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      The Major Players

      Nikolai: Psychopathic wannabe dark wizard, natural-born telepath, too horny for his own good. Medea’s apprentice. Reasonably accurate portrayal of Antisocial Personality Disorder (psychopathy) confirmed by psychologist and multiple people with ASPD.

      

      Medea: Immortal autistic bookworm with a special interest in magic and kicking ass. At home in her element and a hot mess everywhere else. Currently training Nikolai. Accurate portrayal of autism because the author is autistic.

      

      Yoxtl: Furloughed trickster spirit, will work for souls. Pronouns are yit/yitself when inside its point of view. Has the ability to teleport to known locations (or people, via a blood link). Can choose who sees and hears it, and whether to be corporeal.

      

      The Magic

      Spells take three things to cast: mana, will, and focus.

      

      Mana is like magical energy, and the amount of mana a spell takes is directly proportional to the amount of energy expended. (Except when it’s not. Don’t come at me with numbers. I didn’t enjoy physics in college, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to do the math for every spell now. Just understand this isn’t Star Wars—the size of the object moved does matter.)

      

      Will is the caster’s commitment to action.

      

      Focus is the caster’s ability to concentrate and see precisely what they wish to happen.

      

      Magi are people born with enough inherent mana to cast spells. They can increase their natural mana pool by casting spells, just as an athlete can increase stamina or strength through training.

      

      Mundanes are people born below this threshold. Most are unaware magic exists.

      

      Witches are people who get their mana from a spirit in exchange for their soul (upon death). However, Mundanes often apply this term to anyone who uses magic.

      

      Spirits are conscious beings made of magic.

      

      Gateways are magical portals connecting distant places together. Medea has a hub of them on her island.

      

      There is much more, but Medea goes into great detail in Dark Apprentice and I’m not going to repeat everything here.

      

      The Story Thus Far

      Reminders of major events in Dark Apprentice take place within the book itself, in the form of mini-flashbacks (you know, those paragraphs you skim over if you’re binging). I’m planning on this being a long series, though, so I will probably end up using this place for more detailed recaps in later books.

      

      If you missed the bonus epilogue for Dark Apprentice, you can grab it here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR NOTES

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Yes, there are author notes at the beginning and the end now.

      

        

      
        This book nearly broke me. Both because I had to split it and because it covers heavy topics like racism and mental health treatment (or what passed for it) in 1957. While not historical fiction, the series is based in the real world, which is an objectively shitty place to live depending on who you are. To say this book strained my own mental health is putting it mildly. I had to stop many times during my research because it was so upsetting. I will never cease to be devastated at the casual horrors humans inflict on one another. It didn’t help that I was doing revisions during a global pandemic or that certain news stories mirrored scenes I’d written—things that shouldn’t still be happening today but most decidedly are.

      

        

      
        I’ve always intended for the series to overlap with historical social issues, so I got a little concerned when readers praised Dark Apprentice for not taking itself too seriously. Don’t get me wrong, there’s a lot of humor in Dark Mind, but it is dark fantasy and certain parts are intentionally uncomfortable. There are the things you expect: swearing, violence, murder, gore, and body horror. But there is also sexism, racism, homophobia, and ableism (as usual, written to be accurate). Perhaps someday I will write cozy fantasy, but today is not that day.

      

        

      
        Special thanks to all my beta readers, but particularly Kakwasi, who generously donated her time to help ensure that my portrayals of Black characters and their experiences in the 1950s were accurate, and to Jem for doing the same with regard to the Black disabled autistic experience.
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      Nikolai landed hard on the smoldering ground. Something burned, but it wasn’t the grass. A tendril of flame snaked up his lapel. He smothered it with his hand and discarded the coat.

      “Why must you overdress for everything?” Medea stood a ways away, a ball of fire dancing from one hand to the other.

      “This is perfectly acceptable casual wear. See? No tie. If it offends you, I can take everything off.”

      A fireball winged toward him. He rolled away, then sprang to his feet and replaced his shield. It was barely up before the next bolt hit. Even with his heels dug in, the force pushed him back several inches.

      Heat radiated through the shield. Water. He needed water. Medea had intentionally chosen a location far from lakes and streams to practice combating pyromancy. At first, he’d tried to summon water, as he did with food, but Medea had tsked and told him to try something else. Lately she’d doubled down on insisting he be more creative in solving problems, discarding his first and sometimes his second ideas.

      Conjuring water hadn’t yielded nearly enough. His meager attempts turned to steam and dissipated. Conjuring, unlike summoning, made use of whatever was in the vicinity, and the air was simply too dry.

      He shot a spell from behind his shield, not really aiming, just trying to buy himself time to look around. A fine layer of white gravel covered the dry earth, reflecting the intense midday sun. What little vegetation dotted the landscape was yellow and parched. No water there. A small grove of trees stood in the distance. Would they hold enough moisture?

      Fire kissed his toes. He yelped and danced backward. It had been two years since he began training with Medea, and he still couldn’t launch projectile spells from any point other than his own body. She’d told him to keep practicing, that it would come, but in the meantime, he was forced to use a partial shield, one that left several body parts exposed, a weakness Medea consistently exploited.

      “It’s not good to stay in one spot for too long!” she called out, conjuring a flaming lasso and sending it hurtling in his direction.

      He tried to move, but he was too late. The lasso encircled him, shield and all. Pain seared his unprotected back. He slashed apart the lasso and bolted for the grove.

      Blood pounded in his ears. As soon as he reached the trees, he started drawing water from the foliage into the space between his hands. Leaves browned and fell like rain. When all the leaves had been drained, he had an orb with enough water to counter a single fireball. It wouldn’t make a difference in the onslaught he knew was coming.

      Medea strolled toward the grove at a leisurely pace, as if she were simply enjoying the countryside. When she reached the trees, her eyes fell to the ankle-deep mass of leaves.

      She shook her head. “That was a mistake.” With a flick of her wrist, the carpet of dried leaves burst into flame.

      He spun the orb about himself, encasing his body in a thin film of water, and tore from the grove, flames licking at his heels. He crested a small hill and flung himself down the opposite side, out of Medea’s line of sight.

      He was missing something. Medea was forever lecturing him about tackling problems from a new angle. Water was the obvious counter to fire. What was less obvious?

      Regular fire needed fuel to burn, but magical flames could be conjured at will and hurled through the air. Magical fire might not need fuel, but it was a fair bet it still required oxygen.

      Back over the hill, Medea had just left the inferno. Ash and embers swirled around her. Already her palms were filling with fire. A year ago, he wouldn’t have recognized it for what it was—pure spectacle, a handicapping of her abilities for his benefit, as he’d once done for his sparring partners. She could unleash fire instantaneously, but then he’d never be able to dodge or block, and he’d never learn.

