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 Chapter One

 


Not one empty seat remained in the lecture hall
within the Magick Department of Tkaronto University, and every
attendee’s gaze fixed on Chase Spenser. A handful of his peers
yawned or fidgeted, but even they focused on the young student
mage. Most, however, sat riveted, and only the odd whisper broke
the tension-filled silence.

Anyone could attend lab exams, including
those not enrolled in the class, but Chase didn’t mind. All magick
exams were well attended, and the further along students were in
the curriculum, the bigger the interest in observing their
performance. His pride swelled when he scanned the crowd. He’d
almost filled the room to capacity even though he was only in his
second year of studies. He’d ace this potions exam, and observers
would get an excellent lesson on how to conjure objects from what
would appear to be thin air. But his primary purpose today wasn’t
to wow his fellow students. He need only impress Professor Abassi,
and Chase intended to blow his teacher’s mind.

Chase wore a navy gown trimmed with a band of
white and a band of brown around the upper left arm. It covered him
from neck to ankles, and the bands signified his status as a
second-year magick student. To draw attention to his hands, he
adjusted the collar of his robe with swift, exaggerated moves. That
done, he pulled his sword from its sheath, and for dramatic effect,
pointed the tip at the overhead lights. As they dimmed, a soft,
white glow emanated from the platform on which Chase stood. He
returned the sword to its sheath with a flourish and faced the
congregation.

“Welcome to Potions two-oh-one. I’m Chase
Spenser, and I’m your guide today in this demonstration on
conjuring objects with the use of potions.”

Professor Abassi cut in. “What’s the purpose
of using potions to conjure, Mr. Spenser, when you can just as
easily use a wand and spare yourself the trouble of gathering and
mixing ingredients?”

Chase had spent a full week preparing for the
questions his prof would lob at him throughout the spell’s
execution. He responded automatically. “The easy way isn’t always
the best, sir. A wand can create a fair representation, but it
won’t necessarily be exact. A potion spell combines carefully
chosen ingredients to create a specific result.”

Abassi was a tall, thin man with a pointy
beard that made him appear menacing and a somber expression that
made him appear fatalistic. He narrowed his eyes and said, “Clarify
for me, please. Why would a wand give an inexact result? Don’t both
methods conjure what the executor envisions? Doesn’t the result
depend on what the conjurer visualizes?”

“Yes, that’s correct, sir.” Chase linked his
fingers together in front of him in a tight grip to keep his hands
under control. Enthusiasm often had his hands waving, and he wanted
the prof focused on the spoken words. Abassi should miss nothing
Chase said, especially nothing brilliant. “Visualization is key in
wand use, and I agree with your implication that a master mage can
accurately conjure with a wand; however, a master mage needs no
tools but can use hands or body for conjuring or energy work.

“But to answer your question, a potion will
infuse the visual into the herbals used in the mix, making the end
product far more accurate and real. For example, when you use a
wand and visualize a mug, you’ll get the mug in your mental image,
but if you didn’t imagine every detail, the bottom might be free of
any markings. When using a potion, you must consider every tiny
detail. If you don’t include the bottom in your template, you’ll
create a mug with no bottom. Plan it out carefully, however, and
you can include a maker’s stamp on the bottom outside surface.”

“Excellent. Of what law does that make
use?”

“Transmutation.” Catching himself, Chase
added, “Sir.”

“What will you create for us today?”
Curiosity replaced Abassi’s somber expression for a second, making
Chase smile inside.

“I will conjure a complete tuxedo I plan to
wear to a wedding I’m attending in December.” As he spoke, his
chest puffed up, and his chin stuck out. It occurred to him this
might make him appear arrogant, so he relaxed his shoulders and
adjusted his head so his nose lost its snooty stance.

Abassi frowned. “Awfully ambitious of you,
Mr. Spenser. You understand I’ll expect you to exhibit every piece,
and details account for most of your mark.”

