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The story so far:

   
   
 Grandmaster Eris Andromeda Carmichael wasn’t one of the pure white-magic practitioners. But she was one of the world’s greatest living wizards—certainly the best who would take Academy students for their seventh and final year of instruction—and Lynn Kennedy had never settled for anything less than the best. So when she finished her sixth year of studies at the Academy, Lynn had applied for residence with Grandmaster Carmichael. 
 That was a mistake. 
 Some wizards taught the seventh-year residencies because they felt a responsibility to Academy graduates, or because they loved teaching, or for some other commendable reason. Eris Carmichael taught the residencies because she enjoyed inflicting pain, and the residency system provided her with a dozen students to torment every year. She'd warned Lynn and the others before they’d agreed to become her apprentices—according to the rules of the Conclave, virtually her property—and they'd all heard her, but none of them had really believed her. 
 That was a mistake, too. 
 Eris punished wrong answers in class, or attitudes she didn’t like, with magical whippings. Breaking any of her rules—including a ban on masturbation, but a corresponding requirement to have sex with one of one’s fellow-students at least once a week—meant losing a tooth to Eris’ brutal assistant, Master Andrei Rostem, and his pliers. 
 The art of magical tooth-regrowing was one that all of Eris’ students mastered quickly. 
 Lynn's skill at playing Eris’ sadistic mind games won her the grudging respect of her fellow-students, as well as the opportunity to claim beautiful and fascinating Kasey Bouet as her own. And though Eris’ methods were abusive, she taught Lynn more magic than she’d ever learned at the Academy. 
 But not all the students were doing as well as Lynn. Before the first week was out, Jordan Scott had tried to escape from Eris’ tower. Andrei had caught him and brought him back, and Eris had forced him to reveal to the rest of the class his true feelings about all of them. It had been the most humiliating thing Lynn had ever seen, and she’d had to attend lectures naked. 
 The next student who tried to escape was Eileen Sullivan. She’d seen the changes that studying under Eris was working on her and her fellow-students, she explained when Andrei brought her back, and she wanted no part of them. So Eris forced the other students to change Eileen into someone who would be happier in Eris' charge—a series of magical changes that snowballed. Eileen became an inhuman monster who tortured and mutilated Lynn until Lynn was able to mostly reverse the changes. Mostly, but not completely. 
 Then, in the fallout of relationship drama between Felicity Lopez, Juan Rivera, and Liam Donovan, Felicity ran. Before she did, she sent Liam into a coma and disguised him as herself, making it look like Liam was the one who was missing. But now Andrei has brought Felicity back, and Lynn and the other students are waiting to see how Felicity's punishment can be even worse than Jordan's and Eileen's, and what effect it will have on their fragile web of alliances. 
 And they already have enough to worry about, because Eris has told them that she's sending them out to do fieldwork—survive with nothing but their wits and the skills they've learned in a hostile environment filled with magical enemies. Knowing Eris, the environment is likely to be hostile indeed, and filled with traps that none of them will see until it's too late. 




Winter Break

   
 "As I have attempted to make clear," said Grandmaster Eris Andromeda Carmichael, "once you accepted my offer of tutelage for your seventh-year residencies, it became my responsibility to educate you. My methods are peculiar, and my results indifferent, but I am the instructor you have chosen, and you are bound to me by the force of law and custom, as well as certain more tangible restraints." 
 She gave her class a brilliant smile, and they did their best to restrain their shudders. At the very beginning of the year, Eris had said that she was going to abuse them, but none of them had anticipated just how bad it was going to be. They couldn't have. 
 "There are always students who attempt to cut short their time with me. However, I do not fail so readily in my responsibilities. This is not acceptable behavior, and it is not without consequences. Ms. Lopez—stand up, please." 
 It took a meaningful look from Eris' assistant Andrei before Felicity Lopez managed to stand up. Given what Eris had done to her already for her escape attempt, and given what they'd done to Eileen after she'd tried to escape, facing what came next wasn't going to be easy. 
 Lynn looked over at Kasey, who was staring forward, paying attention, rigid with fear. Neither of them were directly in the path of what was going to happen, but it wasn't going to be good. Not for anybody. 
 "There were some aspects to your attempt which may be of interest," said Eris. "Please explain exactly what you did, and why." 
 "I, ah." Felicity swallowed. "My intent had been to create a double—a copy of my body, and of my memories? Body and mind, that is. The problem was that without a soul, the double wouldn't act, and would probably attract a bunch of demons that would use it as a host. Then Liam attacked me, and I was so mad at him, I started with that." 
 "With that?" 
 "I knocked him out, and then used the magic I had prepared to duplicate my body, using his as a base. If I replaced his body and memories with mine, it'd be me, in a lot of ways, and it'd have his soul, so there'd be a soul there." 
 Felcity was doing her best to recite, standing with her hands held behind her back. From where she was sitting, Lynn could see how tightly Felicity's right hand was gripping her left. Eris tailored her punishments to what the students did and said, so Felicity was trying not to say anything wrong. For all the good it would do. 
 "Was it a technical difficulty that prevented you from replacing his mind with yours?" asked Eris, with every indication of polite interest. 
 "No," said Felicity. "It was just... I couldn't. There wouldn't have been any way to recover him after that, and... I mean, I was mad at him, but I couldn't actually do that." 
 There'd been drama between Felicity and Liam, because Liam was currently dating Juan, who was Felicity's ex. Felicity had gone a lot further than Lynn would've expected, but Eris looked faintly puzzled, as though she couldn't quite understand why Felicity had failed to completely wipe Liam's mind clean and replace it with a copy of her own. 
 "If you say so," said Eris. "But you are convinced you could have achieved the effect you desired, were you not to have had qualms of that sort?" 
 "Yes ma'am," said Felicity. "It's—" 
 Eris held up a hand. "Yes is sufficient. Answer the questions, please, but do not explain unless I request explanations. What, exactly, did you hope to accomplish by duplicating yourself, Ms. Lopez?" 
 "It was just... it almost wouldn't have mattered if it was the original who escaped, or if it was the copy. But there'd be... one of us would be free, and living like a free person, and not having to face all of this. And that would... ." Felicity trailed off, but Eris clearly didn't think she was finished, and so Felicity added, "It wasn't an escape plan, exactly. It was just a hope of being free." 
 "While I do not entirely see the distinction between an escape plan and a hope of being free, I fear there are several complications which your planning—or hoping—did not encompass. And I see correcting woolly thinking of that sort as one of my obligations as your seventh year instructor. So. You shall produce a double of sufficient verisimilitude that its freedom would have soothed your nerves, and you shall present it to the class as soon as possible. It is my hope that this assignment will act as both a corrective for the sort of behavior that led you to absent yourself from your commitments, and for your failures to plan—or hope—effectively." 
 Eris's wand moved, and Felicity winced as the lash struck. "Four today," said Eris. "It will quadruple every day a double is not presented. With this business out of the way, perhaps we can continue with the technical aspects of memory modification? The incidence of secondary spells is a good deal higher with memory-magic, and it is worth examining reasons why this may be the case." 
 The lecture went on, and then Ethan was hauled away for his private lunch session with Eris and Andrei. Those were horrible. While Eris delighted in being almost unimaginably cruel, Andrei was working on keeping his brutality under control. Every time a student went with them for lunch, Andrei let his control slip, and Eris always found a way to be as bad, or worse. 
 At the beginning of the year, they'd more or less been forced into forming three groups; Kasey, Jordan, and Ethan had been the leaders. Kasey, Mary, and Quan had gotten Kasey's collar onto Lynn, Ethan, Liam, and Eileen had put a collar on Cassandra, and Felicity, Jordan, and Parry had put a collar on Juan. Kasey and Ethan's group had more less stuck together, but Jordan's had fallen apart—when Felicity had tried to run, she'd been the last member of that group who hadn't joined up with either Ethan or Lynn. 
 Parry had joined up with Lynn, and Quan had taken Jorda on, when nobody else was willing to talk to him. For a while, Felicity and Juan had been dating; the reason that she'd fought with Liam was because after Juan and Felicity had broken up, Juan had started dating Liam. So it wasn't as though Felicity wasn't going to be able to fit in with Liam and Juan in Ethan's group, and since what Felicity had done to Liam was reprehensible, Lynn had more or less handed her over to Mary, Kasey's friend from the academy. 
 This seemed like a good idea, because Mary was kind of a dick. But she wasn't the sort of dick who could handle the magical complications that Eris had alluded to, and this was definitely a project that needed someone to consider issues of morality, or someone was going to go to sleep as themselves and wake up as Felicity. 
 "Don't start actually casting anything," said Lynn to Felicity, as they left for their lunch break. "We'll talk before dinner." 
 Felicity's assignment wasn't their only project. Eris had told them that she was going to be sending them out to do fieldwork, or, in other words, transport them to an underdweller-infested wilderness to survive on their wits and their magic. She hadn't been specific about which underdweller-infested wilderness, but a combination of clues she'd given and guesses that Lynn had made based on Eris' personality had led them to focus their research on the more northerly end of North America and the more southern parts of South America. 
 So Lynn, Kasey, and Parry were going through surveys which described the major types of underdwellers for those regions and coming up with broad outlines of how to handle them—when it came to dragons, for instance, the best option was usually keep their heads down and hope the dragon slept, while ice wolves were best met with fire. 
 They spent lunch working on that, as other groups got to work on spells for things like food and shelter or wards—both for when they were dumped wherever they were dumped, and for the dorms. Eris had been gradually taking away the protections they'd grown accustomed to having at the academy, which meant that they had to provide them themselves. 
 Ethan was back for the afternoon lecture, with the shocky, unfocused look that spending lunch with Eris usually caused. Andrei was... it was Lynn's turn again in two days, and she was dreading it. But she listened to the lecture and kept an eye on Ethan, and in the end, decided that he was going to be able to handle what she'd planned. More or less. As well as any of them were handling anything. 
 She button-holed him after the lecture, and told him what she was planning. He wasn't, as it turned out, a fan of the idea. 
 "Why do you want me to do this?" 
 Mary and Felicity were equally opposed. 
 "We have a lot of work to do," said Mary, "and giving us a goddamn boat-anchor around our neck isn't going to make it go any faster." 
 "I could just walk away at this point," said Lynn. "Because it's not like I'm your boss or anything." 
 "Deal," said Mary. 
 "But if I do that, something horrible will happen, and it will be something horrible that we could have avoided. So we'll start with your question, Ethan. Felicity has to do this, because she'll be whipped to death if she doesn't. And you know what she did to Liam." 
 "So why should I help—" 
 "And Mary has taken responsibility for Felicity, so she's going to help her. The rest of us are busy, so we can't all sit down with them and work this out." 
 "Right?" Ethan still wasn't getting it. 
 "Based on what you know about Felicity and Mary, do you think it would be a good idea to let the two of them decide what they should do to finish this assignment without some form of supervision?" 
 Ethan hesitated. "They're good at magic," he said uncertainly. 
 Lynn waited. 
 "Fine," he said. "But why me? What did I do that—" 
 "From time to time," said Lynn, "you've pushed us to do the right thing, rather than the easy thing. So, here you go. If you want to do the easy thing and walk away, there's nothing stopping you. Beyond the fact that you will one hundred percent not like what they come up with." 
 "Of course I'm not going to like what they come up with!" said Ethan. "There's nothing that they can come up with that isn't going to be terrible. I just don't see why I have to sign off on something terrible." 
 "Because that's what trying to convince us to do the right thing means, Ethan," said Lynn. 
 Ethan shook his head. 
 "Kasey?" said Lynn. "How long before Felicity gets whipped to death?" 
 "Hard to say. The spell Eris uses draws blood, but it doesn't seem to cause much internal bleeding or organ damage. It'll be up over two hundred and fifty in three days, though, which will make it difficult to cast without getting distracted." She stopped, calculated. "It'd be like sixty thousand in a week. That'd probably do it." 
 "There you go," said Lynn. "You're free to veto what they come up with, and if the most moral option is having Felicity get whipped to death, that's what you're going with if you guys don't come up with a functional copy of Felicity in a weeks. Or you could walk away, Mary and Felicity will come up with something, and I will stop giving the slightest shit about whatever moral qualms you have about anything. Doing the right thing means doing the work of figuring out what the right thing is." 
 Ethan nodded. "You're right," he said. "I wish... well, doesn't matter what I wish. But you're right." 
 "No she isn't," said Mary. "We're not getting Felicity whipped to death because Ethan is—" 
 "Ethan isn't," said Lynn. "He's going to work as hard as either of you, because he needs an answer he can live with." 
 "Fine," said Mary. "So give him one. Give us one. You've solved a bunch of Eris' stupid little games. Solve this one, we'll all say that you're smart and pretty, and we can go on with our lives." 
 "The point isn't for her to do all of your homework," said Kasey. 
 "The point is," said Ethan, "to get through this while doing as little harm to ourselves and others. Or at least, that's why I thought you brought me in on this?" 
 "Yeah, but what if—" Kasey started. 
 Lynn shook her head. "I don't have an answer for you. And yeah, if I worked at it, I'd probably come up with something. If you work at it, you'll probably come up with something." 
 "Kasey," Mary sighed, "your Lynn is being difficult. Can you hit her for a bit until she works properly?" 
 "Look," said Kasey. "You keep turning to Lynn. I was right about Eileen, and I was also the one who figured out how to get Liam turned back into Liam. So—" 
 "So fine. You're also smart and pretty. What's the fucking answer?" 
 "The answer is that maybe if you work on this, you'll be able to get answers to things," said Lynn. "Remember how you were all complaining about how Felicity had screwed us all over by trying to run?" 
 Mary glared at her. 
 "I remember!" said Kasey, brightly. 
 "Good job," said Lynn. "As Kasey remembers, Mary was upset about how solving Felicity's fuckup was going to keep us from doing our homework. So now, I work on other homework, while the three of you solve this part of what we have to do to fix Felicity's fuckup." 
 "If you have an answer," said Ethan. 
 "I don't," said Lynn. "Honest. Look. You need a soul, right?" 
 "Well," said Mary. "He's already a pain in the ass. I'm not sure that adding a soul would improve things." 
 "I meant you," said Lynn. "And fake Felicity. You could turn a log into a physical copy of her, and once you have a copied brain, you can put whatever memories you want in it." 
 "Sure," said Felicity. "More or less. The mirroring spell is—" 
 "Not interesting at the moment," said Lynn. "You say you worked it out, and I believe you. But if you put together a mind and body without a soul it gets possessed by some sort of demon and then tries to take over the world, or whatever. So you need a soul." 