      He focused on the air in front of him, willing out the oxygen. The fireball would extinguish before hitting. Sweat beaded his brow. The necessary focus was like nothing he’d ever experienced before. His chest hurt with the effort.

      As the first fireball hit the oxygen-free zone, it winked out. The pain in his chest was excruciating now. He ignored it, holding his focus as the second fireball approached. Instead of winking out, the fireball grew dim. Everything was getting dim. He had to focus just a little longer! The fireball extinguished, and the world went black.
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      “. . . Nikolai . . . Nikolai!”

      Someone called his name from far away. His head pounded. A hazy red shape hovered above him—Medea?

      He sat up and the world spun. A firm hand pushed him back down.

      “Not yet.” Medea knelt beside him. Christ, how many times had he been unconscious around her?

      “What happened?” He rubbed his eyes with his palms, stars adding chaos to his vision. Memories came back slowly—pyromancy . . . trees . . . he had tried to stop a fireball.

      “You blacked out. When you suffocate fire, take better care not to suffocate yourself as well.” She sounded amused.

      He groaned. So that’s why his chest had hurt. He should’ve left a small region of oxygen near his face. He’d been so focused on pushing it all away that he hadn’t realized his error.

      “Didn’t you feel it?” she asked. “You almost drowned twice. I should think you’d be used to the sensation.”

      “I felt it. I just ignored it.”

      “Pain is the body’s way of saying—”

      “—that something is wrong. I know, I know.”

      Medea helped him sit up. “Heal yourself.”

      He turned his focus inward and urged his body to heal. She’d taught him little else the past year. He could now heal surface wounds with minimal scarring, mend bones, even regrow limbs, though the latter took far too long to be practical in combat. Grievous injuries were still a challenge, especially if they involved internal organs—he was no good with those—and the small details, what Medea called “fine work,” eluded him completely. She could glance at someone and instantly know their ailments but couldn’t adequately describe half the things she did, working from some intuition he lacked. The body simply spoke to her in a way he couldn’t perceive. When he failed to grasp the fine work, she’d been unable to hide her disappointment.

      “I’m not sure my healing is doing anything.”

      “It’s not. Here.”

      The world came into sharp focus.

      “Can you stand?”

      He tried his legs and nodded. Getting up proved harder than anticipated. Once on his feet, he felt like a gentle breeze might knock him over.

      “Come on. I’ll support you.”

      He began to walk, and a magical force steadied him. Medea never did by hand anything that could be done with magic. Even if that weren’t the case, an arm around him would have been too familiar. She set a brisk pace toward the gateway, the force nudging him along as she lectured.

      “You did quite well at the end there, despite your blunder. However, you missed a very bountiful resource at your disposal—earth. It can be used to smother fire, blind your opponent, block attacks. Even if you have nothing else at your disposal, remember you always have that.”

      They arrived at the gateway—a space between two massive boulders. Medea, with her slight frame and short stature, slid through easily. Nikolai ducked his head and turned sideways to shimmy through the opening but got stuck.

      “Why must you hide your gateways in the most enclosed spaces?”

      “Why must you keep complaining about it?”

      He sucked in his stomach and pushed against the rough granite, nearly tumbling into the gateway room. He grasped the center table to steady himself, then reached back and yanked out the peg marking their location, depositing it in the box.

      “You going up to your room to juggle oranges?” he asked.

      Every afternoon she retired to her room. When he’d begun his apprenticeship, he’d imagined she was doing all sorts of sordid things up there, most involving black magic and draining his youth to keep herself young. That hadn’t turned out to be the case, and while he now knew he could just ask and get an answer, it was far more entertaining to postulate increasingly outlandish theories. Sometimes he got a laugh from Medea. Today she rolled her eyes.

      “No oranges. I did want to talk to you before retiring though.” Medea took a steadying breath, as she always did before saying something important or launching into a lecture. “I’ve decided you’re ready to begin telepathy training.”

      Yes! He kept his face impassive. He’d spent a year boiling water and stacking stones and getting his ass kicked in sparring sessions. All Useful, but not what he craved. Telepathy though—that was a talent he was born with. Medea’s library was filled with books written by mages trying to acquire a tenth of the power he naturally possessed. With Medea’s aid, he could become the most powerful telepath who’d ever lived.

      “We will be training in America, so I’d like you to take a few days to adjust to the time difference.”

      “I’ll be fine,” he said hurriedly. “We can start tomorrow.”

      Medea balked at the suggestion. “Well, I need to adjust.”

      “It’s okay, no need to apologize. I know at your advanced age you probably need lots of rest and—ow!” He rubbed his arm. “Must you attack me?”

      “When you’re running your mouth, yes. Unless you want me to seal it again.” Her smile crumpled at his chilly expression. “I, uh . . .”

      He stepped forward. Medea was so short that he loomed over her. “No, please continue. What about my face?”

      During the first year of his apprenticeship, he’d been opposed to learning any magic outside of what he considered “dark.” To make a point, Medea bested him in a sparring match using only healing magic. She hit him in the face with a spell designed to heal damaged tissue. His mouth and nose had sealed shut. He’d had to cut open his own face to breathe, but the wound had rapidly closed again. Subsequent injuries, no matter how small, caused the tissue to swell out of control. A single nick while shaving could wipe out weeks of facial reconstruction. He’d resigned himself to wearing a beard for months, though it made repairs even more difficult, until at last he was able to remove the spell.

      With the spell gone, the skin no longer regrew when damaged, but he wasn’t good enough at healing to restore his once-perfect face. He’d hoped that by learning healing, Medea would consent to return his face to normal. She hadn’t. And now she had the gall to make cracks about his scars.

      Medea met his gaze with stony eyes. “I stand by my decision. If you practice, eventually you should be able to—”

      “I’ve been practicing for a year!”

      “Then practice for another. Or ten. I’ll not do it for you. Take two days off. Friday, we go to America.” She spun and exited, leaving him alone with his desire to strangle her.

      He gave her a minute to cross the common room before proceeding to his own. He pulled off his shirt—scuffed and scorched—and threw it into the wastebasket. He’d get another in London tomorrow. Harper was due for a visit anyway. He’d let most of his other relationships lie fallow the past two years. Medea’s training schedule didn’t leave him with much recreational time.

      The gilded mirror above his desk beckoned. Try as he might, he couldn’t avoid locking eyes with the image. Once handsome and impeccably chiseled, his ruined face still bore evidence of Medea’s attack. He’d returned his nose to its proper shape and smoothed out his skin, but like a wax figure, it was indescribably wrong. Replicating the details that made the face human was beyond his capabilities. If not for the illusion Harper had constructed to hide the damage, he’d never be able to show his face in public.