“Yes, sir.” Inanimate objects were a breeze
to conjure. Chase had done it many times. Formal attire required
more pieces, but the process was the same as manifesting a simple
rubber ball. Eventually, they’d have to conjure living
things—plants or animals—but he’d worry about that next semester.
No student in potions exams history had attempted anything as
complex as a suit. Until today. Chase intended to distinguish
himself during every lab exam. In his first year at university,
he’d put himself at the top of the program. Now, he’d make sure
everyone knew how powerful and talented Mage Chase Spenser was.

“Please, begin, and remember to narrate each
step. Leave nothing out.” The professor’s voice boomed through the
large room, and his expression once again grew somber.

“Yes, sir.” Chase unsheathed his sword and
inhaled a breath that reached his abdomen. On the exhale, he began
his circle cast, explaining the purpose of doing so as he moved
clockwise around the altar he’d prepared. This part was easy. He’d
spent his first semester learning how to cast a proper circle that
protected the user and prevented interference from outside. Next,
using breath and visualization, he cleared the circle of any toxic
energy. He went from east to south to west to north, purifying the
space. Calling in the energies he’d draw on came next. He explained
each step to the professor, outlining why he required each one he
used. After he completed all preparatory steps, Chase retrieved a
basket from under the altar. He set the spell’s ingredients on top
of it one at a time, breaking the seal and peeling the plastic wrap
from each as he did. He’d gathered the ingredients from the Magick
Department lab’s storage space that morning. No one was permitted
to use supplies from home for an exam, ensuring each student used
the same source and quality.

“Ash and mandrake root.” He set each jar on
the altar.

“Purpose?”

“Image magick, sir.”

“Define.”

“Magick that incorporates astrological signs
to utilize planetary influences. The mandrake draws power from the
planet Mercury. Ash uses the sun.”

Abassi launched another question, this time
about the significance of Mercury and the sun. Chase tossed back
accurate and detailed responses and continued to add ingredients to
the table. In addition to the herbs, he added essential oils and
carriers with which to dilute them. Abassi picked apart the reasons
for including each one, insisting on an explanation for its purpose
and role in the spell.

Even though Chase knew the material and
handled each detail impeccably, he grew weary of the questioning.
He understood the examination’s purpose and appreciated Abassi’s
thoroughness, but the whole thing exhausted him. He risked a glance
at his audience but couldn’t make out much in the darkness beyond
the lit stage. Only Abassi and the row behind him were visible.

Finally, the interrogation ended. Chase
combined the herbs into the mortar and ground them up with the
pestle. As he mashed the herbs and the other ingredients into a
dark, pungent paste, he visualized the suit he wanted and provided
a verbal description. It took him a full fifteen minutes to present
every detail, but at last, he wrapped it up. “… with a single black
silk button, at waist level, on the jacket.”

He picked up a jug of water and spoke an
incantation over the wide brim. The water also had come from stores
in the lab. The only tools permitted from home were the student’s
personal magickal tools acquired during their years of study.

“I manifest thee.” He scraped every bit of
the herb paste from the mortar into a bronze cauldron—his—set on a
stand above a portable indoor flame generator—the school’s. Into
this, he trickled the water.

“I combine thee.” From the altar, he picked
up his ceremonial knife, officially known as an athame, and
stirred the mixture with it. “I call thee forth.” He leaned over
the cauldron, inhaling the savory steam wafting from it as the
mixture began a slow boil. “Rise!”

Eyes closed, he envisioned the sleek, black
tux he’d take home after the exam. “Rise!”

He projected his voice to the back rows of
theater seating. “Rise!”

The mixture in the cauldron boiled furiously.
Steam rose into the air, thickening and turning from gray to black
as the seconds ticked away. Chase stood tall, savoring the moment
as a crisp white shirt formed, wrapped in a smooth, black jacket
and followed by black pants, all in silhouette. The articles
darkened, solidifying into the physical plane, filling out,
becoming real. But when a head formed above the suit, Chase
realized with a sinking sensation in his gut that something had
gone horribly wrong.


 Chapter Two

 


“Mr. Spenser, what are you doing?”