 "Which wouldn't be a problem, if you didn't give us a boat anchor," said Mary. 
 Lynn looked at her. 
 "Which would be an easier problem if you didn't give us a boat anchor." 
 "Exactly right," said Lynn. "That's it. Come up with some answers, and we'll talk about them." 
 "Fine," said Mary, and the three of them left. 
 As the door closed behind them, Kasey counted off on her fingers. When she got to four, there was an outraged bellow from Ethan. 
 "And that was Mary's first idea being shot down," she said. "My guess is that she wanted him to volunteer." 
 Lynn shook her head. "No justifying that, not this time. Anyhow. Back to coal goblins." 
 That was a type of underdweller with the widest distribution in the areas they were likely to be sent. Pale skin, coal eyes—not black eyes, eyes that were literally chunks of coal—organized societies. Not a great reputation, long-standing grudge against humans for whatever reason, minor magical abilities, no particular ward or weakness that could be used against them, but not strong enough at magic to overpower a trained human. Their colonies were often at war with each other, which kept the numbers down and kept them from being a threat to humanity at large. 
 The question was how many coal goblins they were going to have to face at once, and what the goblins would do, and how they'd counter. It was speculative, but if they didn't do the work, there was a good chance they'd be in chains in the goblin mines pretty soon after they landed wherever Eris sent them. 
 They worked on that through dinner. As they finished the plate of apple crumble, Kasey looked over at Lynn. 
 "Have you got something for them yet?" she asked. 
 "The problem is that they're not actually related to Old World goblins," said Lynn. "There's a ton of stuff that was done to ward houses against the Germanic and—" 
 "I meant for Felicity's project." 
  Lynn shrugged. "I was telling the truth about not having an answer, and not working on the answer." 
  "Eris isn't going to give Felicity anything easy, not for running away as far as she did." 
 "That doesn't mean that everything about the job is going to be impossible," said Lynn. "There's probably a trap here, but I don't see it, and if Felicity doesn't make a double, she gets whipped to death, so she makes the double, and we learn about coal goblins. They honor treaties, apparently, and there are some forms of oath that they consider binding, even if they're not bound by them; you should memorize those." 
 Kasey looked them over. 
 "Actually," said Lynn. "Kasey Bouet, commit the oaths on pages 344-347 to memory, as best you can, without causing yourself damage or impairing any of your other functions." 
 "Yes okay yes," said Kasey. Mostly, Lynn used the magic collar she'd put on Kasey for sex stuff. But it had practical applications too. In an ideal world, that'd be the deal with Kasey in general. As it was, there was too much practical they had to do, and not really enough time for sex stuff. 
 The next day was Jordan's turn with Eris and Andrei, and more work on memory. And then, after the lecture, it was time to go through the options, and see whose was best. Mary went first, and her options were terrible. 
 "Jordan is an asshole," she said. "When he put that collar on Juan, he made us watch him rape Juan a bunch, which fucked everything up. And he tried to kill everyone with poison, and he fucked up Lynn's protections, and—" 
 Lynn saw where that was going and sighed. "No." 
 "But—" Mary started. 
 "No," said Ethan. "I don't approve of what Jordan has done, but I'm not going to be giving him the death penalty for that either." 
 "It's not death!" said Mary. 
 "It's not," said Lynn. "Death would be easier to reverse." 
 "Here's the thing, though," said Mary. "Jordan doesn't really like being Jordan. And, honestly, which would you rather have: One Jordan and one Felicity, or two Felicities? We need a soul, and Jordan has one, kind of. Which he doesn't want! It's perfect." 
 "No," said Lynn. "We need something else, not just you killing the guy who your boyfriend is taking care of." 
 "Fine! Now, listen to Ethan's stupid idea, and tell me which one is better." 
 "We do it to Felicity," said Ethan. 
 "See? See how mine is a real idea which would work, and his is—" Mary made a jerk-off motion. 
 "The assignment was to produce a double," said Ethan. "We do the magic that would mirror Felicity's body and memories onto her. It's a double." 
 "Well," said Lynn. "That's a thing that you could be proud of having come up with, and which you could face Eris with, secure in not having done wrong. Good job. Now, do you seriously think it's going to work?" 
 "The assignment was—" 
 "To produce a double. That's two," said Mary. "This way, there would be one Felicity. That's fewer than two." 
 "Dammit, Brody," said Ethan. 
 Mary snickered. "I'm warning you. I want this done by the book, Brody, or you're going to be writing parking tickets!" 
 "Fine," said Lynn. "Was that all you had?" 
 Ethan scowled. 
 "Yeah," said Mary. "That was all he had." 
 It wasn't, but okay. "Felicity?" said Lynn. "What have you got?" 
 "I don't have anything," said Felicity. "I spent weeks trying to work something out, and I couldn't find anything that would work. Not without wiping out someone else, and replacing them with me." 
 "Well," said Mary. "It's a better idea than Ethan's." 
 "Yes, thank you Mary," said Lynn. "So, we've got one idea we're not going with, one idea that won't work, and nothing. So your solution is to let Felicity be whipped to death to void the assignment, and then we'll have to try to resurrect her, while also preparing for our trip to wherever. Unless you had other ideas?" 
 "The graveyard," said Ethan. 
 The areas the students used—the classroom, the dining room, the lavatories, the library, and the dorms—those were a very small part of Eris' grounds. After Eileen had tried to escape, Eris had more or less made them turn her into a monster, and then Eileen had laired up in those grounds. When they went looking for her, one of the things that they'd found was a graveyard. Eighteen and nineteen year-olds, just like them, who'd been Eris' students, and who had committed suicide. 
 The earliest of the tombstones were from the 19th century, and the latest were from a few years back. And they all had hair and blood from the bodies interred, wrapped up in spells that would hold the souls of the dead kids attached to the bodies, for as long as Eris willed it. 
 "There are souls kept trapped there," said Ethan. "I mean, it would mean killing those kids. But maybe if we could talk to them, we could find one who wants to be... . I don't know. Not killed, exactly. Erased?" 
 "Huh," said Mary. "You know, you could've said that. Also, if we do take one of her toys away, Eris is going to be pissed." 
 "Maybe," said Lynn. 
 "And what's your actual answer?" said Kasey, looking at Mary. 
 Mary glared at her. 
 "What?" said Kasey. "If you had something reasonable, you wouldn't want Ethan to spend all night finding reasons why you shouldn't do it. And you'd want to reveal it at the last minute, so people would agree." 
 "Okay, first of all, no," said Mary. "Second of all, now you've ruined the timing." 
 "Mary," said Kasey. "What is it?" 
 "Underdwellers. Halls are infested with them, anyway." 
 "They have souls?" asked Ethan. 
 Lynn sighed. "We just spent like a month learning that people can turn themselves into underdwellers. We literally got to see Eileen turn herself into an underdweller. I mean, bloodworms probably have about as much of a soul as worms of the non blood type, but coal goblins or spider-queens or whatever... well, if you have a complicated intellect without a soul, you get demonic possession. And they're terrible, but they're not demons. So logically, yeah. They have souls." 
 "Wind up with a crazy psycho soul, though," said Mary. "I mean, if you take a spider queen, or whatever." 
 "Yeah, it's a problem," said Lynn. "I mean, I don't know what's happened to the souls in the graveyard either, but—" 
 "But it's going to be a Frankenstein's monster with an abnormal brain either way," said Mary, pronouncing both Frankenstein and abnormal wrong. "I vote for the option that doesn't involve stealing anything from Eris' graveyard." 
 "Death is hard to expunge," said Parry. "It's... that's part of why resurrection is so complicated. Because of the mark death leaves on the soul. And we don't know how often the people in the graveyard have died." He'd let himself fade into the background, the way he often did, but he was as good at magic theory as anyone. 
 "What happens if they've died too many times?" asked Lynn. Eris could easily have been calling them back from the grave every time she sent her living students out for fieldwork. 
 "I don't know. I mean, it's a damaged soul. But murders can also damage the soul, so if you get an underdweller, you could wind up with something just as dangerous." Parry shrugged, hid himself back in his book. 
 Lynn looked over at Ethan. "Now that we've gotten to your actual answers, rather than the time-wasting bullshit you both decided to lead with for no good reason, what are you going to actually recommend?" 
 "Honestly, neither of these are good options either," said Ethan. "That was why I didn't make my suggestion the first place. It's more than a death sentence; it's expunging someone's life, it's stealing someone's soul. We don't have the right to do that to anyone, whether or not they're underdwellers." 
 "The hell we don't," said Mary. "You killed like thirty underdwellers when we were looking for Eileen." 
 "Fighting something that's trying to kill you is one thing," said Ethan. "Hunting it down and erasing who it is is something else. With the graveyard, though. If we can be sure they want oblivion, that would be... it's not ideal, but it's better." 
 "Veto on the underdweller plan?" asked Lynn. 
 A very long pause. "If I don't, I've already been outvoted. But it is... I don't know if it's any safer. I don't know that it's a better plan. But it's a simpler plan, and it doesn't have the same risks. Eris might well stop us from rescuing someone who she has in her grip. But she won't object to us doing things to underdwellers." 
 "And that's the question," said Kasey. "Nothing perfect; which risks are better?" 
 "One of the questions," said Ethan. "The most important thing is—" 
 "That I'm going to get sixteen lashes tomorrow, sixty-four the day after," said Felicity. "If we research this stuff, try to get permission from the ghosts to get turned into me, try to get permission from Eris to use her corpses, fine. Maybe it'll get done before I'm whipped to death. If we can't get permission, there won't be time left to try something else." She shrugged. "Look, having me whipped to death and trying a resurrection is a solution. Vetoing other things is voting for that one." 
 "Dammit," said Ethan. 
 "Harsh language indeed, Police Commissioner Greenberg," said Mary. "So, do we push the fat guy in front of the trolley, or what?" 
 "What?" Ethan looked puzzled. 
 "Huh," said Mary. "Would've thought you liked that sort of thing. It's a classical—" 
 "Mary, shut up," said Lynn. "Ethan, what's your vote?" 
 "Lynn?" said Ethan. "Are you sure you can't come up with anything better than this?" 
 "Maybe I could," said Lynn. "I don't know. But I don't think we can take the time required for me to get to another idea, and I don't have anything better right now. Honest." 
 "We'll have to research the underdwellers we can count on catching," he said. "Nothing too violent, but also nothing too simple; something like a blue-jay soul in a human mind would get pushed out by demons. And we have to hurry." 
 "There," said Lynn. "Fine. Get on it." 
 "Sure," said Mary. "Can we borrow Parry?" 
 "Borrow magical help borrow, or borrow kinky sex borrow?" asked Kasey. 
 Mary shrugged. "Little of both. He knows theory better than we do, and he's got a cute butt. I think I can get Quan to fuck him when he's not otherwise in use, which would be—" 
 "Just the magical help," said Lynn. "You finish this thing properly, sure, you can fuck him a little." 
 "Um?" said Parry. 
 "What?" said Lynn. "You don't like the idea of being passed around as a prize when people are good?" 
 Parry had pale skin, and blushed a lot. It was kind of adorable. "It's just, uh, I mean, um." 
 "Don't worry," said Lynn. "They're not going to hurt you—" 
 "Um," said Mary. 
 "They're not going to hurt you too much," said Lynn. "But first make sure they get this right, okay?" 
 Parry nodded, then gave a firmer nod. He wasn't as good with a wand as he needed to be, but he was much better at magic theory than any of them. If she'd been concentrating on the problem, maybe Lynn would've come up with an idea that Parry would miss. But there wasn't anyone she'd trust more when it came to figuring out the spells they were going to need. 
 "So," said Lynn. "Go?" 
 They went. 
 "In other news," said Kasey. "You've gotten a little more relaxed about things the last few days, which means that you're going to want to start bossing me around." 
 "You're a lovely and attentive girlfriend, Kasey," said Lynn. 
 "You're damn right I am," said Kasey. "It's just... I like doing stuff to you, whether or not that's what you want to be doing?" 
 "Don't worry," said Lynn. "I've got some fun plans." 
 Kasey trembled when she heard that. Just a little; if Lynn hadn't known where to look, she would've missed the way her fingers twitched, missed the sudden flutter of her pulse in her neck. It was absolutely glorious, having that sort of power. 
 "But not tonight," said Kasey. 
 "No," said Lynn. "And not tomorrow night, and not the night after. After I've been with Eris and Andrei, I need you to take care of me." 
 "Of course you do," said Kasey. "Only, um. I mean, there are times I need to be in control of something, and you're something, holes." 
 Lynn couldn't keep a smile off her face. "Sure am. We'll talk about it. But first ice worms, apparently?" 
 First ice worms. Then ichneumons of three different types, then frost elves, which sounded like they should be lovely fairy princes and princesses, but which weren't—they'd strike from within storms, and they would kill or enslave wizards; the sources weren't clear, because very few wizards escaped alive, either way. 
 And then it was time for Lynn to spend an hour doing whatever Kasey wanted, hard enough to leave her aching in a dozen places and tied to the bed, as Kasey snored softly against the back of her neck. 
 Going in to face Eris and Andrei the next day was less okay. Mary and her group checked their plans with Lynn during breakfast, and they seemed sound—grab a skulker hob, which was one of the less terrifying variety of underdweller that showed up in Eris' halls, and hit it with the change spell before it knew what happened. And when they were done with classes for the day, Lynn knew that Kasey would make sure that she got what she needed. 
 But that didn't make it easy to sit and listen to Eris lecturing on illusion and false seemings, and then to go into the office with Andrei, while everyone else went out to eat lunch and to try to trap a skulker hob. 
 She had to do it, though. Anything else would be worse. Lynn knew that was true, even when Andrei's fist caught her right as she came through the door, knocking the wind out of her. The next blow knocked her down, and then he was on top of her, tearing through her clothing, spreading her legs apart. 
 Eris sat down at her desk, poured herself a cup of cordial as Andre's cock pushed into Lynn's ass, hard and raw and painful. 
 "You have been busy, Ms. Kennedy," said Eris. Andre groaned and pulsed inside of Lynn. Most guys, that would be enough. What Andre had changed himself into, what he had become, and what he was trying to control meant that it wasn't even close—he'd use them four, five times in one of those sessions. And he'd make sure that it hurt badly, every time. 
 Andre pulled out, leaving her gasping on the floor, as he buttoned his trousers and went to select some tool from one of the cabinets. 
 "I will admit that I had not anticipated your taking a leadership role, but the times make the man, I suppose. Now, tell me, Ms. Kennedy: are you certain that you have not lost sight of your primary obligation?" 