      And yet there were those who could see through the illusion. Yoxtl had. Medea probably could. Would more powerful allies spurn him because of his face? If he cultivated others and raised them to power, would they one day gasp in shock at the revelation of his true form?

      Unacceptable. He’d find a way around it one way or another, and telepathy just might be the key.
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      Loud knocking jogged Nikolai awake.

      “Mmpf?”

      “Get up,” said Medea through the door. She never set foot in his room if she could help it. “We leave in thirty minutes.”

      Nikolai rose and stretched. Back in Haven, he’d chosen decor with an eye for what would appeal to others, particularly women—tasteful paintings, silk sheets, even a picture of his “mother.” Lacking someone to impress, he’d begun decorating more to his style. There were subtle touches of opulence—a golden mirror, candelabra, and inkwell. Furs adorned the bed. At the front of the room hung a painting of a tormented man being attacked by a serpent. Further back and slightly out of view of the door, a second painting depicted a nude woman reclining on a bed.

      Out of habit, he opened the curtains over his “window,” a projected image from the coastline of the island, created by Medea at his request. Pale moonlight tipped the waves in silver as they crashed silently onto the rocks. Right—they’d be traveling to a different time zone.

      He donned his robe and made his way through the common area to the bathroom. Something black and silver darted between his legs. His arms spun, and he caught the wall. He glared at Yoxtl. The spirit’s normally incorporeal form—a cross between a fox and a cat—stood solidly in his path. Amber eyes greeted his with a glint of mischief.

      “Well?” he asked it, though he already knew. A year ago he’d agreed to build Yoxtl a following in exchange for certain information. He’d done so offhandedly, without a second thought, but spirits considered such things binding. While Yoxtl was too weak to enforce the agreement, the spirit had been relentless in its reminders.

      “I hear you’re going to America today,” it said.

      “And?”

      “And you still owe me. You’ve been putting me off for a year, claiming you’re too busy—”

      “I am busy. Water boiling, potions, practical lessons, Latin, more practical lessons, reading assignments—when do you expect me to fit in building you a following?”

      “Your days off.”

      “I only get one a week. I have better things—and people—to do.”

      The spirit smirked. “You wouldn’t be ‘doing’ anyone, if not for me.”

      “I haven’t forgotten. I will get to it. Right now I need to focus on my studies. The more powerful I am, the better I’ll be able to aid you. Stop pestering me. I promise to keep my eyes open for conversion opportunities in America, but for now, my apprenticeship takes priority.”

      Yoxtl’s tail swished irritably. “Fine. But don’t think of crossing me, mortal. I may not be as powerful as I once was, but I can still make your life a living hell.”

      “Not without breaking the geas you can’t.”

      When Yoxtl had first arrived on Medea’s island, she’d placed a spell on the spirit to prevent it from interfering with her training. The geas attached to the soul, and if its conditions were violated, it tore the soul apart. How she’d cast a geas on a soulless spirit was a mystery, but Yoxtl wasn’t about to put it to the test.

      The spirit’s eyes narrowed. “Once your apprenticeship is over, the geas will no longer apply. If you don’t help me then, you will pay.”

      “Understood. Now, mind moving your furry butt so I can shower?”

      Yoxtl slunk away and Nikolai entered his bathroom. He leaned against the wall and focused his will on the water tank Medea had installed. After a year of practice, he still couldn’t bring it to a boil, though he could now get it lukewarm if he focused for an hour. Lacking the time today, he practiced for ten minutes before stepping into yet another cold shower.

      Medea was already in the gateway room when he arrived. Colored lights twinkled from the maps plastered on the circular walls—green for gardens, red for hazardous, white for safe, and blinking yellow for intruder. As usual, Medea didn’t look up before addressing him.

      “You’re late.”

      “Yoxtl accosted me.”

      Medea tensed. She’d been chilly with the spirit ever since it rescued Nikolai from the ocean nearly a year ago. Both parties had been evasive when questioned, stating only that they’d had a disagreement. Yet Medea allowed Yoxtl to remain on the island. Perhaps the bargain he’d struck with the spirit allowed it to remain close.

      “And I had to do my boiling exercise,” he added. She couldn’t be mad about that.

      Medea relaxed and nodded, satisfied at the academic reason for his tardiness. “Be careful today. America has no magical oversight. There are no Enforcers, and no old guard like you see in many Magi towns outside the Collective. It is important that your magic remain discreet. Do not draw attention to yourself.”

      Wouldn’t the lack of Enforcers mean they could be more relaxed? He was about to ask when Medea inserted the peg into the hole that marked their destination—California.

      Hollywood! Sun! Beaches! He could meet movie stars and fuck Marilyn Monroe. Excellent choice.

      He followed her through the gateway, exchanging excitement for the pang of loss, amplified by the sparse brown bushes and gloomy skies that greeted him on the other side. He used to think the denuded feeling was a spell to discourage apprentices from leaving. The reality was far worse. Magic was dying out. Medea warded her island to retain ambient magic, and with it came a sense of completeness he experienced nowhere else. Here in California, as in most places around the world, magic was so scarce it was physically sickening. A great void opened in his chest, one that would never be filled.

      “Deep breaths help.” Medea closed her eyes, inhaled through her nose, and let out a long breath. When their bodies had adjusted, she led them down a narrow game trail. “Since we’re going to be working in America for a while, I’d like to start performing experiments. See if we can’t pinpoint the cause of magical decline.”

      “Absolutely.” The world wasn’t meant to feel like this.

      As they made their way toward town, Medea lectured on telepathy, occasionally interrupting herself whenever she spotted an interesting plant. Novices could block telepathic probes and send messages to others. Some might be able to skim surface thoughts or feelings, though these were often unclear. Journeymen could read thoughts, though it usually required all of their concentration to do so. Masters could read deep thoughts, including the subconscious and—here Nikolai’s ears perked up—implant temporary thoughts, make suggestions, and delve into memories. Grand masters could do all kinds of fun things like change memories or remove them completely, alter consciousness, even perform mind control. He’d chosen a damn good specialty and, judging from Medea’s descriptions, he was already a journeyman.

      “What about avoiding detection?” he asked. “I can read Mundanes fine, but Magi always know.”

      “We can work on that. Today I want to get a feel for where you are.”

      They arrived at the outskirts of a town. Citizens walked by wrapped in heavy coats as if it were freezing. If California was normally sunny and warm, maybe they were.

      When Nikolai stopped a man to inquire about Hollywood, he was laughingly educated about the size of the state, dashing his hopes for a celebrity tryst. Apparently Stockton was nowhere near Los Angeles.