Ignoring Abassi, Chase pushed his shock and
disbelief aside and attempted to force whatever the hell was
forming in front of him back into the cauldron.

“Dissolve!” He put all his magickal energy
into the command, expecting the entire mass to vaporize before his
eyes. Instead, the suit’s tie vanished, and the shape solidified
into a demon wearing the exact garment Chase had visualized. Since
Chase had designed the tuxedo for himself, the demon, about twice
Chase’s size, had it bursting at the seams. A tearing sound echoed
through the lecture hall, and the cloth split apart and rained down
on Chase. The creature, definitely male, stood naked inside the
cauldron, the beady eyes in its ram’s head penetrating Chase’s mind
and reaching into his soul.

He tried once more to shove the creature back
into the cauldron. “Dissolve!”

It threw back its head, its grotesque mouth
yawning open to display razor teeth, and howled with a combination
bray and laugh.

“Creature of night, leave my sight. I send
you to the void whence you came. Trouble me no longer or I’ll say
your name.” As impromptu spells went, it wasn’t too bad. The threat
to call it by name particularly pleased Chase. Doing so would bind
the fiend in servitude. That Chase didn’t know the creature’s name
made it an empty threat, but it was still a damn good banishing
chant. Except how good could it be when it had no effect? He’d have
to trick the creature into revealing its name.

The demon stepped from the cauldron, landing
on taloned feet with a thud that shook the stage.

“Spenser! Send it back from wherever you
raised it.”

This time, Chase didn’t ignore the prof but
spun around, a wail of despair spilling from his lips. “Sir, I
can’t.” He meant he couldn’t send it back because he hadn’t
summoned it, but Abassi apparently didn’t understand that because
he gave Chase a look of fury.

The professor leaped onto the platform and
broke into Chase’s circle with the ease that comes from experience.
Before Abassi knocked him to the ground, Chase seized the moment to
appreciate the demonstration of what a practiced mage could so
effortlessly accomplish. Abassi shoved his body between the demon
and Chase, planted his feet hip-width apart, and raised the wand he
kept in a sheath on his robe’s belt. “Spawn of darkness, give me
your name.”

Chase crabbed backward to put distance
between himself and the duo in front of him, but not too far back
in case Abassi needed help. From outside the circle came the chaos
of students stampeding from the lecture hall in a flurry of
pounding feet. Some shouted in terror; more than one sobbed openly.
Chase kept his gaze fixed on the demon and Abassi.

The beast unfurled gigantic wings and stared
down the professor. The creature’s wings flapped, their breeze
toppling Chase’s altar and wafting an odor of sulfur into the air.
It raised an enormous fist and launched itself at the ceiling.
Abassi threw himself onto the floor. He righted the altar so it
covered them as the demon punched through the roof, hurling debris
down on the two magi. Chase curled into a fetal position. He
covered his head with his arms and squeezed his eyes closed as
pieces of wood, plaster, and shingles landed on the altar above
them and the floor around them.

“Are you all right?” The voice belonged to
Jaycie Nevil, Chase’s girlfriend and a fellow student in the mage
program. He opened his eyes at the rapid approach of footsteps in
time to see her jump onto the stage. She stopped at the edge of his
circle, unable to break through it as easily as Abassi had.

“You okay?” The worry in her tone had
deepened, and she edged up as close to the circle’s invisible
barrier as the energy allowed. Errant strands of the medium-brown
hair she usually kept tied back in a neat ponytail straggled around
her face. Her jeans and long-sleeved T-shirt had a fine layer of
dust on them. Chase realized his robe was covered in it. Whatever
plaster dust fell from the ceiling had drifted all over the room.
It made his nose itch, and the chalky scent warred with the sulfur
stench. Jaycie had left a trail of footprints in the powdery mess
surrounding the stage.

He nodded an affirmative to her, but before
he could say anything, Abassi’s rage-filled voice intruded. “Mr.
Spenser.” Abassi hissed on the sibilant sounds, spitting them out.
“Get up.” The professor crawled from under the altar and staggered
to his feet, his expression a mask of rage.

