stay on topic. "I haven't talked to Lydia." Adam's face fell, and Madison hastened to continue, "I did talk to Emma." Adam gave him a blank, confused look. Madison filled in, "Lydia's roommate?" even as realization dawned on Adam's face.


  "Right," Adam said, looking hopeful again. Really, if Madison had been paying any attention, he would have realized that Adam couldn't hide a damn thing. He wore every emotion on his face.


  "Any way, she confirmed pretty much everything you said," Madison said, grinning wickedly as he added, "with the caveat that I not tell Lydia we talked since apparently Lydia's been hanging out in the library to avoid me, and that gives Emma the room to herself."


  Adam laughed, leaning in closer to Madison. Madison ignored the way his face heated—unfortunately there was no way his stupid tendency towards blushing was in any way hidden in the bright lights of the café—and Adam just had to make it worse by asking, "So?" in a deeper tone of voice than was usual for him.


  "Dinner? Friday night?" Madison suggested, his heartbeat kicking up a notch in anticipation. What if Adam said no? What if this was an elaborate joke to get back at Madison for ignoring him before?


  "Of course," Adam said, beaming, and Madison smiled back, relieved. "The Ranchhouse?" Madison's eyebrows rose—that was the most popular sit down place in town. It wasn't overly expensive, but the food was good, hearty fare, and it was popular enough that getting a reservation only a few days in advance was impossible. "I know someone."


  "All right, then," Madison accepted, then dug out a pen and grabbed Adam's hand. Adam looked briefly surprised, but he didn't protest as Madison scrawled his phone number on the back of his hand.


  "That's my cell," Madison said briskly. "You can call or text me, though I probably won't answer if I'm in class. Also, I will kill you if it's after eleven or before eight, even on weekends."


  "Not after eleven or before eight," Adam repeated, grinning down at his hand. "Want mine, or should I just text you?"


  "Just text me," Madison said then glanced up at the clock. "I need to go. One o'clock class. Thump Bradley for me, will you?"


  Adam laughed, then, instead of replying, leaned in and kissed Madison, quick and soft and sweet. Madison blushed all over again, but he smiled even as Adam stepped back slightly.


  "Will do," Adam said cheerfully, recalling Madison to the conversation. "Talk to you soon?"


  "Yeah, definitely," Madison said, giving Adam another smile before heading out of the café.


  He ignored the table where Bradley and the water mage were sitting. Bradley would probably give him hell later, but Madison didn't care, and really, he supposed he couldn't be too angry at Bradley for breaking his ankle and saddling Madison with casting the binding, not when the outcome was Adam. 


  Fin
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