      A light drizzle began to fall, and then it began to rain in earnest. Medea conjured an invisible shield over their heads. So much for discretion. They passed a couple too focused on sharing an umbrella to notice. A man approached from the opposite direction. His eyes ran the length of Medea, paying particular attention to her breasts. He did a double take as they passed, finally catching sight of rain pelting off seemingly nothing, and almost walked into a sign.

      Nikolai bent and whispered, “You might want to—”

      Medea jumped and rubbed her ear. “Don’t do that!”

      “What? Talk into your ear?”

      “Yes. Now what were you saying?”

      He nodded at the shielded area above her head. “You need an illusion. People are starting to notice.”

      Medea glanced up, then shrugged. “If it bothers you, why don’t you do it?”

      “Illusions were never my forte.”

      She laughed and nodded to the illusion concealing his scars. “What about that?”

      “This is Harper’s work.”

      “But the inscription in your illusion book said it was your favorite subject.”

      Illusion book? What illusion—oh, right. He’d given her his old textbooks from the Academy. How the hell had she remembered something she read two years ago?

      “Harper wrote that, and he was being sarcastic. I only learned enough of illusions to graduate, and thankfully that wasn’t much.”

      “You’re serious? You lie all the time, but you never bothered to learn illusions? Usually your type—”

      “Where are we headed? We’ve been walking for nearly twenty minutes.”

      “I’m looking for a restaurant of some sort, not too crowded.”

      “I see one up the street.” He crossed without her, rain pattering his coat and hat as he left the protection of the shield. Behind him, Medea’s bare feet slapped the wet pavement as she hurried to catch up.

      “There’s no shame if you have trouble with illusions. We can work on it.”

      “I don’t have trouble with illusions, I just don’t like them.” Despise was a better word, but that would invite questions. He walked faster, his longer stride eating the distance to the diner, and soon Medea lagged far behind. By the time she arrived, he had already given his name and the hostess was ready to seat them.

      Medea wrinkled her nose when she entered. “This place is too crowded.”

      “Any place you can get seated right away isn’t ‘too crowded.’ Besides, it’s all young couples. We’ll fit right in.”

      The hostess stood politely, pretending not to hear. Her eyes took in Medea’s strange attire. “Uh, ma’am?” she ventured, “I’m so sorry, but we require shoes.”

      “I’m wearing shoes.” Medea stuck out a foot. Sure enough, it bore a thin leather sandal with straps that crisscrossed and encircled her ankle.

      “Oh! I could have sworn . . . never mind. Right this way.” The hostess directed them to a table by the kitchen.

      Medea sat, then jerked up again as if she’d landed on a tack. “Not here. There, that spot in the corner.” Before they could argue, she marched to an empty booth.

      Nikolai exchanged a look with the hostess. “Uh, sorry about her. She’s a bit . . . odd.”

      They followed Medea to the booth, where she sat with her back to the wall, glaring imperiously at the lights overhead. After the hostess had given them menus and departed, Nikolai leaned across the table.

      “They don’t like that, you know. Each waitress has certain tables they service—”

      “They can service us just as well over here. Now, silence a moment. There’s something I need to attend to.” Magic rippled overhead. The lights flickered. Several patrons glanced up, but the light stabilized and they soon lost interest. The voices around them abruptly muted—that would be her sound shield. Medea picked up a menu and scanned it, frowning like it had done her personal harm.

      “What’s up with you?” he asked.

      “I don’t like this place. I told you that, but it’s fine. I’ve made the necessary adjustments.”

      “What did you do to the lights?”

      “I severed the power cords and cast a light spell so no one would notice.”

      “Why?”

      Her face said it was the stupidest question he’d ever asked. “Because they were bright and flickering and it was annoying.”

      “I didn’t see them flicker until you started messing with them. What about the other table?”

      “There was a disturbance from the machines in the kitchen.” She slapped the menu on the table. “Nothing good. I shall have to summon my own food.”

      “A disturbance?”

      “Like a low hum, or a vibration.”

      “And here I thought you were too powerful to be affected by Mundane technology. If even you’re affected, that doesn’t bode well for the rest of us.”

      She pierced him with her gaze. “It doesn’t affect my ability to cast spells.”

      Nikolai dropped his eyes to his menu, trying to appear subservient. He’d worked hard to regain a modicum of trust. Killing her no longer interested him, but it was difficult to convince her, given that most of her apprentices had tried.

      “Look, all I’m saying is that Mundane technology affects Magi. That’s why Haven doesn’t allow cars or phones or electricity. It’s why only witches live in big cities. That the most powerful of us—you—can be affected by a few fluorescent lights is worrisome.” He stole a glance. Her body had relaxed. Good.

      “You think Mundane technology is responsible for magic dying out?”

      “What else would it be?”

      Medea opened her mouth to respond, but a pretty waitress in blue arrived with glasses of water. She set them on the table and pulled out a notepad to take their order. Nikolai ordered porterhouse steak, while Medea aggressively asked about the mashed potatoes. Did they have lumps? Any lumps at all? The waitress, thrown by the fervor in Medea’s voice, couldn’t give her a satisfactory answer. Medea ordered them regardless, but her tone made it clear she expected to be disappointed.

      The waitress moved away, tight blue skirt hugging her ass nicely. Medea kicked him under the table.

      “Focus! We’re here for your telepathy lessons.” She indicated a girl at the counter nursing a milkshake. “There’s your first target. Expand your senses. Feel yourself reach toward her mind. Deciphering what you find is not always straightforward. People tend to focus on different things.”

      “I’ve done this before, you know.”

      “Then it should be easy for you.”

      He skimmed the girl’s mind. “She’s on a date with the boy next to her. The guy she met last week was better. This one won’t shut up about fishing. She hopes the date is quick.”

      Medea shook her head. “I expected you to take this more seriously. You didn’t even look at her. If you’re just going to make things up—”

      “Why would I need to look at her? You don’t look at me half the time when we’re talking, and you hear me just fine. And in any case, why didn’t you just check for yourself?”

      “True enough. I suppose it’s a difference between natural-born and trained telepathy.”

      Had she not heard his question, or was she avoiding it? Her hand made idle flicking motions, causing a fork to spin of its own accord. He placed a thumb on top to still it, and she muttered, “Oops.”

      “Maybe it would help if you told me a bit about your own process.”

      She took a breath and began reciting nearly verbatim from a scroll he’d seen in the library, almost like she didn’t actually know telepathy.

      He plastered on his most deferential, studious face. “Pardon me, but could you explain it in your own words? I’ve read the texts. Firsthand experience is so much better.”