Chase got to his hands and knees and then
rose slowly. “Sir, I didn’t do that.”

“Would you have me deny my own eyes? If
you’re lucky, the dean will only expel you, and I won’t be fired.
Did you expect there’d be no repercussions?”

Jaycie jumped into the conversation then. “He
wouldn’t conjure a demon, Professor. He just wouldn’t.”

Abassi turned on her. “We all saw it. At
least two hundred people in this room witnessed it.”

Chase placed a shaking hand on his teacher’s
upper arm. “Please, she’s right. I didn’t do that.”

Abassi shook his head, but his expression of
rage melted into one of uncertainty. “I’d like to believe you, but
I saw you do it. Take down your circle. For safety’s sake, you
can’t leave it up. Campus police will want to sift through the
mess, so leave everything as is.”

“Police?” Chase’s hand dropped to dangle at
his side, and he swayed as if about to swoon. “But I didn’t commit
a crime.”

“A crime was committed. They’ll have to
investigate—question everyone who was here. Those who’ll admit they
were here.” Abassi shook his head again. “What a disaster.” He
shook his head once more and added, “Take the circle down and meet
me in Dean Oen’s office.” Without waiting for agreement, he spun
away from Chase and eased through the circle’s barrier. Chase, a
lump forming in his throat, watched the professor stride from the
room.

 


***

 


Jaycie waited in silence for Chase to take down his
circle, and the second it vanished, she rushed to his side and
hugged him. “I’m so sorry this happened to you. Where did that
demon come from?” She released him and took a step back, her
expression shifting from concerned to studious.

“No idea.” His brows furrowed as he
contemplated. “I’ll review all the ingredients I used, but my focus
was on manifesting a damn suit, not a creature from the darkness.
It makes no sense.” He tiptoed around the debris field, picking up
his tools. Even though he hadn’t promised Abassi that he’d touch
nothing, Chase left everything the way it had fallen. He packed
away only the tools he’d brought with him, and he took obvious care
not to disturb anything else as he did.

“What if they want to examine your sword and
stuff?” Jaycie asked as he removed the cauldron from the now
extinguished indoor flame generator.

He shrugged. “I’ll let them, but I’m not
leaving them here for someone to steal.”

She nodded. “Yeah. I guess I’d do the
same.”

Their gazes met. She averted her eyes, and he
wondered if she judged him or feared him. Could she honestly
believe he’d deliberately summon a demon during an exam? No mage
studying at their level even had the skills for it. I do. He
dismissed the thought. Even if he knew how, he wouldn’t do it
during an exam. Why would he execute such a career-ending move? It
made no sense, which should allow anyone with an ounce of logic to
realize he didn’t do it. Probably.

“Do you believe I never called that demon?”
He flinched when she hesitated. In a tone filled with hurt, he
said, “I guess you can’t be sure, right? No matter how close we
are?”

They’d known each other for the three
semesters they’d attended the same classes. Both had started in
September the previous year and continued their studies throughout
the following summer. Now that August was ending and they were
wrapping up their final exams, he’d expected they’d continue the
program together. After what happened here today, the dean could
toss him out. She’d carry on without him—she’d have to if she
wanted a career as a mage.

Her lips trembled and pressed together, and
pain flashed in her eyes as her gaze once again met his. “I believe
you,” she whispered. “But is it possible you summoned it
accidentally?”

“How do you accidentally summon a demon?” He
faced her with his hands thrust onto his hips and his feet planted
shoulder-width apart.

She didn’t respond at first, but he waited
her out, his gaze locked defiantly on hers. At least she managed to
look him in the eyes again. “It’s possible,” she said at last.
“I’ve heard of humans accidentally summoning demons. You know, with
Ouija boards or séances or whatever, when they use them without
proper protocols in place.”

He wrapped his athame in a silk cloth and
placed it in his bag. “Sure. But I’m not a clueless human.” He was
the best damn mage in the program. In the history of the program.
Someday, he’d head the mage council. If his career survived this
day. I’ll make it survive. They have no right to punish me when
I did nothing wrong.