 When Eris asked a question, it was best to answer it. "I'm—" then Lynn screamed, as a whip came down across her shoulders. Not Eris' magic, though that hurt like hell. A real whip, and Andre hadn't been holding anything back. It cut through jacket and shirt and flesh, laying her open. 
 "Ah," said Eris. "I see." 
 She saw, but Lynn didn't. She didn't know if Eris was just making her doubt herself, or if she had missed something. All she knew was that the whip hurt, and that when she tried to get away from it Andre was going to break her ankles. She couldn't help it; she tried to get away from it. And Andre broke her ankles. 
 There was always so much pain when she went in for one of those sessions. Andre didn't even seem to be enjoying himself, most of the time. It was... it didn't matter. Eris' amused glances in their direction as she ate her lunch, Andre's feral grin and the sadness in his eyes. None of that mattered. What mattered was how much it hurt and how badly she wanted to get away. 
   
 When Andre had finished for the fifth time, Eris put Lynn back together. It was possible to work healing magic that didn't hurt; they'd all learned more about healing magic than they'd ever wanted to know. Eris' spells were better than anything they had—Lynn wasn't even thirsty when Eris was done. But while she'd managed to go a little numb toward the end, Eris tore through that numbness, made Lynn feel everything that had been done to her, over again, harder and sharper and more cruelly. 
 Then she stumbled back out, to listen to another lecture on illusions. She wanted to let it wash over her, ignore it. That would've been easy. But fatal. They would be tested on what Eris taught them, and her tests were deadly. And Kasey was there; she gave Lynn a worried look as soon as Lynn was out of the office, and held her hand whenever she could. 
 Then class was done, and Lynn managed to walk out of the classroom with Kasey there to support her. 
 When she got back to the common room outside of her dorm, there were two Felicitys, and neither of them looked particularly happy. Mary was looking pleased with herself, though. That was seldom a good sign. 
 "Done?" said Kasey. 
 "Kasey?" said Mary. "Are you simple?" 
 Kasey frowned at her. 
 "Okay," said Mary. "Let's try working this through. How many Felicitys do you see?" 
 "Mary," said Kasey, with a clear warning in her voice. Lynn wasn't feeling great, but honestly, that was kind of fun. Mary was... well, okay. Mary was kind of terrible. But at the same time, Lynn didn't have any problems understanding why they were friends. 
 "It went fine," said Mary. "Little bastard bit my hand, and we had to stop to first aid that, or it would've gone septic. But she's very sorry, and will demonstrate exactly how sorry she is for all of us." 
 "I literally have no recollection of spending that time doing anything other than setting a trap, and then triggering the spell," said Felicity. One of the Felicitys. "I'm pretty sure that one of you fuckers tattooed the two on my foot." 
 "I did," said Mary. "It's all true. I engage in sexual intercourse, and I put a number 2 on your foot after we'd physically transformed you from a skulker hob into a copy of Felicity, but before we transferred the memories." 
 There was a two on the top of that Felicity's foot. Lynn sat down, and looked at them. Aside from the tattoo, they were both exactly the same. Two was mad, but not like, any madder than Felicity would be if someone had tried to convince her that she was a copy. And they sounded the same. 
 "I mean," said Mary. "if I didn't do that, we'd never know who was who, given how much like a skulker hob Felicity already was—" 
 They looked at her. 
 "What?" said Mary. "You totally are the same person, and if we didn't know which was which, it could get confusing." 
 "Sure," said both of them, in chorus. 
 "Point is," said Mary, "My plan worked fine, the Felicitys are doing fine, and this time someone got away with relatively light consequences for having tried to escape." 
 "I was locked in that box for—" Two started, and One interrupted with, "Which makes me think it's not over." 
 "Yeah, whatever," said Mary. "But the point is, I've wanted to do it with twins for a long time, and now I'm totally going to." She looked at Lynn. "I mean, that's right, right?" 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "I think Felicity One is right about there being something worse coming, but there's no need to borrow trouble. We've done what we can to complete the assignment. So go, have fun with your twins." 
 "Yay!" said Mary. "And as I recall, we got to fuck Parry when we finished the job, and we've been good about not doing that until we're done, but now we're done. And—" 
 "And Lynn has had a rough day," said Kasey. "So she's going to come to your party, but I'll be taking care of her." 
 "Aw,"' said Mary. "Sorry for calling you simple, and thanks for lending us your girlfriend." 
 "That is not what I said," said Kasey. 
 "No," said Mary. "But it's what you meant. Don't worry, she'll just have to suck on people's dicks after they've had sex, and when they're warming up. Anyhow, my point is—" 
 "My point is that Lynn asked me to make sure she gets what she needs, and while a bit of cock-cleaning is part of that, another, larger part, is seeing that everyone is doing their homework. So that's going to have to be part of your fun tonight." 
 "Ugh!" said Mary. "Fine! But then I also get to have the two of them torture Lynn while the rest of us watch." 
 "Deal," said Kasey. 
 "Um," said Lynn. 
 "Okay, fine," said Kasey. "And they have to make sure that she doesn't have an orgasm while they're doing that." 
 "Fair," said Mary. "See you after dinner." 
 Dinner seemed like a good idea. It wasn't like Lynn had eaten any lunch. 
 When they got to the dining room, Kasey told Lynn to keep her hands by her sides, and to keep her mouth open. She gave her little bites of food, when she wasn't otherwise distracted, so Lynn spent a lot of time holding her mouth open and hoping to get something to eat, like a baby bird. A baby bird who was listening a bit to orgy preparations going on around her. 
 Because of what had gone down with Juan and Liam and Felicity, Mary wasn't going to invite them, and one of the rules that Lynn had set up relatively early on was that Jordan didn't get to participate in sex games. Also, neither Ethan nor Cassandra was very interested. So it was going to be their group. Their group, and Eileen, who did not intend to indulge, but who was curious about what they were going to do, and wanted to watch. 
 Mary was amused by the phrase "did not choose to indulge," and by Lynn's baby bird impression, and... well, none of them were really happy, not while they were in Eris' halls. But Mary was doing a pretty good impression of happy. And also a reasonably good impression of someone who was interested in getting her homework done. After dinner, Kasey and Lynn spent an hour going through more stuff about frost dragons, and their illusion homework, and when it was time for them to go out to the common room to see what Mary had arranged, it was almost like they were just doing a regular study session. 
 They'd taken a flagpole from one of the empty classrooms in Eris' halls, and they were casting their false seemings on it, and then trying to find flaws. The tables were covered with books from the library that they needed for their other assignments, trying to put together weapons and survival gear so that they'd be ready when it was time to do their fieldwork. 
 It was mostly like a regular study session, but at the same time, the Felicities were naked and posing on their knees, legs apart, hands resting palm up on their legs. They wore leather collars around their throats, with a short length of chain running between them. And every so often Mary or Quan would reach over and play with one of their breasts, or stick fingers in their mouths. 
 "Okay!" said Mary once Kasey and Lynn had settled in. "Let's get started. Specifically, you two start sixty-nineing. First one to come loses!" 
 Felicity looked at Felicity, and then to Mary. 
 "And when you're done, you're going to be giving blow jobs, so if you want to be licking genitals rather than buttholes, you don't want to lose." 
 Quan sighed. 
 "And you shut up," said Mary. "That's a sexy way of putting it. Also, once we're done with that, we're going to fuck them while they're sixty-nineing. I've been doing research on sex magic stuff, shut up Lynn, and there's stuff I want to try. Now, come on, you two. It's the pussy you know best in the world, and now you get to lick it without dislocating your spine. How are you not doing this already?" 
 One of the Felicitys raised an eyebrow. The other smiled and gave a half-shrug. Then the one with the two on her foot pulled on the chain connecting them, pulling the two of them together, and they started kissing. 
 "Huh," said Kasey, and "That's not what I..." Mary started to say at the same time. 
 The people who had been doing their homework got a little distracted by that, Felicity's hand in her double's hair, her double biting Felicity's lip. 
 "But I'll allow it." Mary sounded a little off her balance. 
 "Yeah," said Quan softly. "Good idea." 
 Mary had said, 'the pussy you know best in the world,' but it wasn't just the body that Felicity knew best. It was the person that she knew best. When the double pinched her nipple, Lynn could see Felicity's eyes rolling back—exactly the right amount of pressure, exactly the right timing, but not something that Felicity had predicted or controlled, exactly. The chain between them rattled as they went after each other, spiralling down into somewhere where they barely even noticed the people who were watching them. 
 "Hey, tell you what," said Kasey softly. "Time for a review on the false seemings." 
 "Kasey," said Mary. "This is my party." 
 "You get to tell the Felicities what to do," said Kasey. "But Lynn asked me to make sure she gets what she needs, and like I said, she needs to see everyone doing their homework. Specifically, I want that flagpole to be an exact copy of Lynn, and I want it to fuck her." 
 There was a pause. Lynn looked down at her feet, then back to where the Felicities had wrestled each other to the floor. They weren't eating each other out, not yet—Felicity was biting down on her double's breast, and her double had two fingers up in her pussy, her other hand pulling her hair. It was hard to look away from that. 
 "After they're done?" said Parry. "I mean—" 
 "Yeah okay," said Kasey. 
 "So, Parry?" said Mary. "Your only way of sexual expression these days is getting jerked off on your hands and knees, right?" 
 "Uh," said Parry. 
 "Because you know, that's good training for getting fucked in the ass by dudes. Which is going to happen relatively soon. Quan is being really nice about it, so he gets first crack at the twins. But when he can get it back up, he's going to fuck you, and I'm going to watch while getting licked by twins. Just, you know. FYI." 
 "I... okay," said Parry. 
 "Nice," said Mary. "Make sure you get that monitor set up, too—want to be sure about who it is that comes first, and it looks like it's going to be close." 
 It did. The Felicities had started to lick each other out. They were lying on their sides, heads between each other's thighs, moving to the exact same rhythm. It was really fucking hot, was what it was. Before the year started, Lynn hadn't expected to be as into as many things as she was into. But right now, she was into that, and she was super into being publicly molested by an illusory copy of herself. 
 The Felicities came, and there was no way that Lynn would've been able to guess who had finished first—when the rhythm started to break up into unrhythmic convulsions, those matched too, perfectly in time with each other. 
 Mary looked over to Parry. 
 "Original came first," he said. "By three quarters of a second." 
 "Haha, nice. Pretty close, but still, I was pretty sure that we were going to make an improved version, and there we go. Come on girls, up. Cocks to suck, butts to lick, and gratitude to demonstrate." 
 Lynn hadn't seen Quan getting undressed—she'd been pretty distracted—but he was, and he seemed pretty eager to get started, judging by how hard he was. 
 "Oh, and," said Mary, "since it's important that you two stay enthusiastic, I've made you something." It was a pair of iron bracelets, etched with runes. "It's actual metal, not transmuted stuff, which is a pain in the ass to refine, so appreciate it. Go on, put them on." 
 The last time Mary had cast an arousal spell on Lynn, it had fucked up a bunch of stuff. 
 Mary didn't look at Lynn, but she sighed anyway. "And unlike a direct effect spell, it's tied to the object. You wear the bracelet, you're turned on, you take it off, you're not. Intensity is something I control." 
 The Felicitys put the bracelets on, both on their right wrists. 
 "It goes from this—" Mary touched a necklace she wore. There wasn't an obvious reaction from the Felicities. "To this," with another touch on the necklace. That one got an immediate response. Eyes suddenly glittering bright, the double's hand reaching up to the original's breast, the original reaching for the double's pussy. 
 "If you'll allow me to intrude?" said Quan, stepping between them. 
 They did. And as the copy took Quan into her mouth, with a faint, pleased hum, the original Felicity pressed up against the back of his legs, and his ass. They didn't stop touching each other, though—mouths and one hand on Quan, the other hand on each other. And they were writhing with arousal. 
 "Sooo," said Kasey. "About those bracelets." 
 "Yeah, they're mine?" said Mary. 
 "Uh-huh. And Lynn is mine, so it's a good thing we're the sort of friends who share things, right?" 
 Mary sighed, then she took out another pair of bracelets and gave them to Kasey. "They were a real pain to make, Kasey." 
 And she'd made them when she was supposed to be making equipment for their field trip, but okay. It wasn't like Lynn hadn't taken breaks herself. 
 "You can't actually use them to make someone come, because once you get to that point, there are issues with the magic remaining in the system after the bracelets come off, but they can get pretty close with just the bracelets. Control runes on the back of the necklace." 
 "Aw," said Kasey. "Thanks." 
 "Yeah fine," said Mary. "Only don't use the other one on Parry yet. I want him to be turned on by my boyfriend's cock up his ass, and nothing else." 
 "Obviously," said Kasey. "Okay Lynn, here you go." She tossed Lynn the bracelet, and Lynn looked at it. It wasn't exactly precision work; she could see the ends of the spells woven into the metal, and the iron was grainy with inclusions. And yet. She looked back up at Kasey, who was raising an eyebrow, and at Mary, who was watching Quan trying to keep control as the Felicities were making it very difficult for him to keep control. Then she slipped the bracelet on. 
 "Parry," said Kasey. "I want a false seeming on that flagpole. Eileen, would it be too much of a—" 
 "It would," said Eileen. "Sorry. I'd be willing to cast it for anyone else, but a false seeming is just an expression of the caster's will, and I'm not going to torture Lynn. I'd be happy to try a double of you, but—" 
 "If you did," said Kasey, "it'd be torturing Lynn, so that's out." 
 Lynn had already been turned on by what was happening. Quan was a good-looking guy, and those two Felicities were... if Kasey didn't let Lynn get double teamed, and if she didn't let Lynn enjoy it, Lynn was kind of going to get mad about that. Or maybe be turned on by that. But when Kasey touched her necklace, there was no question that Lynn was more turned on by things. It was a more subtle effect than the arousal spell that Mary had tried before—it wasn't that she was suddenly mad with lust. It was just that some stuff which was already pretty interesting had become pretty much fascinating. Quan's left leg was trembling, and his hand was clenching in Felicity's thick black hair, which was trailing against his thigh, and— 
 Lynn tapped Lynn on the shoulder, and when Lynn turned around, Lynn kissed her, hard. So that was pretty disorienting. 
 Only it wasn't exactly Lynn as she was. It was Lynn as Parry saw her. Well, actually, it was a flagpole. But even though Lynn knew that, it looked like her, and it felt like skin and lips and fingertips, tracing the line of her ear, running down her cheek. 