      “I, uh, certainly.” She shifted in her seat. “Well, you look at your target and picture hovering over them and sort of . . .” She mimed yanking up things with her hand.

      She didn’t know. How could she not know? Medea. The most powerful mage in the world. He could have sworn she’d used telepathy on him before, despite her protests to the contrary, but she clearly didn’t know what the fuck she was talking about. She couldn’t train him, but at least he was superior in one school of magic.

      He leaned back with a smug smile. “You don’t actually know telepathy, do you?”

      Her body tensed. “I know enough to know I don’t like it.”

      “So you can’t teach me anything. You can’t even verify that my mind readings are accurate.”

      “If that’s what you found, I’m sure it’s correct.”

      “That’s not the point.” He leaned forward, jabbing the table as he spoke. “I did everything you asked. I put all my own studies on hold, confident that when the time came, you’d be able to teach me. And now I find out that I’ve wasted two years—”

      “One. That first year was your own damned fault. And the past year has not been a waste—you’ve done your exercises, learned a reasonable amount of Latin, and have become marginally competent in healing. And I can teach you. I just . . . telepathy makes me extremely uncomfortable.”

      “Why?”

      “You wouldn’t understand. Men’s—I mean, minds are . . . I don’t like what I find.”

      “Fair enough. Is that all?”

      Her expression soured, as if she were holding back.

      “Medea?”

      She rubbed her face and picked up her glass, taking her time drinking before setting it back down. “Out of all the magical schools, telepathy has the most potential for abuse.”

      He scoffed. “You teach dark magic and have a dungeon, yet you’ve suddenly grown a conscience?”

      “I’ve always had a conscience. But I believe—truly believe—that knowledge is meant to be shared. It is not up to me to decide who will learn and what they learn, only that they learn. What a person does with that knowledge is up to them. And so I will teach you, to the best of my abilities, a school of magic I personally find abhorrent. Is that acceptable?” She’d been staring at the table but glanced up for his response.

      “Yes. But—and I hope you don’t mind my asking—what can you do? Because what you described was, to put it bluntly, extremely lacking.”

      “I appreciate your candor. Most of my studies have focused on repelling telepathic attacks, not making them. That’s not to say I can’t read minds. I can. I’m just not subtle about it. You’d definitely know I was there. But I have read all the texts. I’ve spent the last year rereading them in preparation for training you. While I may not have practical experience for everything, I am well versed in the theory.”

      “How many of those texts were written by natural telepaths?”

      She winced. “Very few. Either natural telepaths did not feel the need to share their methods, or else they were killed before they had a chance. I don’t know if you’ve experienced it, but there’s a certain stigma attached to telepathy.”

      “I’m well aware.” His gift had made him an outcast for the first few years at the Academy.

      “Here we are!” The pretty waitress slid their dishes onto the table. Medea took her mashed potatoes without a word and began stabbing them suspiciously with a fork.

      He flashed the waitress a winning smile and affected an American accent. “Thank you, Nancy.”

      She smiled and flounced away. He surreptitiously tracked her across the diner until she vanished into the kitchen.

      “And what is that one thinking?” Medea studied the mashed potatoes on her fork and took a cautious bite.

      “Nothing about me, sadly. Not yet. They have a rush of customers and her feet hurt. Mundanes are easy. I don’t have to look at them, I just have to know they’re there. It’s not like hovering over them, plucking up thoughts or whatever you were trying to pantomime.”

      “What is it like then?” Medea’s fork paused, her attention rapt. He could almost see her itching to take notes. As the library lacked accounts from natural telepaths, whatever he told her would be written down for posterity.

      One didn’t give away trade secrets. Then again, she’d drilled into him time and again that she couldn’t properly train him if he wasn’t forthcoming. But what good would it do if she didn’t know telepathy? He stamped the thought down. That was first-year Nikolai talk. Besides, she was only asking for a description of how it felt—a telepath would already know and a non-telepath wouldn’t benefit.

      “It’s like . . . walking down a street with shops and peering into windows. Sometimes the glass isn’t clear, but you can still make out what’s inside. With Mundanes, their wares are on full display. You can tell there are objects farther back in the shop, but it’s too dim to make out what they are. With Magi, there are shutters in the way. I can pull them back easily enough, but they notice.”

      “Interesting. I’d like you to document your experiences for the library. The next telepath should have more to go on than what I have now.”

      He would do nothing of the sort. “If you get any, send them to me with their questions.”

      “I prefer to have a permanent record.”

      There it was, the unspoken assumption that he would die. She was wrong. Whatever it took, he would be immortal.

      The waitress returned. “How are we doing?”

      “Fine,” Medea said flatly, eyes on her plate as though the waitress didn’t exist.

      It had taken him the better part of a year to decode Medea’s expressions. Her neutral face was a frown, and nearly all of her expressions were some variation of that. He sorted them into two main categories: frowns and glares, with increasing levels of severity. Frowns were innocuous, usually demonstrating no emotion at all or else some degree of concentration. Only when you hit a #5 frown did you start to move into glare territory. At the glare level, a #1 was only mild irritation, while #3 was angry but holding back. Things didn’t get dangerous until you hit #4. He’d only seen a #5 a few times, most notably when he’d used telepathy against Medea on the day she’d scarred his face.

      The waitress, unable to recognize Medea’s seemingly murderous expression for polite disinterest, struggled internally to figure out what she’d done wrong.

      Nikolai smiled at her. “We’re well, Nancy, and you? I hope the rush of customers isn’t keeping you too busy.” His thumb gently caressed the lip of his mug.

      She blushed and glanced nervously at Medea. He skimmed her head. Damn, she was attracted to him but conflicted. What kind of ass showed interest in a waitress in front of his date? No wonder his date was mad.

      “I’m well, sir.” She refilled his water and fled.

      He waited until she was out of earshot. “Can you not stare daggers at our waitress?”

      “This is how I look.” Medea’s words came out muffled by potato.

      “I know that. She doesn’t. You scared her.”

      Medea shrugged. “What do I care what she thinks of me? She’s only Mundane anyway. Let’s get back to telepathy—”

      “Yes, let’s. If you used it, you might not be so abrasive. Thanks to you, she thinks you’re on the world’s worst date. With me.”

      “And?”

      “And she’s pretty, so I want to start laying the groundwork.”

      Medea paused for a moment, chewing. “If you mean sex, we’re not here for that.”

      “You’re not here for that. I, on the other hand, am always up for it. At least pretend you’re not miserable sitting here with me. Smile once in a while.”

      “Is this better?” Her mouth became a rictus. She widened her eyes, worsening the effect.

      “No! Look, I’ll just tell her you’re my sister.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      “You don’t have to lie—just don’t contradict me.”