“I don’t think you caused this, okay? But if
you didn’t,” she said, enunciating each word clearly and
forcefully, “then who did? Because someone meant this to
happen.”

He froze, and the wand he held almost fell
from his hand. Blood drained from his face in a rush. “You think
someone set me up?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But we’d better
figure it out, or your career as a mage is over before it
begins.”

Those words caused his gut to do a backflip,
but the terror turned quickly to rage. Get a grip. Don’t let
them control you. Seize control. He would. No one disgraced
Chase Spenser and got away with it. He picked up the duffel bag
containing his tools. “Guess I’d better get to the dean’s
office.”

He turned away from Jaycie and started
walking away. When she didn’t follow, he glanced back in time to
see her rise from a crouch and slip her hand into her pocket.
Did she take something?

When their gazes locked, she gave him a weak
but encouraging smile and hurried to his side. He opened his mouth
to question her, but she leaned over and kissed his cheek. “Don’t
worry. It’ll be fine,” she said.

Together they left the stage.


 Chapter Three

 


Dean Andrienne Oen’s office was a long walk from the
lecture hall that had hosted Chase’s career-ending exam, but it
wasn’t long enough for him to deduce who might’ve conjured the
demon. The closer they got to the office, the slower he walked.
They’d expel him, and he’d have to give up his apartment in the
heart of the city. He’d have to return to his parents’ home and
admit his failure. He’d dedicated his whole life to becoming a
master mage, but without certifications, he couldn’t legally
practice magick. It would destroy him.

Rage bubbled up again. They have no
right.

When the pair reached the dean’s office door,
Chase stopped and stared at the bronze plaque on it that said “Dean
Andrienne Oen.” Below it, another rectangular sign announced,
“Department of Magickal Arts.”

“I’ve got to go in alone,” Chase said to
Jaycie. “You shouldn’t even sit in the waiting room with her
assistant. They might assume you’re involved.”

“I know.” She put a reassuring hand on his
shoulder. “I’ll wait out here for you.”

“Thanks.”

“Listen,” she said. “No matter what happens,
we’ll figure this out.”

“Thanks.” He had nothing else to say.

“Give me your duffel bag.” She reached for
it.

He backed away and stared at her, his brows
raised. “Why?”

“So you don’t have to lug it in there. So
they don’t question why you removed things from the lecture hall
when Abassi told you to touch nothing.”

“Okay.” Sounded logical. “Jay, you’ll have to
do my thinking for me. I can’t focus. I want to punch something.”
He curled one hand into a fist to illustrate the point.

“Don’t worry. I’ve got your back. Go. Get it
over with. I’ll be right here.” She pried the duffel bag from his
grasp and moved to the wall opposite the door. She set the bag on
the ground and slid down the wall until she squatted next to it.
Her gaze remained fixed on his as she retrieved her cell phone from
her purse. “Go.”

He responded with a slow nod, faced the door,
and entered the dragon’s den.

 


***

 


The Dean’s assistant greeted him in a pleasant and
polite tone. “May I help you?”

Her sweet-scented perfume erased the echo of
sulfur and plaster dust in his nose, and he drew in a deep,
cleansing breath.

She sat behind an organized mess of a desk,
but the waiting area itself was neat and clean, equipped with a row
of chairs along one wall and a pair of coffee tables in front of
them. Plants in large pots dotted the room, and a painting of the
front of the school covered the wall next to the entrance to the
dean’s inner office. Sunlight shone in from a large window across
from the reception desk, but it added neither warmth nor comfort to
the cold, sparse room.

“I think they’re expecting me.” He didn’t ask
if Abassi was in there—he didn’t have to. No matter how long it
took Chase to leave the lecture hall, Abassi would’ve waited here,
probably keeping tabs on his student’s whereabouts with magick.

“You’re Chase Spenser?”

“Yes.”

She waved at the door. “Go right in.”