 Parry's copy of her was about two inches taller than she was, and her cheekbones were a little more finely drawn. But it was her, even if she had to tilt her lips up to meet her own kiss. She reached up, slipped her hand under her copy's shirt, as her copy ripped open Lynn's shirt. This wasn't like what the Felicities were doing, not exactly—the copy felt like Lynn, but it couldn't feel, so there wasn't that feedback, where it reacted to what it was doing. And also, it knew her as well as Parry did, not as well as she knew herself. The way it squeezed her breast made Lynn gasp, but still, it wasn't quite hard enough. 
 "Okay, Kasey," said Mary. "You take over with Lynn, and when Quan is ready to get warmed up, she can warm him. And if you could start getting Parry ready, Eileen? Because I want to watch some hot gay porn while I get off, please and thank you?" 
 Lynn's double wrestled Lynn to the floor. Then she froze for a moment, motionless, eyes dead, still pinning Lynn down but strangely light. When she came alive again, it was Kasey making love to her, using Lynn's body. Yeah, okay. No problem about her being sufficiently rough with Lynn. If anything, she was a little rougher than Lynn would've been with herself. And the edge to her smile reminded Lynn of Kasey, when she plunged her fingers deep into her. 
 When it was time for Lynn to warm up Quan, she was definitely ready to do what they wanted. He was really nice-looking, with a rueful smile, and his cock was warm and silky smooth. It started off soft enough that she could take it all in her mouth at once. Then her double started hitting her, open-handed and hard, on her ass and open thighs, and Lynn fell into a rhythm, back on forth on Quan's cock with every slap on her ass. It was the exact combination of pain and doing something that people wanted and sex to wash away everything else, at least for a while. 
 It wasn't too long before Quan staggered off and into Parry, and Mary got to have the oral sex from twins that she'd been hoping for. Watching Parry get fucked was really nice. His skin was much paler than Quan's, so there was that contrast. Parry bit his lip, fear and pain and hope and desire all mixed together on his face. His hands and toes shifted and clenched when Quan's hand snaked around to brush against his cock. Yeah, it was still hypnotic, watching the Felicitys fall into each other as they serviced Mary, but watching her boy get fucked... . 
 If it had been anyone other than Kasey controlling Lynn's double, she probably would've orgasmed watching that. But Kasey knew Lynn well enough to keep her on the edge all through the session. When she warmed up Parry, and when she warmed up Kasey—then, it was an explicit command from Kasey which kept her from going over, rather than skill with fingers and mouth. She even had to keep it together as the Felicitys writhed against her, front and back, and three of them lying on the floor, like she was being fucked by one person in two bodies. 
 Kasey finally let Lynn come while she was sitting on Kasey's lap, Kasey's fingers inside of her, Kasey's teeth on her neck, watching the Felicitys tied together, their heads buried between each other's thighs, as Mary and Quan fucked them from behind, Kasey's fingers moving in time with Quan's cock and Mary's strap-on. 
 Lynn had been way overstimulated, and also it had been a day with Eris and Andre. Lynn fell apart when Kasey finally gave her whispered permission to come. Spots swirling behind her eyes, muscles pulled so taut it felt like she was going to tear herself apart. Then she started sobbing, curled up on Kasey's lap. Kasey made soothing noises and petted her hair and watched their friends having sex as Lynn sobbed, quiet, racking, comfortable cries, which left her wrung out and exhausted. Lynn barely remembered getting back to her room and back to sleep. 
 Things were a lot less peaceful the next morning, when the Felicities woke them up by swearing and throwing things. Lynn stumbled out into the common room with Kasey and Parry a few steps behind, wands drawn. Mary and Quan were there, both looking startled, as the two Felicities stood in the center of their room. They'd started in English, and then Spanish, and then things that weren't exactly language, but which they both seemed to understand. 
 "What?" asked Lynn, still tired. They stopped yelling at each other and focused on her. 
 Felicity Two pointed at her foot. "The fucking skulker hob switched this on me. Thought she could—" 
 "The point of the tattoo," said Mary, "was that you couldn't pull this stupid shit. We all know who is—" 
 "We did turn a skulker hob into Felicity," said Quan. "And Felicity turned Liam into Felicity. Erasing a tattoo and putting a new one on isn't impossible." 
 "Please," said Mary. "It's not just a tattoo—there are like five spell hooks in there, and they're exactly the same way they were. It's a trick—I mean, it's not like I blame her for trying, but it's a trick." 
 "I remember everything!" said Felicity Two. "Not just what happened before we caught the hob; I remember what we did after the hob. It was nothing I'd wanted to do, but I was at least me, and I wasn't being whipped—this is all wrong. It's not a trick, she's trying to trick you, not me. I—" 
 "One?" said Lynn. 
 "Yes," they both replied, in perfect harmony. 
 Lynn sighed. "Felicity with no tattoo—you've been quiet." 
 "Quiet?" said Mary. "Do you even speak Spanish? I mean, even if not, you should've heard that. Do you not hear Spanish? Is that some sort—" 
 "Shush," said Lynn. "No Tattoo," she repeated. "Felicity doesn't generally put up with shit; what are you—" 
 "I put up with shit," said the Felicity without the tattoo. "We all do. We're spending a year putting up with terrible shit. And now I am putting up with this attempt to replace me. I suppose this is what Eris was trying to do to us with this assignment. A skulker hob would—" 
 "You're not telling the whole truth," said Quan. Everyone there looked at him, and he shrugged. "What? We got to know each other pretty well last night. She's holding something back." 
 Not Tattoo started swearing at Quan. Slowly, quietly at first, but then with mounting conviction. If she decided to try to kill him, they'd have to try to get them apart, and that seemed like a challenge; neither Quan nor Felicity was great at casting, but they were both pretty good. 
 "Look," said Jordan. "They can't both be lying. Either the one with the tattoo had it from the beginning, or she didn't. I think she did." 
 Lynn had first gotten to know Felicity during one of the early homework problems. Wrong answers had been cut into her skin, and into Felicity's, as the rest of their teams tried to figure out the right answers. Lynn remembered holding tight to Felicity's hand, as invisible blades cut them up, and she remembered the look in Felicity's eyes. Pain, and hurt determination. It was there again, in both Felicities' eyes. 
 Jordan was right, or at least, he should've been right. There wasn't any reason for them both to be lying. And as far as Lynn could tell, neither of them was, exactly. 
 "You remember being the one without the tattoo, right?" she said. "Both of you?" 
 "Yes—" 
 "Of course—" 
 "And you both remember being the one with the tattoo, right?" she said. 
 Neither of them answered, but Lynn could see that she'd hit it. They both could, just as clearly as they could remember having been the original. 
 "The mirroring spell," said Parry, when neither of them answered. "It's still duplicating the memories. Only now it's also going the other way." 
 "That's kind of fucked up," said Mary. "But, wait—if one of you is doing the other one in the ass, you're going to remember being both the pitcher and the catcher?" 
 "Yes, Mary, thank you," said Lynn. 
 "Wow," said Mary. "So that's why that was so great last night. That's amazing. I've got to—" 
 Tattoo looked down at her foot, and sort of collapsed. "So I'm not real. I felt... I remember..." 
 "Sorry," said Lynn. 
 "No, it's not your fault," said Tattoo. "It's my fault. I mean, it's her fault—this was the spell that we came up with, and—" 
   
 "And we're going to have to hurry up, if we want to get everything done, and get some food before class starts," said Parry. 
 "Shit!" said Lynn, and ran back to her room. Being late meant having to stay late, and when people had to stay late, they got their hands nailed to their desk so they wouldn't run off. Showing up without having eaten and needing to pee was also a bad idea. They all scattered, rushed through clothing and shower and food, and managed to get into the classroom just before Eris and Andrei showed up—there was a little bit of a scuffle between the Felicitys, as they both tried to take her usual seat, and then both tried to take a different seat. In the end, Felicity One got her seat, and Felicity Two got the other seat. Felicity Two was doing her best to look like she was taking that well, but she was not taking that well. 
 Eris was happy to see them when she came in. There was a constant, low-level malicious joy that she got from teaching them, and from the way they struggled to learn, but it seemed a little stronger that morning. 
 "Ms. Lopez," said Eris. "Stand up, please, both of you." 
 They stood. 
 "So, is this the result that you had been hoping for, when you assaulted Mr. Donovan?" 
 They swallowed, same motion, and then said "No," and "Not exactly," at the same time. 
 Eris laughed. "The terms of your assignment were to produce a double of sufficient verisimilitude that its freedom would have soothed your nerves. In your own judgment, do you believe that you have succeeded at that, Ms. Lopez?" 
 "No," said Felicity One, and "Yes," said Felicity Two. 
 There was a definite sparkle in Eris' eyes. "Come now," said Eris. "I would have hoped for a somewhat greater unanimity of opinion amongst yourselves, Ms. Lopez. So; we shall begin with the template's assessment. Why do you think that this is insufficient?" 
 "At the moment," said Felicity, "the mirroring spell is still connecting us—I remember things that happened to her, and she remembers things which happened to me. It's difficult when we are having roughly similar experiences. If she was free, and I'd remember being free while still being here... It wouldn't soothe my nerves, Grandmaster Carmichael." 
 "I see," said Eris. "And if the copy can give us a reason why it would be sufficient?" 
 Two gave her a mulish look. "What I wanted was a way out. This is a way out. If I were free, I'd be able to figure out a way to cut the connection—I certainly wouldn't want to keep it, when she's going to be here. The copy is good enough to achieve the goal, but it isn't exactly what I was hoping for... what she was hoping for, when she made the copy." 
 "And what would you do, if you were free?" asked Eris. 
 "I'd take up my life..." Felicity Two looked at One, quickly, then looked away. "I mean, I'd find something. There's no reason to—" 
 A lash of magical power caught Two, forced her to face Eris. "In a sense, you are new here, Ms. Lopez minor. But only in senses which do not mitigate in favor of lying when I ask you questions; you have clear memories of my expectations in that regard. What would you do, if you were free?" 
 "I'd go home!" said Two. "I'd see my parents and my friends and my little sisters. I'd go to the mall, and I'd eat at Panda Express, and I'd sleep in my bed for a week." 
 "And when the year ended, and your template returned?" asked Eris. "What then?" 
 Felicity Two didn't want to answer the question, but the answer bubbled out. "I'd kill her. It would be better that way. She'd be messed up by what happened—more messed up than me, and I don't want her with my family. She'd be stronger, but I'd have time to prepare." 
 That was... that wasn't the skulker hob. That was Felicity. Lynn saw that on the face of Felicity One; she hadn't wanted to hear her double say that, but that's what she would've done. 
 "Just so," said Eris. "It seems that the problem may be more complicated than you anticipated; the consequences will continue. And on the off chance that you will not find a complete solution before then, I will be enjoying both of your company during lunch today. As I've said, you put Master Rostem to some difficulty in retrieving you, and I do not wish for his pleasure in your joint company to be spoiled by delay." 
 The Felicitys had the same horrified expression at that, and Lynn winced in sympathy. Having to spend lunch with Eris and Andrei, when it wasn't supposed to be her turn? That was as bad as— 
 "Ms. Kennedy," said Eris. "Remind us please of the guiding principles of illusions and false seemings." 
 Lynn's stomach fell away. She hadn't really paid that much attention to the lecture, and then they'd been busy that night—she'd hoped to catch up in the morning, but then the Felicitys had distracted them. 
 "Illusions exist in the minds of those who are deluded," said Lynn. "False seemings are apparent to everyone who is exposed to the subject." That's why they'd gone with a false seeming, when it came to starting practice. It seemed less risky than messing with someone's mind. 
 "And what are the advantages of illusions over false seemings?" 
 Lynn's mind raced. She'd managed to get that one fact, out of a sea of gray lecture. They'd covered that, but she didn't remember it at all. She shook her head, and then winced as the invisible whiplash of Eris' magic caught her mouth, split her lower lip open. She'd earned that one. 
 "While I do not disapprove of aiding your peers, or engaging in other activities, I do expect you to keep up with your studies," she said. "If you cannot achieve this on your own, I shall have to help you with this. Ms. Ross—the same question, please?" 
 "Illusions are more convincing," said Cassandra. "We're more likely to believe the lies we tell ourselves, than the lies which others tell us." 
 "Correct," said Eris, "and poetically stated. And the advantage of false seemings over illusions, Mr. Rivera?" 
 "They are useful when you wish to lie to many people," said Juan. "Or if we wish to tell a lie, and we do not know who we are lying to, as yet." 
 It went on; a quick review, and then down to the mechanics. False seemings either wore down, or they drained power from the caster—not much, but a little. And it was a connection that could be exploited. Illusions, though, when executed properly, would feed on the power of the person they were cast on. They weren't just spells that altered perceptions—they altered memories, and they would continue to alter both perceptions and memories. And while false seemings had to be carefully constructed, to confuse all the physical senses, illusions would strengthen themselves. 
 "And now that you have been taught again what I attempted to teach you yesterday, Ms. Kennedy, what would you say the dangers of an illusion are?" 
 "Memories change to match other memories," said Lynn, carefully. "When you believe something false, it will erase true information." 
 The whip caught her again, on her side, just over her hip. "That may be true," said Eris. "But you could say the same about reading a book, or looking at a picture. And you are drawing a distinction between truth and falsehood that does not exist. True things can replace other true things, and I should have hoped that by this point you might have learned that learning true things is not without its risks. Try again, please." 
 "An illusion is a connection?" said Lynn. "So it could be worked back, and used as a line of attack." 
 "Much better," said Eris. "It is possible that you are beginning to understand what it means to have a grasp of magic." 
 Lynn shuddered slightly. It was possible. Any attack, any failed defense—it wasn't just death that was on the line. There were an infinity of things that could be done through those lines of attack. And anyone might attack—Felicity, it seemed, was prepared to attack herself. A grasp of magic meant seeing everything in terms of how it could be used to attack, how she would have to defend. Or at least, that's how Eris defined it, and Lynn wasn't sure she was wrong. 
 "The same of course applies to more permanent false seemings. Illusions can be tied off, and after a time, they will exist entirely in the mind of the subject, and the connection to the caster will be entirely gone. Yesterday, we began with simple false seemings. Now, let us turn to illusion." 
 It went on like that, until lunch. Then the Felicitys followed Eris and Andrei in for lunch, and the rest of them went to get some food. 
 "She'd kill herself?" asked Parry. "But..." 
 "What would you do?" asked Kasey. 
 "Explain what happened to my parents?" said Parry. "I mean, it took them a while to be convinced that magic was real, but the academy let us show some stuff to them. Probably have to get like a bunk-bed or something, I guess." 
 Lynn shook her head. "You're a better person than I am. I don't think I could... I mean, it'd be too much for my parents to bear, either way. I'd leave. The me who'd spent the rest of the year here would leave. My parents would have someone less damaged, and they wouldn't have to face..." 