      “No promises.” Her amused smile was genuine. “Back to the lesson. What you described were surface-level thoughts. As you haven’t learned to delve deeper on your own yet, I thought we’d try something else—influencing the mind. I want you to give the woman at the counter an itch on her nose.”

      He glanced at the woman and focused on her nose. Medea magically swatted him away.

      “No, not like that. You’re breaking your own rules, looking at her and attempting to reach her not with telepathy, but with telekinesis. You need to create a thought—in this case, the sensation of an itch—then push the thought into her mind.”

      Easy enough to imagine. Every time he went back into the jungle, the bug bites were horrendous. He focused on the memory, on the desperate urge to scratch until the bumps bled. He packaged the urge into a bundle and flung it at the woman.

      The effect was instantaneous. She absently scratched at her arms, then her neck, and finally her face. It got so bad she excused herself and dashed to the restroom.

      “You overshot, but it was a decent first try. Do the man now. This time, focus only on the sensation and the precise body part.”

      The second time was better, though the man scratched far more forcefully than was necessary. By the fourth time, he had it.

      “Well done.” Medea pushed back her empty plate with a loud belch, earning looks of reproach from several nearby patrons. “I’m off for the evening. Stay and practice if you like.” She dug around her hip pouch for something and made a frustrated noise. “How much did our meal cost?”

      “Uh . . . three dollars for the steak. Yours would have been a lot less.” He’d ordered based on price, counting on her to pay. If she was out of money . . .

      She swiped a napkin and hid it under the table. When her hand came back, it held a ten-dollar bill.

      He feigned a gasp. “Are you paying with an illusion? That’s so dishonest!”

      “Shut up. I only carry gold, but most places don’t accept unminted coins anymore. I can’t be expected to keep track of all these paper monies!”

      He snatched the bill off the table and tucked it in his pocket.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Saving it to pay. Do you have any idea how good I’ll look telling the waitress to keep the change on a ten?”

      She rolled her eyes and stood just as the waitress returned.

      “Can I get you two anything else? Pie maybe?”

      “The bill. Oh, there’s one other thing.” Medea gestured to him. “This is my apprentice. We’re not romantically involved. Should you choose to bed him, I promise I won’t feel the slightest animosity, though I’d find your decision odd, to say the least.”

      Medea strode from the diner, either oblivious or apathetic to the havoc she’d created.
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      “I am so sorry about my sister. She’s a little”—Nikolai made a wavy motion next to his head—“you know.”

      The waitress’ brow furrowed. “That was your sister? She doesn’t look like you.”

      “She doesn’t, does she?” He glanced to the side as though fearful someone was listening and leaned forward, speaking at a lower volume. “Personally, I think she was adopted, but our parents passed on a few years ago and I was never able to ask. I’m all she has left. I try to meet her once a week, make sure she’s doing okay.”

      “That’s so sweet of you,” the waitress cooed.

      He shrugged as though it were of no consequence. “I do what I can. Family is important.” Despite Medea’s faux pas, this was going well.

      An unearthly scream broke the still night. The din of the restaurant ceased and a few people looked about worriedly.

      “What was that?” The waitress leaned across the table to peer out the window, unintentionally giving him a closer look at her breasts.

      “Do you see anything?” he asked, eager to retain the view.

      “No, it’s too dark.” She straightened up.

      Damn. No matter, she’d show them to him later. “So, Nancy—”

      Shouts interrupted, inhuman and angry. Now she wasn’t the only one looking out the window. Diner patrons nervously pressed their faces against the glass. The distraction was getting annoying, having driven all thoughts of him from the waitress’ mind.

      “Shouldn’t someone go check?” asked a girl at the bar.

      He scanned the room. Everyone was curious about the noise but unwilling to risk themselves. Bunch of pussies.

      “I’ll do it.” He stood and buttoned his coat. Whatever the fuck was screaming, it was screwing with his plans for the evening.

      The waitress put a hand on his arm. “Be careful out there.”

      Oh good, dealing with the perceived threat had won him points. “I’ll be fine.” He gave her hand a squeeze.

      Nikolai stepped into the moist night air. Night had not yet fallen, but storm clouds blanketed the sky in ominous shadow. The shouting had stopped. He strained to hear anything through the silence. There. Scuffling and a voice.

      Medea stood at the edge of the building, her hand bloody. A man was doubled over in the alley, jabbering and clasping his hands to his mouth.

      “You misuse it, I get to keep it.” Medea held up her palm, upon which rested the man’s tongue. It burst into flame, curling and shriveling. When the tongue was no more than a charred nugget, Medea let it slip from her fingers.

      The stupid man charged her, making no more than a few steps before collapsing to the ground. The skin on his arms blackened and sloughed off in patches.

      Nikolai leaned against the building. “I love it when you hurt people who aren’t me.”

      “He should’ve stopped with the tongue. Weren’t you courting the waitress?”

      “This is more entertaining.”

      Blood trickled from the man’s nose. Still he reached for Medea, his hand an open claw of defiance. When the light began to fade from his eyes, Medea stretched out her hand, yanking it back into a fist. Nikolai sensed something flowing from the man’s body.

      “What is that? What are you doing?”

      “I’m taking his soul.”

      It was the sexiest thing he’d ever heard.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” she said, misinterpreting his look. “He’s dying, it’s not like he needs it anymore.”

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      She smiled. “Would you like to see?”

      Hell yes. “Absolutely.”

      They walked through the darkness back to the gateway. At the edge of town, Medea conjured a light in one hand. The other hand rested at her side, fist still closed tight. When they reached the narrow game trail, Nikolai fell into step behind her and conjured his own light, admiring the figure before him. A bit slender for his taste, but quite nice.

      Medea was already beautiful, and the power she wielded made her all the more attractive. His efforts the past year had focused on building trust. Seducing her was long overdue. It wasn’t merely about sex, although that was reason enough for his pursuit—there would be a certain glory in having the world’s most powerful mage beg for your cock. What he really wanted was influence over who she trained and how she used her powers.

      Petrov’s old warning came back—whatever you do, don’t flirt with her. For a time, Nikolai had considered Medea off-limits. After all, she’d shown no interest in men. If she preferred women, there wasn’t anything he could do to change that, putting her forever out of reach.

      But the day she’d scarred his face, he’d trespassed into her mind and discovered not only that she had feelings for a previous apprentice, Thomas, but that she’d taught him immortality as some sort of placating gesture. When Nikolai accused her of sleeping with Thomas, she became distraught but didn’t deny it. At least one man had succeeded, which meant he had a chance.