With a gulp, he opened the door and, head
held high, strode into Dean Oen’s office. If nothing else, he’d
behave as though confident they’d believe he’d had nothing to do
with the demon. Because he hadn’t. I’m innocent, damn it. They’d
better believe me, or else. Or else what? Or else I’ll make
them believe me. Somehow.

Compared to the waiting area, the main office
was opulent and warm. Despite his situation, the tall, round fish
tank across from the dean’s desk caught Chase's eye. He had an
overwhelming urge to walk over and examine it, but the dean,
sitting in a large, padded leather chair behind a broad, dark wood
desk, hailed him.

“Mr. Spenser?” She didn’t rise but only
waited for his response. When he nodded, she said, “Professor
Abassi tells me you had some issues executing your potions exam
this morning.”

Dean Oen was tall—Chase could tell even
though she was seated. She’d tied her salt-and-pepper hair back
into a bun, but a few loose strands framing her face softened the
look. She wore a trim navy suit. A pink and green crystal brooch in
the shape of a spider added interest to the otherwise austere
look.

Unsure whether they expected him to sit or
stand, he took three steps into the room toward the empty armchair
next to Abassi, who sat on a love seat in front of a burgundy trunk
that served as a coffee table. The seating area made a cozy,
comforting conversation nook in front of the dean’s desk. Chase
wondered if it was meant to welcome, disarm, or confuse students
unfortunate enough to be called into this office. He doubted either
Abassi or Oen would take his side in this. The evidence against him
was too overwhelming. Even he wouldn’t have believed him. “Yes. But
it wasn’t my fault.”

“Please, take a seat,” the dean said.

“Yes, ma’am.” Chase moved to the armchair and
eased into the plush leather.

“I’ve heard Professor Abassi’s take on it.”
She glanced at the professor and then returned her piercing gaze to
Chase. “Tell me what you experienced.”

Her phrasing gave him hope, and he relaxed
slightly. Perhaps Abassi hadn’t blamed him for the whole debacle.
Or perhaps Oen wanted to give him a chance to hang himself. “I
requisitioned all my ingredients from the lab’s storage room—just
as we’re supposed to. We’re not even allowed to collect them
ourselves. I had to give my list to the clerk in charge, and he
picked everything for me. I signed everything out after verifying
it was all there.”

Could the clerk have pulled a bait and switch
with the labeled jars’ contents? Not likely. Chase had watched the
elderly gentleman’s every move as he gathered the supplies—not from
any sense of distrust but from boredom. They’d chatted
intermittently, but nothing more than small talk. The guy seemed as
bored with his job as Chase was watching him do it.

“Everything seemed fine. I took the basket
from the storage lab to the exam room. Professor Abassi verified
the labels on the jars bore the university stamp and that all jars
were sealed correctly. No tampering.” All that was routine, and now
Chase understood the need to ensure all students used similarly
sourced ingredients. That fact could exonerate him.

“How did the clerk collect the ingredients?
Describe what he did.” The dean’s voice was calm, soothing. She
leaned back in her chair, elbows on the armrests and fingers
steepled together in front of her, as if the three of them shared
an informal chat.

“He collected each herb on the list from
large containers with airtight lids. Each container had its own
scoop, which he used to put the required amount into a clean jar.
He then screwed on the lid. He pumped the oils into clean bottles
and capped them. When he’d collected all the materials I requested,
he used a machine to seal them with plastic wrap. He then strapped
tape with the university’s logo on it across the lid and down the
container’s side. The jars remained that way until the exam.” He
turned to Abassi. “Sir, you saw all the jars were sealed. Right?”
He turned again to face Oen. “Professor Abassi wouldn’t have
allowed me to begin the exam if any of those seals were
broken.”

When Abassi replied, he sounded as though he
did so grudgingly. “That’s correct.”

Chase’s eyes widened. Did Abassi’s reluctance
to show support for his student come from a desire to pin this on
the handiest person? Or does he believe I’m trying to implicate
him?

“I didn’t summon a demon,” Chase said. “I
conjured a tuxedo. You saw what I did. Heard everything I
said.”