 "Hasn't happened yet," said Kasey, looking a bit grim. 
 "You?" asked Lynn. 
 "We'd fight it out, maybe? I mean, not killing her off. But if I was better at magic, and I would be, after a year here—that would matter. That'd be the one who could protect us better." 
 "Why not just not kill each other?" said Parry. He looked like he was on the verge of tears. "Why is everyone like this? It's a copy, it's you. Why not just be friends with you?" 
 "Because I..." Kasey shook her head. "Setting aside the issues with the skulker hob soul, I want my stuff, and I want my life, and I don't want to share it. The loser wouldn't die, and if she can work magic, it's not like she's going to be a poor match girl, starving in the streets. She can go have adventures somewhere, and when we're different enough, we can meet up and maybe be friends. I'm okay with being friends with people who are like me. It's when there are two of me trying to do one of me stuff that there's an issue." 
 "It's not the skulker hob soul that's the problem." Lynn picked at her salad. "I mean, skulker hobs are okay, really. They're kind of jerks, but they're better than Mary." 
 "Fuck you," Mary called cheerfully from the table across the way. 
 "Not now. Point is, I don't know... I mean, truth is, a skulker hob soul would probably be better than what I'm going to be left with after this year. So she'd be able to take over for me, and—" 
 "No," said Kasey. "No, you're fine. Shut up." 
 "Fair enough," said Lynn. "Okay. Why is she pushing illusions on us?" 
 "Sometimes it's a threat that she's about to spring on us," said Parry. "But sometimes it's something that's already happened." 
 "So, what—this is all a dream, and we just have to find the way to pull the plug, and we could all go home?" asked Kasey. 
 "That seems unlikely," said Lynn. "I mean, we should look for those tags on illusions—older ones would be harder to unwrap, but if there's something recent, we might be able to undo it. Is it possible to use these to affect our time sense? I mean, make a hundred years pass in a day, or vice-versa?" 
 Kasey shrugged, but Lynn hadn't really been expecting her to answer. Parry shrugged as well, which was too bad. "I was kind of busy last night," he said. 
 "Okay," said Lynn. "Keep an eye out for that, but the priorities are: finding a way to cut the cord between the Felicitys, then our homework, whatever that happens to be, then learning a little more about illusions, and also working on getting ready for our survival challenge, which it would be a big mistake to forget about." 
 "And also weird sex," said Kasey. 
 Lynn sighed. "I know, it's great, but I'm not sure now is the time to indulge, if—" 
 "Lynn," said Kasey. "If you're not going to give yourself at least a little time off, doing something other than stressing, things are going to get too fucked up, and also, I'm not letting you take over." 
 "Not letting me?" asked Lynn. 
 Kasey touched her collar. "Not letting you. No." 
 "Ugh, fine," said Lynn. "So demanding!" 
 Kasey scowled at her, trying not to laugh. 
 "Now we've still got some time, so finish eating, so we can get back to work?" 
 As she was talking, Lynn took Kasey's plate, and put it on the floor. "There, okay?" 
 "Lynn, I wasn't—" 
 "You one hundred percent were asking to eat off the floor and rub your pussy against my shoe, Kasey. If you don't do it right away, I'm putting that food back on the table." 
 "I..." Kasey's blushes were hard to see, but they were super adorable. She dropped down to her hands and knees, wriggling slightly, and got to work, both on her food and on Lynn's shoe. So that was nice. 
 When they got back, it was more technical stuff about illusion and false seemings. The first few lessons, she'd gone slow, but now Eris had decided that they were sufficiently motivated to learn these things on their own—and Lynn had gotten fucked by a flagpole that had been false-seeminged into looking like her, so she wasn't wrong—and so she didn't slow down at all. It was all stuff they needed to know, and it was all being told once, and that was it, so it took a while before Lynn realized that neither of the Felicities had a tattoo on her foot. 
 It wasn't just the missing tattoo. There was still that whip spell, and the deadness around the eyes that people got after a session with Eris and Andrei. The two of them moved freakishly in concert. It was like one of those magic eye things, where it felt like if Lynn unfocused her eyes while looking at them jotting down the exact same notes, she'd be able to see them more three-dimensionally. 
 That was weird. 
 When class was over, they went back to the dorm and got to work. "She made me burn it off her," one of the Felicitys to Mary. "Or made her burn it off me? I don't know. It's..." 
 "Yeah," said Mary. "And while I kinda wish I could play with that a little more, we're going to have to figure out which of you is which and cut that cord, or we're going to run into that whole whipped to death thing." 
 The Felicitys nodded, and Mary gave them a thoughtful scowl. "Okay, you and Parry get started on that. I've got to pick something up in my room. C'mon, Quan." 
 The Felicitys started drawing up the spell that they'd cast to mirror the memories, and Parry followed along, asking occasional questions as to the logic. That wasn't going to be a simple project, but Lynn had committed to working on something else for the next hour and a half. 
 "Get undressed, Kasey," said Lynn. "I've got to work on some illusory transmutations." 
 By the time Mary came back with her library books, Kasey was naked, with a burlap bag over her face and her hands chained behind her back. "Looking good, Kase," she said. 
 Kasey muttered something inaudible. 
 "Nice, nice," said Mary. 
 "Chains aren't real," said Lynn. "They work okay, though. Lot easier than conjured chains, honestly."  
 "Sure," said Mary. "But I don't care about your word noises right now. Here's what you get, Felicitys." She gave each of the Felicitys a tube of lipstick and a bottle of nail polish. "You get to be Felicity Red, and you get to be Felicity Blue. If we make another one, she's Felicity Yellow, and starts with a pikachu." 
 Red was okay with that, but Blue scowled. "Blue? Seriously?" 
 "Look, I don't want to get into that argument where everyone wants to be Mr. Black." 
 "It looks terrible," said Blue. 
 "It looks fine," said Mary. "You want to go with white or green or something, that's fine, but—" 
 "But why does she get red? Red is a normal color for nails and lipstick." 
 Mary sighed. 
 "Work it out," said Lynn. "Somewhere else. We're working here." 
 "Working," Mary sniggered. 
 "Exactly. If you have a question, you ask Kasey. She gets it wrong, and you can prove it, you get to pinch her, wherever you like, hard as you like." 
 "Ha, nice," said Mary. 
 "Only you don't get to play until you get this sorted," said Lynn. "So, off you go." 
 They went, and it didn't take them that long before they came back. Mary apparently really wanted to pinch Kasey, and Felicity Blue had been convinced to go with blue. And not just nail polish and lipstick—she'd dyed the ends of her hair blue, and Red had dyed hers red. It looked pretty good, honestly, but that wasn't the point. The point was homework, which was illusions and false seemings. Trying to get people to smell things that weren't there, trying to make them think that smooth things were rough. Building blocks for more complicated illusions, and they were frighteningly easy. People's minds wanted to believe things, and they'd fill in as many blanks as they could, so that the target would convince themselves that what they were seeing was real. 
 Kasey helped. Lynn had to put her foot down to make it clear that only relevant questions could be asked, and that people had to take turns, because Mary was convinced they'd get the spells right anyway, and didn't have that many chances to torment Kasey, because they were the sort of friends where Mary was a little afraid of Kasey. So Kasey helped rather than having to guess at numbers of pi or whatever. 
 It was a game that Eileen liked. Lynn wasn't sure whether or not it was a good thing that Eileen was splitting her time between Lynn's group and Ethan's group—could be that Eileen was coming to terms with things, could be that she was on a downward slide. In either case, judging by the way Kasey jumped, Eileen pinched hard. Pussy and nipples and inner thigh and right under her arm, and her nose and ears through the bag over Kasey's head. When she got to the ear, though, she noticed that Kasey's wand was there. 
 She looked over at Lynn. "Why?" 
 "The wand? I mean, fun's fun, but we've got to keep those close by. If—" 
 "Why not use a yo-yo spell?" said Eileen. 
 "Yo-yo?" 
 "Something Juan taught us. Connect the wand to your hand with a simple link, and leave a tag big enough that you can pull it loose by hand. Pull the tag, get your wand back." 
 "Huh," said Lynn. "You know what? It's a good thing that you've decided to play with us for a little, because it could be that we haven't really been talking enough with the guys on your team." 
 "Oh!" said Eileen. "Sorry. Guess we figured that you already knew about it." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "Kind of a problem. Anyhow, Kasey. How are we supposed to modulate in the fifth segment? Up-left-up?" 
 "Up-left-up would work," said Kasey, sounding grumpy and muffled and turned on. Kasey was great. "But you're pulling your wand out of line. You want to follow that with a swooping descent, and then a three-quarter twist for the next one." 
 "She's right," said Mary, looking up from her text. "Darn it." 
 Kasey was right most of the time, and looking for things to ask her kept everyone else moving pretty well on the homework. When they finished that, it was time to share their work with Parry, Quan, and the Felicitys, who were working on their other homework, and to see how much progress those guys had made. 
 "Problem solved?" asked Lynn, once everyone they'd covered the required work on illusion and false seeming and could conjure up a pack of illusory animals. 
 "Mostly," said Parry. "The thing about the mirror spell is... well, it's a bit like the false seemings that Eris was talking about; there's a connection between the object and the mirror." 
 "So can you cut the cord?" asked Kasey, still wearing nothing but some chains and a bag over her head. 
 "Seems like," said Mary. "They're not ready to do it yet, because they want Lynn to tell them what to do, but it's done. So, what happens when Kasey asks questions? Do we—" 
 "We take off that bag and let her get dressed, if you keep distracting us," said Lynn. "Parry, why not cut the cord?" 
 "Well, so long as the connection exists, we might be able to use it to identify the original Felicity. It's sort of—" Parry went on, with something more technical than Lynn needed. Apparently, there were energy levels involved, and because the copy was forming memories, those were sort of sloshing back, and because they were sloshing back, the connection didn't look like it had before. If they took a few days, they'd probably be able to figure out who was who, but— 
 "But we have other things to do," said Lynn. "And let's say that we tattoo the copy, and then Eris erases the tattoo again? Fuck it. Cut the cord." 
 "Uh, Kasey?" said Parry. "It's a little complicated, and I don't want to screw up the wand-work, and—" 
 "I am very turned on and bruised and I'm not at my best," said Kasey. "And don't ask Lynn to do it, she can't do everything, and her wand-work isn't exactly perfect." 
 "My wand work is fine," said Lynn. It was better than Parry's, anyway—he wasn't wrong about not being the right choice for something tricky. "Eileen?" 
 As always, Eileen's wand work was flawless. There was a moment when the Felicitys winced at the same time. And then they were separate. 
 "It's gone?" said Lynn. 
 Parry and Quan confirmed that it was gone. Felicity Red and Felicity Blue were two different people, who'd have two different sets of memories, although they were starting from the same place. And then they all left, except for Kasey, who was looking nice, and Parry, who was finishing up his notes on the mirroring spell, and what he'd done about it. 
 "Hey, Parry," said Lynn. "Tie Kasey down on my bed, on her stomach. Then c'mere and rub my feet while I read." 
 Parry startled, the way he did when someone paid attention to him. But his hands were strong, and it had been a while since Lynn had relaxed, even a little. He tied Kasey up with ropes of magic and rubbed Lynn's feet while she went through her class notes, and his class notes, and his notes on the mirroring spell, and did her best not to think about anything else. 
 Which meant that she immediately starting thinking about unpleasant things. That last session with Eris and Andrei, for instance. Which was... yeah, she could dwell on the brutality and the pain and all that. But what lingered, and what bothered her was what Eris had said. Primary obligation? She was alive, was the thing. That's what it boiled down to. She had to live through the year, and everything else was secondary to that. So, what was Eris trying to... whatever. Probably just a mind game. 
 "Okay Parry," said Lynn, when she was done reading. "Spread her legs and fuck her." 
 Parry looked up, astonished. 
 "What?" said Lynn. "Too indulgent?" 
 "No, not, I mean—" 
 "Yeah, you're probably right," said Lynn. "Okay, fine. Fuck her until she comes, but don't orgasm yourself, or you'll regret it." 
 "Lynn," said Parry. 
 "Do as you're told," said Lynn, trying to keep from grinning. Kasey was great, but there was something fun about teasing Parry like that. Also, he'd do as he'd been told, or he'd be punished. 
 "Thanks," he said. 
 As he did what he was told, Lynn rearranged the ropes holding Kasey in place, and after Parry had worked on her for a bit, she took the sack off of Kasey's head, and pushed herself in under Kasey's mouth. It was true that their year as Eris' students was more horrible than anything she'd ever imagined, but they did have big, comfortable beds. 
 Kasey was really eager to lick Lynn out, so Lynn had to start flicking Kasey's ears. "Slow down, Kasey. This is me relaxing, remember?" 
 It was pretty relaxing, really. Lynn lay back, running her hand through Kasey's hair, fiddling with her ears, touching her cheeks and her chin. When Lynn came, it wasn't the twisting, gasping thing that Parry wrenched out of Kasey; it was less intense, longer, and left her pleasantly loose, rather than wrung-out. 
 "Okay," she said, pulling away, and then lying down next to Kasey. "You're going to go to sleep, Parry's going to fuck you while you're out, and then he's going to go to his cage." 
 "Lynn," said Parry. 
 "What?" said Lynn. "Still too indulgent?" 
 "It's just, I mean, if she's unconscious, I don't—" 
 "It's fine," said Kasey. "Kind of hot, actually." 
 "Kind of?" said Lynn. "Why is everyone so ungrateful, after all I do for them?" 
 "Because you're so awesome." Kasey sounded resigned, like a kid repeating a lesson that he'd been taught to recite. 
 "Heh, yeah, you're right," said Lynn, snuggling in next to her. "Any further objections, Parry?" 
 "No," said Parry. "No, I'm good." 
 "Good," said Lynn. "Take as long as you like, but I want you licking her completely clean as soon as you finish. Then get in your cage and go to sleep. Kasey Bouet, sleep well." 
 "Yes o..." She was out, and Parry started fucking her. He'd been pretty worked up, so that probably wasn't going to take long. Lynn was asleep before he finished, though, and managed to sleep relatively well, for a night at Eris's. 
 And the next morning, the Felicitys were still getting along, which meant that when Eris asked them if they'd achieved what Felicity had set out to achieve, they were able to say that they'd be happy with the result, if the copy had been able to leave. 
 "Which," pointed out Eris, "she is not. It is true that the double is not, technically, one of my students, so I do not have the authority of the conclave keeping her here. However, she is not a person; she is a skulker hob. Ms. Bouet, I don't suppose that you've memorized the minutes of the conclave from 1832-1833?" 