      Well, if she thought Thomas’ stuffy Puritan sex was sufficient, she’d be amazed at his prowess. He’d yet to leave a woman unsatisfied. Once she’d had a taste of him, he could use sex as a bargaining chip, convincing her to fix his face and teach him immortality. Women were always willing to do more for men they loved, and sex was a surefire way to get Medea addicted to him.

      They reached the gateway and stepped through into darkness. Completeness washed over Nikolai as the ambient magic permeated his body. It took a moment to register the gentle rhythm of waves. Medea’s gateway system was heavily warded. If someone unauthorized managed to pass through, they arrived not inside the hovel, but on the beach. He spun, half expecting to find an intruder.

      “Why did the gateway take us here?”

      Medea held up her fist. “If I had absorbed the soul into my own, the wards would not detect it, but as it’s still considered a separate entity . . .” She smiled and opened her hand.

      “Did you just let it go? Why bring the soul all the way here then?”

      “It adds to the ambient magic of the island. That’s all souls are—magic.” She started up the hill toward the hovel and Nikolai followed.

      “I take it he can’t haunt the place?”

      “Retaining a sense of self upon death requires extreme willpower or at least some magical skill. Mundanes usually dissipate into the world, a drop in a vast ocean. Will you be returning to the diner?”

      “Can’t wait to get rid of me?” he teased.

      “I—no, of course not.”

      “It’s alright. I know you ‘retire early’ to . . . count your tongue collection.”

      The jest won a smile. “Not even close. The only tongues I have are in the lab, and those belonged to oxen.” She knew he was joking, yet something always compelled her to respond literally.

      As tempting as it was to go back to the diner and regale the waitress with a thrilling lie, he was making progress with Medea, and one didn’t bail while making progress. “I was hoping we could discuss what you’d mentioned earlier. About conducting experiments to see why magic is dying out. You said I needed to do some reading?”

      Medea might prefer to retire early, but if there was anything that could prevent her from doing so, it was the chance to lecture and share a book or ten. Even in the early morning darkness, he could see the internal struggle play out across her face.

      “That’s a long discussion,” she said at last. “But I suppose I could give you the reading now. Get you started.”

      Nikolai smiled. “I would love that.”
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      Medea quickened her pace to the library. Nikolai’s attention was fickle. She had to make use of it while she could. The boy had performed admirably the past year, throwing himself fully into his studies, yet his natural inclination was to take the quickest, laziest route to accomplish his goals.

      The day she’d scarred his face, he’d insisted on making a wager. If he won, she’d teach him immortality. If she won, he would become a master healer. She didn’t like making wagers, but given the two outcomes were virtually identical, she’d agreed. He lost, of course, and after much figurative kicking and screaming, he dove headlong into her healing books and learned all he could.

      Six months later, it was apparent he wasn’t cut out for healing. He could close wounds easily enough, even regrow a limb if he had all day, but the fine-tuning, the intricate workings of the human body—those remained beyond his reach. Nikolai saw the big picture, looking at the whole and assessing how best to make use of it. The minutia was simply not his forte. His natural inclination was to use knowledge gleaned from their lessons to attack more intelligently. Not that there was anything wrong with that—it was one of the many benefits of learning anatomy and physiology. If he worked diligently for the next twenty years, he might make it to master rank. He’d just never excel.

      Which meant he would never be immortal, at least not via that route. The realization was upsetting. Despite their rocky start, she’d grown fond of him. The idea of losing another apprentice—particularly a capable one—to the effects of aging was almost unbearable. Yes, she’d lost apprentices before, but things were different now. Magic was fading from the world, and unless they found a way to stop it, there would be no more like him. Not one with remotely decent talent. Each successive generation of Magi would dwindle in power, until only the Mundane were left, and then she would be truly alone.

      And so she’d kicked him off the island for a week, spiked her tea with ergot, and spent the days hallucinating, which was better than facing reality and crying. No point in divulging her revelations to Nikolai, not after how hard it had been to convince him that healing was worth studying, but there was no longer any reason to keep it the sole focus of his studies. Far better to work on his natural abilities concurrently, which meant telepathy.

      When Nikolai returned after his week away, she was herself again, and he none the wiser about her emotional turmoil. There were other methods to immortality. Perhaps he’d find one of them. He was in what, his mid-twenties? Plenty of time.

      Plenty of time . . .

      The library always smelled wonderful. Apprentices might come and go, but books were forever. She’d have to pester Nikolai about writing down his telepathy experiences. He might have agreed, but his heart hadn’t seemed in it.

      She made her way to the fifth alcove and her master grimoire. Nikolai plopped down in an armchair, leaned back with his hands laced behind his head, and rested one ankle on the opposite knee. He was grinning for some reason.

      “What are you smiling about?”

      “I just enjoy spending time with you.”

      Odd thing to say. “You’re with me all day every day.” She scribbled authors into the grimoire. Aristotle. Couldn’t forget Aristotle. Descartes. Should she do Descartes? His logic was faulty, but the man had tried. No. Nikolai’s attention span was short enough. Better to give him three solid books, increasing the odds of him actually reading them, than twelve he’d never touch.

      “You look irritated.”

      “I’m thinking!” Few things were more irritating that being called irritated when you weren’t. Her pen hovered over the page. Fuck it. She’d have to pull them all out so she could visualize what she had, then make assignments as necessary. Six more titles were added to the list, then she placed a palm flat on the page, summoning the books.

      As the first text rounded the corner and came into view, Nikolai remarked, “When did you add that spell?”

      “Recently. I got tired of walking to the far end of the library. It only works for the bound books. Scrolls and loose papers are too fragile. I really need to make copies of everything.” Yet another thing for her to-do list. Cataloging and magically tagging the books was at least going faster these days, now that Nikolai was here to help. He only chose sections of interest to himself, but it was better than nothing.

      “Here we go.” She snatched books from the air and spread them out on the table. Definitely Aristotle. Ibn al-Haytham, Francis Bacon . . .

      “Uh, Medea . . . these are all Mundanes.” Novum Organum lay open in Nikolai’s lap.

      “What else would they be?” Newton or Galileo? Roger Bacon? Which texts would benefit Nikolai most?

      “I thought we were going to find out why magic is dying?”

      Why must he always interrupt her train of thought? “We are. To discover the cause, we must create experiments, gather data, and analyze it to the best of our abilities. And to do that, you need to understand science.”

      People were hard to read, especially in the moment. Sometimes it wasn’t until after a conversation was over, when she’d had a chance to dissect it, that she was able to postulate what they’d been trying to convey. Time together certainly helped. After a year, she could recognize a few of Nikolai’s expressions. The carefully blank face he wore now meant he disagreed with her, but for some unfathomable reason, avoided saying so.

      Her voice was a whip crack. “State your objection.”