“Yes. You said ‘rise,’ ” Abassi replied.

“That’s what you say when you conjure an item
into existence from a cauldron of base mixture.”

“You could’ve said ‘appear.’ ”

Chase scowled. “You’re arguing syntax you
taught me, Professor? Either will work.”

“Yes, but only one will summon a living
creature.”

Chase jumped to his feet. “I didn’t do that.
We’re not permitted to do that. We don’t even have the skills for
it.” Except he probably did. For once, he preferred to blend into
the crowd, so he allowed the statement to hang there without
qualifying it.

“Sit down, Mr. Spenser,” the dean said. “We
want to understand what happened. What you were thinking as you
conjured the … tuxedo.”

Chase sat, but only to perch on the edge of
the seat. He angled his face down and studied the paisley area rug
over the chevron-patterned wood floor as he collected his thoughts.
“I was focused on creating the tuxedo the way I’d visually infused
it into the ingredients.”

“Why a tuxedo?”

He shrugged. What did that matter? But he had
to answer the question, or they’d suspect he was hiding
something.

“I’ve got a wedding to attend in December, so
I thought I’d make one for my exam and get a new suit for free.” He
raised his head to meet her gaze and found her stifling a smile.
“Plus,” he said quickly, “if I could get the form right, the size
right, it would make next semester’s conjuring easier.”

“I don’t understand. Are you implying you
thought next semester you’d create a human?”

“No!” Dear gods, he’d tripped up badly on
that one. “I thought something large and detailed would help me
transition to making a dog or other complex being.” The explanation
sounded lame even to him. But he’d always wanted a dog, and he’d
thought it a fabulous goal. First a tux, then a pet. Mage school
had its perks, or so he’d believed. Now his goals might get him
expelled. “I’m well aware of the laws against creating humanoids. I
can tell you this, though. Conjuring a tuxedo is different from
conjuring a demon, and when I said ‘rise,’ I never expected that
creature to appear.”

Dean Oen leaned forward and folded her hands
on her desk. “Do you understand the school will have to investigate
this fully?”

He straightened his back and held his head
high. “Yes. I’d expect no less.”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to expel you.”

“What? Why? That’s not fair.” He jumped to
his feet again, and this time, she didn’t ask him to sit down.

“You’ve made rubble out of the potions
lecture hall. You can’t expect this to go unpunished.”

“But I didn’t do it. The demon did.”

“For all intents and purposes, you’re the one
who summoned the demon. I can’t overlook that. I’m sorry.” She
shook her head sadly. “I won’t call the Tkaronto police. We’ll
conduct an internal investigation, though the news will spread
considering the number of witnesses in that room.” She sighed.
“Like it or not, the authorities will get involved, but I’ll insist
they not charge you. Whether you did it accidentally or someone
else somehow called the demon, I believe you when you say you never
meant for this to happen.”

“Charge me?” Almost nothing else she’d said
sank in as his focus fixed on those two words. He’d never
considered the possibility he’d go to jail for this. He hadn’t done
anything. He shouldn’t even be getting expelled.

“Summoning demons is illegal,” she said.

“I know. But I didn’t do it.”

“We can’t prove you didn’t, Chase.”

“You can’t prove I did,” he said, irritation
in his tone. “Because I didn’t.”

Oen sighed. “Right now, you’re the only
suspect. They’ll investigate you, your spell. The Mage Council of
Tkaronto will hold a hearing.”

Abassi and Oen exchanged glances, and then
Abassi said, “I can recommend a representative to you. A mage who
specializes in criminal law and can help you maneuver through the
legalities.”

“I’m a student,” Chase said, perplexed. “I’m
just a student. I didn’t do this.” His tone had grown more
desperate and pleading, and he hated himself for it, but the more
the discussion continued, the worse his situation appeared to
grow.