 "No, ma'am," said Kasey. It was true that Kasey enjoyed lists of facts laid out in order, but she wasn't completely mental, regardless of what Eris was implying. 
 "Good," said Eris. "They are quite boring. But they did establish a bounty of tuppence-ha'penny for the ears of a skulker hob. That act has not been repealed. If anyone kills the second Ms. Lopez, an extremely modest fortune awaits." 
 Both Felicitys paled a little bit at that. 
 "Which brings me to your next assignment," said Eris, "which is the final one in this affair. Come to a consensus on what is to be done about the false Ms. Lopez. I will admit to enjoying keeping occasional bits of work from the students who have gone through my halls, and I believe this one is an accurate reflection of your current abilities and limitations." 
 That was enough to seriously distract Lynn from the lecture on illusions, which was a topic that Eris was also wrapping up. The Felicitys had more or less said that they'd try to kill each other if they were both free. Which meant that setting the double free would mean... well. Only they had to come up with something better than that, and better than the tuppence-ha'penny that the conclave had set as a bounty on Felicity's ears. 
 "We ask Felicity," said Ethan, once the lecture was over, "and we do what she wants." 
 "Fair," said Lynn, "but unkind. Something terrible is going to happen to one of her—" 
 "Not necessarily," said Parry. "I mean, we can choose to let her loose, right?" 
 "Right," said Lynn. "And what's going to happen after the year is over, if we let one of them loose?" 
 Unlike everyone else, the Felicitys hadn't been talking. 
 "Yeah, but," said Parry. "I mean, maybe they could, like, agree that the one who got out would leave, and not come back? So she'd get out, and the other one would have her family back when she got out? It wouldn't be great, but—" 
 "No," said Felicity Red, at the same time as Blue said, "Yeah." 
 "Red first," said Lynn. 
 Everyone else was quiet, and Felicity Red looked down at her hands. "I mean, if I was the fake, I'd agree. But I'm not. I know it. She'll agree, when we talk about it, and maybe she'd go out somewhere for a little bit. But she couldn't stay away. Not knowing that I was coming out, and that I'd take everything. And not knowing that I was the real one—that's the thing. Right now, she can pretend that I'm not, that she's real. But if she was sure that she was just a fake, just a school project? She'd try to kill me, sooner or later." 
 "No," said Blue. "No—I would never trust the fake to stay away. She couldn't. But I'd agree, at the end of the year, I would go away, and not come back. That was the point, almost. That I was giving up, and I just wanted my life to be right, even if I wasn't in it. She gets my life, and if I live out the rest of the year... whatever. It wouldn't matter much. They'd be better off without me, anyway." 
   
 "You think you'd be able to live like that?" asked Red. "You get out tomorrow, and you think, well, at least I tricked her into giving up her family. Only then, a year later, you know that I'm out there, that the real me is out there. Every night you'd go to sleep being ready for me to try to take back what you stole. And you'd better worry about that, because I will not be giving you my life. Not like that, not forever. No, if you live, you stay here. Out in the halls, you make yourself a life out in the halls—" 
 They didn't even have to say anything for them to be swearing at each other at that point. A look between them, the same look from each, as intense as their sex had been. 
 "Right," said Lynn. "Okay. So there's Ethan's plan. One half of Felicity's votes go toward setting the double loose in Eris' halls, the other half says that the double agrees to go away and never come back. Which I believe is vetoed by the other half. What other options are there?" 
 "There's leaving her with Eris as a souvenir," said Mary. 
 That wasn't a popular idea. 
 "We could try turning her back into the skulker hob?" said Kasey. 
 "That would be undoing some of the damage that we caused," said Ethan. "And—" 
 "And if we say that," said Lynn, "Eris is going to have us do it. And she's not going to tell us which one it is before we get started." 
 That killed their enthusiasm, both because it was horrible, and because Lynn was right. Eris might be bored of this assignment, but the idea of them turning the actual Felicity Lopez into a skulker hob and sending her out into the halls would be something she'd find delightful. As would leaving a lingering doubt in the other one's mind whether or not she was real, for the rest of her life. 
 "So what else is there?" asked Cassandra. "Seriously, Lynn. Stop playing games, and tell us." 
 "She's not—" started Kasey. 
 "No," said Lynn. "I don't know the answer, but even if I did, I wouldn't tell you. You're not an idiot, Cassandra. What would happen if instead of telling us to reach consensus, she called on you, and asked what to do. What would you say?" 
 Cassandra looked away, disgusted. 
 "What would you say?" 
 "Oh, fuck off," said Cassandra. "You're not Eris, no matter how much you want to be; I don't have to do what you say." 
 Lynn considered just going at Cassandra. Full-out attack, no warning. "Fine," she said instead. "You can all fuck off, and I'm going to eat my lunch." 
 "Oh, come on," said Ethan. 
 "Are you fucking?" asked Lynn. "Off? Because whether or not you are, I'm going to eat my lunch. " 
 Lynn pushed past them to the buffet. The food at Eris' was always good. Not great, but always good—she wanted her students to be uncomfortable in very specific ways, and not by accident. This time it was pork and lamb gyoza with crispy noodles and seared sea-bass. And everyone kept following her around, trying to argue with her. 
 Kasey looked like she might argue as well, but she caught sight of Lynn's expression, and backed down. After a while, Ethan and the rest went off to the other side of the room, and Lynn ate. 
 "You know," said Kasey. "I'm not going to disagree, but they're going to think that you're holding back because Cassandra was rude." 
 Lynn shrugged. "I don't have a good answer, and being in charge isn't a job I want, so if they expect me to fight them in order to keep that job, they can fuck off. Also, even if I'm not in charge, Eris said 'consensus' which means that I'm going to have to agree to what they come up with, just like everyone else. So they'll have to come up with something that'll convince me. Eris'll probably start with the invisible whip today, and it'll heap up pretty fast. I can take it better than any of them, so it's not like this can last too long. Get some food, and when we're done, one last pass on Coal Goblins, then we move onto ice-borers." 
 It didn't even take until the end of lunch before Ethan and his group came over to apologize. Cassandra was looking particularly truculent, but she said that she was sorry, and that she understood that if they wanted Lynn's help, they couldn't get too mad about how she was trying to help them. And that Lynn wasn't trying to be like Eris, she was just trying to stay one step ahead of Eris. Which was a reasonable apology, whether or not she meant it. 
 "Fine," said Lynn. "We'll talk about this after dinner, and if everyone doesn't have at least five options for what we should do by that point, I'm done trying to figure things out. Everyone else can come up with something, and I'll go along with it, but I'm not going to be taking abuse for doing your work for you. Okay?" 
 "Okay," said Liam. "Only... I mean, I know that you want us to come up with this, but—" 
 "But I have five options," said Lynn. "There are probably more. If I give you those five, those are going to be the five we choose from. I don't, maybe someone comes up with something better." 
 "Oh. Sorry. I guess, I figured that you probably..." He shook his head, and then smiled suddenly. "Yeah, I guess I did sort of figure that you had the right answer. Sorry." 
 "Good," said Lynn, who hadn't entirely been expecting that. 
 They left, and Kasey looked at her, and shrugged. "Five?" 
 Lynn counted them off on her fingers. "She stays here. She goes free. We turn her back into a skulker hob. We kill her. Suspended animation. Five." 
 "Not shoot her into space?" 
 "Shooting her into space isn't different from setting her free, unless we're taking her wand away, on account of how she can come back from space, and kill herself. Sort of kill herself." Lynn looked at Kasey. "We take her wand away, she could make another one, eventually. Hadn't considered that, though." 
 "Is it that different?" asked Parry. 
 "Well, it'd give them something closer to an even start, when real Felicity gets out. Fake'll still be working on the wand—we've got like nine months left at this point, and that's how long it takes to make a wand." 
 "Unless we lock her somewhere that she can't work on that," said Kasey. 
 "Or we could—" started Parry 
 "Start on our actual homework?" said Lynn. "The murder island where we're going, and which we haven't been preparing for? It's good that you have ideas. Bring them to me after dinner, or I'll be disappointed." 
 "Right," said Kasey. "Ice borers, I think?" 
 Ice borers were a bit like bloodworms. What they'd do was eat through people, and leave an exact replica of what they'd eaten behind. Only the replica was made of snow, so it'd melt when it got above freezing, and then the holes would all start leaking at once. 
 There were signs and wards and a few spells to reverse the damage, and once they'd gotten those straight, it was time for class, and then more work, and then dinner, and everyone else's stupid ideas. 
 They didn't have that many ideas that Lynn didn't have. But she wrote down everything that everyone said, and when that was done, she called Cassandra over. Who was not thrilled by that. 
 "What?" she asked. 
 "Notice how just about everyone came up with five ideas?" asked Lynn. 
 Cassandra shook her head. 
 "If I'd lied, and said that I had seven, do you think you could've come up with two more?" asked Lynn. 
 Cassandra scowled, but didn't argue. 
 "Good point," said Ethan. "Should we—" 
 "No," said Lynn. "No need to complicate things. Let's go through what we've got. Show of hands: How many vetoes on kill the fake Felicity?" 
 Everyone besides the Felicitys raised their hand on that one. 
 "Leaving her to make a future in Eris' halls?" 
 The same people vetoed that one. There wasn't much reason for Lynn to suggest things that she was going to veto, but she figured that it'd give the rest of them an appropriately low baseline for how bad things could get. 
 "Let her go?" Felicity Red still wasn't having that, and after a while, Blue raised her hand as well. And then Ethan did, naturally. 
 "Hundred years of sleep?" asked Lynn. That was a better idea than her suspended animation one, so she folded all the other time-delay ideas into that. 
 "It would be... I mean, she wouldn't be trying to kill me once I got out," said Felicity Blue. "But at the same time, it'd be too cruel. She'd be in a world that she didn't understand, and she'd also know that she wasn't real—that she was just a failed experiment." 
 "Not failed," said Ethan. "I mean—it was what we set out to do, right? There's nothing failed about—" 
 "The point that Eris was making," said Blue, "is that no matter how good a copy it is, I can't just make one, and imagine myself free that way. A copy, even if it's not a perfect copy, it's going to want to be me. And that'll... I can't not be me, even if I don't really want to be me." 
 "Things don't end," said Red. "That's the thing. So if the copy goes to the future, she's going to know that she's not... that she was something that I cast off, and that there's no point to her being alive." 
 "Yes," said Mary. "But while your idea was stupid and wrong and screwed things up for everyone, the experiment was a success. You see—" 
 "Shut up, Mary," said Lynn. "Any vetoes on turning the double back into a skulker hob?" 
 There weren't any. Ethan hesitated a long time, though, hand half-raised, before letting it drop. "It'd be undoing something we had no right to do," he said, finally. 
 "Right?" asked Felicity Red. "Fucking hell, Ethan. It's an underdweller—the reason that skulker hobs don't kill and eat people is because they don't think they can get away with it." 
 "You could say the same about—" started Quan. 
 "Don't care!" said Mary, which was right. "Point is, that's one we're okay with. So, done?" 
 "No," said Lynn. "Maybe there's something better." She went through the rest of their ideas, all of which were obviously bad. Except for the last one. "Illusory world?" said Lynn. "Wrap her up in defensive spells, and an Eternal Sustenance, build an illusion that the rest of the year is tough but fair, when she goes home, everyone's healthy and happy to see her, and she lives a long and happy life." 
 That one had been one of Kasey's; Lynn had to admit, it was pretty good. 
 There was a pause, and no hands went up. Except Mary's. 
 Lynn looked at her. 
 "What?" asked Mary. 
 "Why not?" asked Lynn. 
 "Because that's way more of a pain than turning a girl into a skulker hob," said Mary. 
 "That's not a very good reason," said Lynn. 
 "The fuck it isn't," said Mary. "You know that we're going to have to do all the work, and if we have to spend the next three weeks working on how to build a mental retirement home, we're going to be fucked on this island. Unless the plan is for all of us to retreat into the matrix?" 
 Lynn puffed out her cheeks. Mary wasn't wrong, exactly, but. 
 "Let's pretend that it's because it would be a lie, and that I have an extreme devotion to the truth," said Mary. "How cruel it would be, to trap someone in a wonderful dream, rather than allowing them to face the world as it is! But if you're giving me a veto, I'm vetoing." 
 "So what you're saying is," said Ethan, "you want me to veto her being turned back into a skulker hob." 
 "What I'm saying is," said Mary, "I don't think you're going to let us all get whipped to death, just because you'd rather work on building a dream world. But okay, how about this: we turn her back into a skulker hob. And we also give skulker hob Felicity to you at the end of the year, and you can turn her back into a Felicity, and then you can trap your new Felicity in a dream world. Fair?" 
 Ethan wasn't thrilled with that, but didn't have a counter argument. 
 Neither did Lynn. "Fine. Okay. Is that it, honestly? Nobody has anything better?" 
 Nobody said anything. 
 "Parry," said Lynn. "How much work would the illusory world be?" 
 "Uh. A lot? I mean, getting the chrysalis or whatever you want to call it, so that she doesn't die from infected bed sores. Illusion would be easy. She's going to be building the world herself, really—it's going to change according to what she wants, so it's not going to be like she's trapped in the same horrible funhouse or something. It's just keeping sleeping beauty in her glass coffin that'd be a real problem." 
 "So I'm right," said Mary. 
 "Well," said Parry. "I mean, those spells would help us on that island? Eternal Sustenance is a really tough spell, but if we got it right, that'd mean we wouldn't need food for that month. And the defensive spells would help too. It's a better idea than—" 
 "Yeah, but—" 
 "Mary, hold up," said Lynn. "Better idea than?" 
 "Well, I mean, I don't even know if it's practical. It'd take a lot more work than any of the other options, if it is possible, and—" 
 "Veto!" said Mary. 
 "Mary shut up," said Kasey. "What?" 
 "We could combine them," said Parry. "I think. I mean, when the mirror spell was working, the memories were combining. So there'd be one person who remembered everything that happened to both of them. It's just a few days of memories to combine, really." 
 "That sounds good," said Ethan. "No, better than good; that'd be—" 
 "What about the souls?" asked Kasey. 
 "Yeah," said Parry. "That's the thing. If it was just the memories, I mean, there'd be a little bit of the flavor of a skulker hob in the memories. Which is... I mean, I don't think that we're going to wind up making Felicity go full Andrei. But if we tried combining the souls like that, I, um. I can't be sure what'll happen if you've got a full skulker hob soul as well as Felicity's soul in her body. I don't really understand all of—" 
 "We could combine that with turning the skulker hob back into the skulker hob," said Ethan. 