      “Shouldn’t we be using magic to find out why magic is dying out?”

      Didn’t he realize magic and science were intertwined? Apparently not. Everything was so separate these days.

      “When I was younger, the terms ‘wizard’ and ‘scientist’ were used interchangeably. Both sought to make sense of the world, and many of the subjects that scientists studied were considered magic.” She grabbed Opus Majus and brandished it at him. “Roger Bacon was considered a wizard in his time. Mundane scientists have far more in common with wizards of old than today’s Magi.”

      Oh god, he had that overly patient expression now, the one he got whenever he tried to explain something he thought he understood better than she.

      “Magic can do things that science can’t. It’s better.”

      “What did you say the first time I told you to wash your hands?”

      “What? Oh, uh . . . that everyone knows to wash their hands.”

      “But not everyone does. Our kind have been avoiding illness for centuries by washing hands and boiling water. Mundanes didn’t figure it out until the mid-nineteenth century, and even now it’s not practiced everywhere.”

      “I don’t follow. There’s nothing magical about hand washing.”

      “Two centuries ago it was an arcane ritual, one with no logical explanation. We knew it worked, but not why. Magic is that which we cannot explain. Science gives us the explanation. They are two sides of the same coin.”

      “That’s not . . .” Nikolai pressed his hand to his temple and shook his head.

      Why was he trying so hard not to argue? Verbal sparring was the only type of sparring he could possibly win with her, and it seemed his favorite pastime. Yet today he was holding back. Why? For fear of offending her? She had to get him going again. Especially if they were to do experiments together, they needed open communication, honesty. They needed to be able to point out each other’s blind spots.

      “How would you define magic?” she asked.

      “Mana. You said it yourself—magic requires focus, will, and mana.”

      “Witches have no mana.”

      He leaned forward, thoroughly engaged now. “But their spells use mana. They just get it from spirits.”

      “The Mundane draw power from electricity.”

      “It’s not the same thing!”

      “They are both forms of energy. It’s important you understand this.” She sat across from him, idly tapping the collected works of Isaac Newton. “If you cast a spell at an opponent, that spell requires mana. Your opponent requires an equal amount of mana to block it. In many ways, mana works the same as other forms of energy.”

      “Ah, I see. Because they’re both forms of energy, electricity interferes with mana. Electricity is to blame for all of this.” Nikolai gestured around the room.

      “No. That is not what I’m saying. You’re leapfrogging to a conclusion without any evidence. It’s exactly what I’m trying to prevent. When you decide on the answer before even asking the question, your data collection will be biased.”

      “But we have evidence. Look at where Magi cities are built—far from large Mundane cities. Witches are the only casters that routinely make their homes among the Mundane.”

      She slapped the table. “This is what I’m talking about! The idea that Mundane technology interferes with magic is a hypothesis. When you decide that it is true, you cherry-pick information to support what you’ve already decided.”

      “No, I haven’t.”

      “Oh really? Then tell me this—does telepathy require mana?”

      He frowned. “No. At least I don’t think so.”

      “There’s a place to start—we bring you to the point of mana exhaustion, then see if you can use telepathy.”

      “If it doesn’t require mana, that could be the reason it still works around the Mundane.” He cocked his head at her. “Do potions use mana?”

      “Now you’re asking the right questions. I don’t know. I suspect not, but it’s easy enough to test.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, it is.” He propped his chin on his hand. “If the only magic that works around the Mundane doesn’t use mana, then we know the two are connected.”

      “No. NO. Correlation doesn’t equal causation.” Medea sank back in her chair and rubbed her eyes. He still wasn’t getting it.

      “I’m sorry.” He genuinely looked it.

      “It’s not your fault. No one trained you to think otherwise.” Medea sighed and pinched the tip of each finger in sequence, the calming pressure a balm. “I have it. Let’s say there’s a woman. She has six children and works all day to take care of them. Her back begins to hurt. She’s always tired and out of breath, and sometimes she has cramps. If you were a healer, what would you do?”

      “If she’s married, I’d suspect she was pregnant. If that’s not the case, I would tell her to get some rest. Make her husband help out more. The stress of raising so many children is taking its toll.”

      “Did you perform a physical examination?”

      “I checked for pregnancy.”

      Medea smiled. “All perfectly logical actions and recommendations, considering the evidence. However, your hypothesis was wrong, and within a week she’s dead.”

      “How the hell could she be dead? From what?”

      “A heart attack. Those are all symptoms of a heart attack in women. However, because you assumed her symptoms were caused by something else . . .”

      “I didn’t bother to check for other things.” He leaned back and shook his head. Finally, he’d gotten it.

      “When you decide on a cause, you rule out all other possibilities, and when you do that, you can’t fix the problem. Assumptions allow us to make snap decisions in life-or-death scenarios. They have their place. But not here. If you’re going to help me with this, you need to look past your preconceived notions. Can you do that?”

      “I can try.”

      “Good.” She stood and considered the books. “Start with these three. I know it’s dense reading, but pay considerable attention to logic, deduction, and how experiments are conducted. Make a list of all possible reasons magic could be dying out, besides technological interference. I shall do the same, and I’ll start designing experiments we can run concurrent with your lessons. Are you alright? You look a little . . .” Dazed? It was hard to tell.

      “I’m fine. Did Thomas do this kind of thing with you? Experiments, I mean.”

      Always competitive. At least it would spur him on. “Yes, though we mostly tested new spells.”

      Nikolai nodded and opened a book.
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      For the next several weeks, Nikolai’s life oscillated between the island and America for telepathy training. They bounced from city to city, ostensibly to give him a variety of targets to practice on. Before entering the gateway, Medea always paused to remind him not to cast spells in front of the Mundane or draw attention to himself. Tired of hearing the same old lecture, he began reciting it along with her one day. She paused mid-sentence, eyes narrowing.

      “That’s not funny.”

      “Yes, it is. You give the same lecture every time. I know. And if I didn’t, saying it again wouldn’t help.”

      She pursed her lips, then grabbed the control peg and jammed it a little too forcefully into the map.

      “You know, you’re going to break the shaft if you do that too hard.”

      She shot him a glare before entering the gateway.

      Ridiculous. It wasn’t like she followed the rule herself. Her dress drew stares wherever they went. A simple Glamor spell would have disguised it, but she refused to cast one. At least a dozen times he saw objects fly into her outstretched hand. She kept a sound shield up constantly, confusing the hell out of any Mundanes that happened to pass through. They’d halt mid-stride and rub their ears, confused by the sudden lack of noise.

      If he slipped and used magic in public, Medea would telekinetically rap his knuckles and chastise him. When he pointed out the irony
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