“I understand,” Abassi said. “But you need to
understand that what happened was serious. It broke laws—both human
and magickal. Whether you caused what happened—or not,” he added as
Chase opened his mouth to protest, “you’ll have to face the
fallout.” He put a hand on Chase’s arm. “Mr. Spenser. Chase. After
this discussion, I agree with Dean Oen that it’s doubtful you
intended to summon the demon. But there’s no disputing a demon
appeared.” He paused. “I don’t want to ask you this, but I must.
Who’d want to end your career this publicly?”

Overwhelmed, Chase buried his head in his
hands and contemplated the question.


 Chapter Four

 


They allowed him his space, letting the silence drag
on until Chase couldn’t stand it anymore. He raised his head and
once more sat up straight, his pride propping him up. For what it
was worth. It would be worth nothing when he returned home a
failure, but he’d have to think about his parents and his brother
and sister another time. After this ordeal had ended.

“I can’t think of anyone,” he said. “Who’d
hate me enough to frame me? Who has that much hate in them to frame
anyone?”

“Perhaps it’s not hate,” the dean said.
“Perhaps professional jealousy?”

“Jealousy? Of me?” Sure, he was number one in
his program, but he’d earned his place there with hard work and,
yes, natural ability. He’d pictured others admiring him, even
envying him, but hating him for it? He’d never imagined that.

“You’re at the top of my class,” Abassi said.
“Dean Oen and I reviewed your transcripts before you joined us
here. You’re at the top of all your classes.”

“Well, if someone’s jealous of me, they’re
hiding it well. There must be hundreds of students in the Magick
Studies program. If one of them is competing with me, they haven’t
announced it.”

Oen sighed and reached for the phone on her
desk. “I’m calling the campus police. I’m sorry, Mr. Spenser, but
I’ll have to ask them to escort you from the building.”

“You’re still expelling me?” The blood rushed
from his face, and he broke out in a cold sweat.

“I’m very sorry. I have no choice. If the
investigation determines someone else is responsible for this,
you’re welcome to return. But until we verify your innocence,
you’re banned from school property.”

“You know I didn’t do this, but you won’t
even let me leave without a police escort?”

“I have to follow protocols. It’s nothing
personal. Surely you understand.” She sounded so reasonable. It
made him want to scream.

He remembered Jaycie waited for him in the
hallway. She’d see the cops escorting him out. They’d see she
waited for him. Neither prospect appealed to him, but he could do
nothing about it. He was stuck waiting for them in the office.

Oen punched in the required numbers. “Campus
security? Dean Oen. I need someone in my office to escort a student
from the campus … Now, yes … Thank you.” She ended the call. The
room fell silent. They waited.

 


***

 


Time passed at a sloth’s pace for Jaycie, who waited
in the hallway for Chase to reappear. Sure, this was serious, but
how long did it take to hear his version of what happened and
dismiss him? The longer she waited, the more worried she grew.

Since it was exam week and most students were
in exams or studying elsewhere, few people walked past the spot
where she held her solitary vigil. So far, no passerby had given
her a second glance, which was just as well. When news of what had
happened leaked, anyone associated with Chase might be suspect. She
didn’t care about that—she’d support him and stand by him no matter
what. She just didn’t want the chaos to begin right now. The whole
day had been exhausting.

Jaycie had executed her potions exam right
before Chase did his. She’d conjured a turquoise glass vase, medium
size. Certainly not as impressive as the tux Chase had pulled into
existence, but she’d succeeded and now had a nice tchotchke
to display in her bedroom. Too bad that tux had clothed a demon;
otherwise, he’d have aced the exam, and she wouldn’t be crouched
here in the hallway babysitting a bag of magick tools that might be
used as evidence in a trial.

Knock it off. They won’t charge him. He
did nothing illegal. She hoped. She believed he hadn’t done
this. Chase wouldn’t be that stupid. This could ruin him. Sure, he
had confidence in his abilities—others in the class called it
arrogance—but he didn’t have a superiority complex. He was a nice
guy. That’s why she loved him. She’d never told him that, but she
did love him, and as she sat huddled in the empty corridor outside
the dean’s office, she vowed to stand by him.

The tread
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