 "Am I the only one who realizes this is fucking bonkers?" said Mary. "We barely have the time to figure out how to turn her into a skulker hob. We can't try this fucking—" 
 "Anything else is murder," said Ethan. "Anything. This is what we have to do." 
 "We don't have the time! This is stuff we don't understand and—" 
 "But—" 
 Parry hadn't been thrilled about sharing his idea, and the argument was making him crumple up a little bit. That wouldn't do. Lynn reached over, grabbed his hand. "Good idea."  
 "Still vetoing," said Mary. "One thousand percent vetoing." 
 "No you're not," said Lynn. "You are complaining because you want to be able to tell us that you told us so. But we need to do this, if we can. If we can't, we'll go back to the skulker hob thing, right?" 
 Mary looked like she was going to stamp her feet and start yelling. "Fine! Felicity, you... dammit. Fine. This is a terrible idea, and it's your fault and also Parry's fault, and also Lynn's fault, and also Ethan's fault. I blame all of you for everything." 
 "Granted," said Lynn. "So now that Mary has discharged her moral obligations to be a jackass, we're agreed. Ethan, you and the Felicitys are the ones who are the most interested in getting this to work. So the three of you have to focus on that. And since it's Parry's idea, he helps." 
 They nodded. 
 "Mary, Jordan, Eileen" said said Lynn. "We've been dividing into different groups for different things, but I want things finalized. You're on weapons, defenses and communications." 
 "That's not what I'd been doing," said Mary. 
 "You're off the case, Brody," said Lynn. 
 Mary gave an exasperated sigh, but the fact was, they had to divide things differently, because Parry had just given them a ton of extra work. So it had to move. 
 "Cassandra, Liam, Juan," said Lynn. "Survival spells. Food and shelter and warmth and so on. Good chance Ethan isn't going to be helping you for a while, but I want everything finished and ready to go. Kasey, we're going to keep working on the underdwellers we're going to have to deal with. Too many of them which we haven't covered for us to leave it go at this point." 
 "Um," said Quan, who'd been left out. 
 "And you get to find out what everyone has learned, and let the rest of know. There's that yo-yo spell, for instance, which is a great idea, and which I really could've used a little while back. Get everything that Mary's group needs from the people who've been doing it until now, then move on." 
 It wasn't ideal, but it was something. And they needed something, because this plan with Felicity was going to slow things down, a lot. It was a good idea that Parry had come up with, and it was right, but it wasn't going to be free. 
 Which Eris pointed out, more or less, when they presented it to her. 
 She'd called on Parry to explain it, and he'd done a reasonable job; they were going to try to blend the memories and the souls, if they could manage it in the time allotted. If not, they were going to turn the copy back into the skulker hob. Assuming they could figure out which one was the copy. 
 He'd done a reasonable job explaining it, but it didn't sound like a reasonable plan when he explained it. To many points where they didn't have the answers ready, and would have to work to figure them out. 
 "I see," said Eris, when he was done. "A glorious combination of excessive ambition, ignorance, and muddled thinking. And this is a unanimous decision?" 
 "Yes," said Parry. 
 "So you are in agreement with this, Ms. Brody?" 
 Everyone looked at Mary. If she said that she wasn't, it would meant that Parry had lied, and— 
 Mary sighed. "Not wholeheartedly. But yeah, agreeing with this is simpler than trying to get everyone to go with something else." 
 "And you, Ms. Kennedy? Are you sure there isn't a better alternative?" 
 "No ma'am," said Lynn. "I'm not sure. There probably is a better alternative. If our research shows this one to be impractical, we'll settle for turning the copy into a skulker hob. If that proves to be the case, starting with that would've been a better alternative. But this is the one that seems best to us at the moment." 
 "Does it?" said Eris. "Does it really? How peculiar." She smiled at Lynn, almost a fond smile. "It is always delightful to see the compromises that are made, when people confront their limitations." 
 Lynn looked away from that smile. Unlike Parry, Lynn didn't say 'back into' a hob. Because the change was real, and permanent. They'd called it turning her back, but it wasn't that. It was turning a person into something else. Just like one of those possible ideas as to where underdwellers came from. And they'd do it, too. They'd do it, and they'd think they were doing the right thing. Eris was right about them making compromises. 
 "Now, as you are attempting something that is far from simple, I shall expect you to present me with a full description of the spells that you intend to cast. And while I do not intend to interfere with your work on this project, I may be forced to do so, depending on exactly how your spells will fail. There shall be dire consequences if I am forced into action of that sort, of course." 
 Of course. 
 So it was their lessons, and then the other stuff they were working on when they had breaks, and a ton of homework to make sure they learned everything they could about illusions and false seemings, before moving on to the next subject, which was summonings and abjurations. 
 By the time they'd gotten done with all of that, and learned the yo-yo spell that Juan had come up with, Lynn was too tired to stay awake, and too frightened of having missed something important to fall asleep. 
 Sex was a nice way of falling asleep when she couldn't. When they were done, Kasey jerked Parry off, made him eat it, and then came to bed. 
 "It's his turn tomorrow," said Kasey, when she tucked herself in. Parry was already asleep, breathing regular. 
 "I know," said Lynn. "I mean, I don't know. Maybe we should... but it's easier to just pretend it's not going to happen?" 
 "Yeah," said Kasey. "And speaking of things that we don't necessarily want to face—" 
 "Oh god what?" 
 "Just thinking of how Cassandra said that you were trying to be Eris?" 
 "No," said Lynn. 
 "Yeah, obviously," said Kasey. "I just—" 
 "No," repeated Lynn. "I don't want you to punch her for me." 
 "Aw," said Kasey. 
 "Thanks, though." 
 Kasey was naked, and Lynn was wearing pyjamas—that was a pattern that they'd fallen into when one of them was in charge, and Lynn liked it a lot. She also liked the way Kasey pressed up against her and kissed her, and she liked the way Kasey's nipples stiffened when she played with them. "But I had been thinking of doing an Eris sort of thing," said Kasey. "Because, I mean, we're going to need to sharpen up our casting before we're sent out to play survivor. So I figure, have a contest, whoever does best tutors the worst in wand-work, second tutors second worst, third, third worst. Twice a week, let's say." 
 "Regular tutors, or sexy tutors?" 
 "What, like the Duke of Bedford and Earl of Pembroke?" 
 Lynn frowned into the back of Kasey's neck. 
 "He was a sexy Tudor? You know, with that little velvet hat and so on? Rowr? Never mind. Point is, yeah, if the winners want, they can do that sort of thing, in addition to the actual studying. Give people an incentive to get out of the bottom three or into the top three. If they're Ethan, he doesn't have to, and he can help because he likes helping, and he'll participate to keep some poor unfortunate from having to have kinky sex." 
 "Jordan?" 
 Kasey sighed. "If he doesn't play, he gets resentful, and if he does, he gets an unearned prize, and there's a chance that someone will have to have sex with Jordan. So he doesn't play. I'll talk to Quan about it, to make sure he's not on the verge of another... to make sure he keeps him on an even keel, as best he's able." 
 Lynn considered more. Then shrugged. "It's not a bad idea, but honestly, I'm not sure that I'm interested in being everyone else's boss. And also... dealing with Felicity's stuff has been keeping us distracted. We haven't done as much research as we needed to on what we're likely to face, and I'm assuming that the other groups haven't gotten as much done as they need to on survival spells and equipment." 
 "So, no?" 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "I mean, once we're not trying to get out from under our last failure, we can start working on getting ready for the next thing, and that's absolutely something we should be working on. But for now, we're running as fast as we can to catch up." 
 Kasey sighed. "This is tough, Lynn." 
 "Yeah." 
 "We'll get out of it, though?" 
 "Sure," said Lynn. "But not for a while. Now, you get to distract me from that for a bit." 
 And since Kasey had to do what Lynn told her, she distracted her from that for a bit. 
 The next morning, Lynn took the time to play a bit with Parry. Nothing too demanding, just stroking him up to full hardness, then watching him quiver, struggling against ropes of magic when she tickled him. When she was done, she undid the ropes, and gave him a light slap on his balls. "You're fun," she said. "But that's all you get for now." 
 Parry nodded, then nodded again. "Thanks." 
 "Yeah, um, I mean. It's, um." 
 "Best thing to do is pretend it doesn't happen," said Parry, looking away. Maybe he hadn't been asleep, at that. He was a pretty guy, really—auburn hair, pale skin, a good clean line of jaw and neck. If the thing with Kasey hadn't happened, Lynn would be way into him. She was into him anyway, but it wasn't the same as with Kasey. She reached out, and grabbed his shoulder, held it for a second. 
 "If you say so," she said, and let him go. 
 There was a knock at the door. Felicity Red. "Have you got a minute? I mean, privately?" 
 Lynn shrugged. "Sure," she said. "I'll meet you guys at breakfast?" 
 Kasey and Parry nodded. One of Kasey's rules was that she had to tie Lynn's shoes for her in the morning. It was a thing that had been on the original rules, and while it wasn't breaking any of the official rules if she didn't, Lynn liked it. So Kasey knelt, and tied Lynn's shoes, and then kissed each of them, which wasn't required, but which was appropriate. Then they left. 
 "What?" asked Lynn. 
 Red took a strand of her hair—the dye looked pretty good, honestly—twisted it around her finger. "So, on the one hand, I know that I'm the real Felicity," she said. "But... I mean I guess I'm probably not." 
 Lynn didn't know what to say to that. 
 "I don't know," said Red. "I mean, I remember the stuff I did, and a lot of it seems stupid and petty and not ruthless enough. So, like, that's probably the skulker hob thinking." 
 "If you say so," said Lynn. 
 "Yeah," said Red. "But... okay. If it comes to it, I'm going to deny it, because I know that I'm the real Felicity, at the same time. I mean, I remember it. I remember growing up, and making my choices, and fucking it all up. We've all gone a little crazy here—some of us have gone a lot crazy, I mean, but seriously. You make your girlfriend kiss your shoes, and you've got a dude you keep in a cage. And you're the least crazy of us." 
 "Don't count on it," said Lynn. It was supposed to be a light sort of thing, but it didn't come out like that. Just sounded flat, and despairing. 
 "Sure," said Red. "You're a badass. But I wish I hadn't done that thing with trying to make a double. I mean, I know it was stupid, but it's getting worse and worse. And... okay. I'm not going to believe in this combining memories thing. Because if that didn't work... fuck it. I don't know. It's just, the whole idea was stupid and my fault and I don't want to get everyone killed because we were working on my problem." 
 "Right?" said Lynn. 
 "Point is, if you wind up having to give up on combining us, and you're going to change me back into the hob? Just do it. Don't talk about it, don't make me agree to it. And don't come up with something where there's even a chance that I'll realize what's happened to me, and that the real Felicity is out there. Because if you do, I'll figure it out, and I'll come back, and I'll kill her. I don't even want to, but I'd have to." 
 Lynn wasn't sure how to reply to that. So she shrugged. "If you say so." 
 "I do," said Red. "Now let's get to breakfast before Mary comes up with some more pervert stuff to do." 
 Blue was at breakfast, along with everyone else, but she didn't seem surprised or upset that Red had been talking to Lynn. The two of them sat together, and seemed... it was weird. Red had just said that she had to be stopped, because otherwise she'd kill her double. But they got along impossibly well. Really weird. 
 Class was class. A giant pile of information that they needed to learn, and which their lives would depend on, and which Eris wasn't going to repeat or review. Summoning circles, and which ones were appropriate for what. If that was all the fifth year had been, Lynn would've been okay with it. If the class had gone on just a little longer, that would've been okay too, because when it was time for lunch, Parry went with Eris and Andrei, and Lynn's heart went with him. She knew that if she had the choice, she wouldn't have taken that session for him. But what Eris did, and what Andrei did—it wasn't right. Which raised some questions about the stuff that she did to him, and to Kasey, and so on. But that stuff had a point, anyway. And there was kindness there, which there wasn't with Eris and Andrei. 
 Thinking about that left her a little short-tempered when Felicity Blue intercepted her and Kasey on the way to the library. 
 "What?" she said. 
 "Sorry," said Felicity, though it wasn't clear what she was sorry about. There was the same hair twisting around her finger as Red had done, only with blue hair. "Have you got a minute? I mean, privately?" 
 "Not exactly," said Lynn. "Everyone else has gotten a bit relaxed about this, but I don't want Kasey to be alone. I mean, if—" 
 "Okay," said Blue. "I mean, you'd probably tell her about it anyway. And that's fine, it's just..." 
 The library was a complicated place. There were heavy wooden tables in the middle of the room, but there were also alcoves in the stacks, with chairs and tables. They headed for one of those, and Kasey started bringing books over to the table, while Blue perched on the arm of one of the chairs. "What's up?" asked Lynn. 
 "So, I mean, I'm probably the clone?" said Felicity. "I mean, I don't know. I remember being a lot more confident before all this started. I'm more frightened now than I was when Andrei was coming after me out on the North Atlantic. So that's the hob. But at the same time, I remember the things before I started—I lived it. This is really fucking weird? But it's like—that mirror spell was a fucking disaster, Lynn. We were pouring ourselves into each other. And I... I mean, I love her. But not like I love my family, or like I'd love someone else. She's me—whether or not I'm the original... but I'm not. I'm her, and she's me, and that's it." 
 "Okay?" said Lynn. 
 "Yeah, well. The thing is, right, when you decide that we're not going to have enough time to do the spell combining us? I don't want to be unmade. I want to go free. She's not going to go for that, because she knows that she wouldn't be satisfied to be a copy. Of course she wouldn't—she isn't a copy. But I am. And she's worried about me trying to take her over, and I can see that, but by the time the rest of the year is over, I won't even be me anymore. I'll be changing into something else, by then. She can..." Blue shook her head. "Sorry. Should've thought that out a little better." 
 "Before this all started," said Lynn cautiously, "you were hoping that the copy would be out in the world." 
 Felicity gave a disgusted snort. "Look, if you want to make me say it was a stupid idea, Mary has me say that twice a day while fucking me in the ass, so I'm more or less clear on that point." 
 "Not that," said Lynn. "It's just... right. The two of you were mirroring each other. So, like, whatever happens, if she gets out, you're getting out with her. When the year is over." 
 "Huh," said Blue. "I guess. Yeah, no, that's true. Sorry about that—she didn't... I mean, I didn't... whatever. Point is, maybe we should've gone for something cooler. Gotten a share of a dragon's soul, or something." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "That would be exactly what we needed. Felicity Lopez, but also a fucking dragon." 
 "Thanks, Mary," said Felicity, but there was a smile there. Which didn't stay long. "I guess... " Felicity shook her head. "I guess, okay. Once it turns out that it's going to have to be the transformation to the skulker hob, Eris is probably going to make you guys do the work of deciding who we are, and then doing the transformation." 
 "Sounds like the sort of thing that she usually does," said Lynn. 
 "Right. So if you can do something to make her think that I'm back to the hob, but let me out?" Then she shook her head. "You probably can't. I mean, Ethan would say yes, and he'd fuck everything up. But if you can, that. If not? Leave me hoping for that, okay? When you knock me out?" 
 Lynn nodded. 
 "And Lynn?" said Felicity. "Remember me. I mean, I wasn't Felicity for long, and I guess I haven't done that well at being her. But..." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "Yeah." 
 "Thanks," said Felicity, and left. 
 "Wow," said Kasey. "It's kinda bullshit, that's she's dumping that on you." 
 "Is it?" asked Lynn. "Fucked if I know. I mean, at this point, if I pushed for us to let the copy go, we'd let the copy go. So it's not like what we're going to do isn't my fault." 
 "At least we know who is the original, now," said Kasey. 
 "Do we?" asked Lynn. "Red also said that she was the clone, earlier today." 
 "Huh," said Kasey. "But yeah, I do know. Or at least I've got a guess." 
 As they used up their remaining time, they couldn't say that the spells combining the memories of the Felicitys were more complicated than they had anticipated, because they'd anticipated them being super complicated. But Ethan knew that if they didn't get it right, they were going to have to erase someone, and so did the Felicitys. And while Parry didn't have the sort of motivation that the rest of his team had, he was really interested in the magic. And because some of the best researchers were working on other projects, every one else had to pull double loads, more or less. So they did, with occasional visits from Quan, telling them what everyone else was doing. 
 According to the texts in the library, either completely blending the souls and apportioning half to each body would result in a complete secondary personality surviving underneath the dominant personality. Which would lead to walking dreams, where the submerged personality would emerge, usually violently. And it didn't require Mary to point out that a sleep-murdering Felicity wouldn't be an asset to the team. It didn't require it, but it got it. 
 It was Jordan who came up with the idea of transplanting a part of the soul, rather than blending them entirely. Ethan and Parry ran with the idea; it turned out that even a relatively small fraction would be sufficient to fix the memories. It was true that the skulker hob would have something of Felicity in her as well, but both Felicitys were adamant that was a good idea. 
 "It's who I... I mean, it's who the fake is," said Red. "It's a version of Felicity Lopez. Lived as me, was me, is me. No reason why it shouldn't have a piece of the real Felicity." She gave Blue a truculent look, but Blue didn't argue. 
 "We took it," said Blue, slowly. "Took it, and transformed it, to serve our needs. It... shit, I don't know. It feels like it's something Felicity—I mean, I, deserve, I guess? Like not doing it would be denying the way we were part of each other." 
 Getting the right small bit of soul out, and grafting bits of soul together were yet another complication. They managed it as an all-nighter. Half of them stayed up working on finishing Felicity's spell, the other half working on finishing up the set of survival tools they'd need for the fieldwork: weapons and protections and communication and survival stuff. They'd learned spells, but they also fashioned tools, which would help carry some of the load. They couldn't learn all the spells they needed, but they were good enough by that point to put together a collection of fail-fears and soul knives and a wide number of other tools with broad applications. 
 They were tired, and drained, and not ready. But they'd done just about everything they'd set out to do. Probably they were supposed to have set out to do some other stuff, but Lynn was way too tired to even think about that. That was where they were at, and that was what they had. 
 They stumbled into class, bleary-eyed, and the hooded delight in Eris' eyes told Lynn that they'd missed something. 
 "Before we begin," said Eris, "I hope that you have completed your researches into what is and what is not possible for what will be done with Ms. Lopez. Mr Stephenson?" 
 "Er, yes," he said. "I mean, we have. We're going to transfer the memories of the copy of Felicity into the original, and then transplant a small portion of the soul of the original into the fake, and vice-versa. Then we shall transform the copy into a skulker hob, and return it to its original environment." 
 Good. He'd gotten that right. If he'd made a mistake in explaining what they were going to do, he'd be in trouble. It was going to be tricky, but that was what they were going to do. It wasn't ideal, but it was pretty good, better than Lynn had expected when they'd been given the task. They'd... well, it wasn't a win, exactly, but— 
 "I see," said Eris. She raised her wand with a series of quick, brilliantly clear movements; Eris was better at casting than anyone Lynn had ever seen, in the academy or elsewhere. 
 Felicity Red jerked back in her chair, and there was a sudden burst of blood and bone which had been the side of her head. She collapsed backward, falling. There was a spray of blood on Felicity Blue's face. Mary was sitting behind them, and there were fragments of bone and brain on the front of her shirt. Felicity Red was absolutely still, dead, lying crumpled on the floor, chair next to her. 
 "Mr. Stephenson," said Eris. "You may return to your seat, and lower your wand. Unless you intend an attack?" 
 Parry sat slowly, shaking, his freckles sharply visible against his suddenly pale skin. 
 "It is a wholesome reaction to unexpected violence, certainly, but if you are not more careful against whom you direct your wand, you will come to regret it. Mr. Greenberg, explain what has just happened." 
 "I—" 
 "Mr Greenberg!" there was a streak of color on Ethan's face, where the whip-spell bit. "Answer!" 
 "You killed her," said Ethan. 
 "Yes, very good. Cogently observed. Ms. Brody—why have I done this?" 
 Mary was deadly pale, all humor gone from her expression. 
 "Ms. Brody!" Another lash. 
 "Because... I don't know." 
 "Unacceptable," said Eris, and there was another lash. 
 There was a smell of shit and blood, and there was piss and blood and other fluids next to the copy of Felicity. Lynn looked up at Felicity, who was crying, confused, and frightened. They all were. Only Lynn wasn't panicking, and she wasn't sure why she wasn't. 
 "Ms. Bouet; same question." 
 "Because," said Kasey. She looked like she was about to puke. "Because it wasn't really our choice?" 
 "Indeed it was not," said Eris. "But that was only part of my reasoning in this case. Mr. Donovan?" 
 Liam didn't have an answer, and neither did Juan. Juan couldn't even speak; he just looked at Eris, and got five lashes before she moved on. To Felicity. 
 "Ms. Lopez," said Eris, with a faint purr in her voice. "Explain this, please." 
 "If..." Felicity swallowed, shook her head. "Because I was bad." 
 "Childishly expressed, as is the idiom of the day," said Eris. "But you have arrived at an important truth, which your colleagues seem to have missed. And now, Ms. Kennedy, if you will tell us the complete answer, please?" 
 "If we'd transmuted her to a skulker hob," said Lynn. "She wouldn't have lived long, I guess? But we'd have... we'd have been able to believe we'd done okay, I guess. By the hob. The Felicitys had... we were doing our best to preserve Felicity Red, but she wasn't actually Felicity. She was an artifact of magic, like a false seeming. We'd taken a skulker hob, and transformed her. This was just us being shown what we were doing." 
 "There, you see?" said Eris. "Simple enough." 
 "No," said Lynn. "It's not. She was an artifact of magic, but she was real, and she was a person, and this is wrong. We didn't—" 
 Andrei moved almost as fast as Eris cast. He was next to Lynn in an instant, and he drove his fist into her stomach before she could react. Lynn doubled over, gasping, and he pulled her back by her hair, and forced a heavy metal gag into her mouth, locking it closed behind her head. Eris shook her head. "I required an answer, Ms. Kennedy, not for you to justify yourself before your peers. I am afraid that I will turn to you, Mr. Stephenson, to finish this explication." 
 "I don't—" 
 "If you do not finish explaining what has happened for the benefit of your peers," said Eris, "Ms. Kennedy will be assisting us in our researches, and addressing Master Rostem's needs for him, while you and the remainder of your class will attempt your field assignment without Ms. Kennedy's company and guidance." 
 Parry looked down at the corpse of Felicity Red, swallowed hard, looked back up at Eris. 
 The truth was, Lynn had said that last bit in order to justify herself before her peers, and now she wished she hadn't. That was the usual way of things, when she did something that Eris didn't want her to do. The whole time everyone else was in the field? Maybe she'd be less likely to die, but that was scarcely a comfort. 
 "It's a combination of the stuff that they said," said Parry, finally. "I mean, you were going to punish Felicity for trying to run. This punishes her. And because like Lynn said, even though we'd changed the hob, and put a copy of Felicity over it, it was still a hob, and there aren't any rules protecting hobs. You asked us what we wanted to do, but you never said that you'd listen to us. And because you enjoy doing this sort of thing to people." 
 "To young people," said Eris. "To those just at the cusp of adulthood, who have the capacity to do better than they have been doing, and the flexibility to take my lessons to heart. And to give you a reminder as to the nature of our relationship. I should think that it would be clear enough, but it seems oddly difficult for my students to remember it." 
 Parry shifted, looking away, trying not to ask the question that he was dying to ask. 
 Eris laughed. "But let us call your response close enough. For better or worse, I suppose I will not be keeping Ms. Kennedy with us during your fieldwork. She would have learned a great deal, of course, but perhaps she will pick up what she needs to know when not under my direct tutelage." 
 She looked down at the corpse, smiled fondly, then looked back up at the class, the smile not dropping. "It seems that some of your are disappointed with my decision. That is your privilege, of course. And should you alter other underdwellers, either during your fieldwork or when you return to my halls, I have no intention of interfering with your experiments." 
 Another look down at the corpse. "If you have an attachment to this particular skulker hob, I suppose you can attempt its resurrection." 
 Felicity looked back at Eris, wide-eyed, the spray of blood still on her cheek. 
 "But let me be clear about this," said Eris. "If you attempt to send copies of yourself beyond my lands, whether or not they also bear a fragment of your soul, you will regret it. Both the iteration that remains behind, and the iteration that attempts to leave. When you are done with your experimentation, and when you have completed the course of your studies in your residency here, the copy will remain behind, alive or dead. If you attach a fragment of your soul to the copy, that fragment will remain here as well, a skyhawk nailed to the mast of a sinking ship. It is not merely those who chose to end their lives who remain in my larder, Miss Lopez." 
 "Please," said Felicity, hoarsely. "Please don't do this." 
 "Miss Lopez," said Eris. "I had done my absolute best to demonstrate to you that I expect you to complete your course of study here, and that I expected you not to leave my care until that course of study was completed. You broke my trust, and put Master Rostem to great inconvenience." 
 "Please," said Felicity. "I'm sorry I ran, ma'am, I—" 
 Andrei's fist drove into Felicity's stomach, and he forced a gag in. 
 "Thank you, Master Rostem," said Eris. Andrei gave her a bow, and returned to his position by her side. 
 "It seems that you have discovered previously unplumbed depths of unwillingness to understand, Ms. Lopez, but you are my apprentice, so I shall attempt one final explication. I have made my expectations of my students entirely clear, and you have not lived up to them. The answer to your plea, as unformed as it was, is no. I shall not be discarding the keepsake which you have made for me, and you shall be spending a session with me, of the same length as our lunches together, wherein Master Rostem will attempt to find some relief from the urges which trouble him by enforcing intimacies between you and the corpse of that which you made." 
 Eris looked at Lynn. "The severity of the punishment depends on how far the transgressor gets from my halls. Ms. Lopez went quite some distance, so her punishment will take her further than it otherwise might have. Experience has shown that additional warnings of this sort are seldom regarded, but I will give one anyway. Take warning, all of you, from the consequences of Ms. Lopez's actions, and do not duplicate them, unless you are hoping for something similar, and more stringent." 
 Lynn hadn't been planning on running. Why was Eris watching her? What was she looking for? 
 "With that said, it is now time for you to test some of your newly acquired skills in a challenging, yet controlled environment. The rules for this section of your studies are relatively simple. Do not die; if you do, you will regret it. And, with the exception of those who have joined you in your studies here, you are not to make contact with anyone who you knew before submitting yourselves to my tutelage. Friends or relations, classmates or instructors. If you do, both you and they will regret it. Beyond that, you are at liberty, and you must rely on your wits and your skills to comply with my guidelines." 
 All that was obvious. What was there... wits and skills. Not tools. Not— 
 Lynn's eyes widened in realization, and Eris smiled to see it. Then she cast her spell, brilliant and complicated, her wand moving like a snake or a scorpion. 
 A moment of dislocation, and then Lynn dropped into the snow, naked, the cold a burning, incredible shock, all over her body, all at once, the sky as brilliant and clear as crystal. 
 No idea where she was, but her clothing and wand and all the tools that they had prepared were back in Eris' halls, however far away that was. 
 It was so cold, Lynn felt like she was burning. The yo-yo spell on her wand. She pulled at the tags of the spell. Nothing. Another burning breath, beneath that pitiless sun, in cold so hard it hurt her throat. She pulled again, harder, harder than that, and the wand was in her hand. There; done, good. A heating spell. A simple one—the transition between warmth and cold had been so fast that she was already shivering, full body, from the shock of it. 
 The heating spell hurt, taking hold, but she was able to breathe properly, without it burning her throat. It was very cold and she was naked, so she was going to burn through that spell fast. Lynn got a transformation spell ready, but paused before she started casting. There were a lot of things that would attack anything human, if they thought they could get away with it. But there were also a lot of things which would smell magic on the air, and they'd go after it. 
 Eris had dropped her onto hard-packed snow and rocks, on the bank of a frozen stream. There was a stand of conifers a couple of hundred feet away, on the slope of a hill. The sky was crystal clear, no clouds, no contrails, nothing else in the sky. 
 Eris had sent her out into the wilderness with nothing. Not even the cuffs that Kasey had made for her, which was... there wasn't any magic in those, there wasn't any protection. They were just a thing that Kasey had given her, and now they were gone. Her collar though—the one that she'd put around Kasey's neck—Eris had said that it would stay on for the rest of the year, so that was probably still on her, wherever she was. 
 Wherever she was. Lynn had missed the fact that Eris could send them out for their fieldwork without letting them take anything with them. She also hadn't said that they were all going to be dropped in the same place. It could well be that she was all on her own, a thousand miles from anyone else. 
 Possible, but it didn't feel right. Eris liked it when they were tripped up by their assumptions, when they failed where they could've succeeded if they'd just thought things through. But she also liked it when they caused problems for each other, because they got into fights, because they acted like people instead of amoral monsters. She wanted them to blame each other and hurt each other, and that would be hard to do if everyone else wasn't somewhere out there in the frozen wastes. 
 So. Clothing, start looking for the others, or start on defenses? 
 Clothing. If Lynn hadn't had Quan work on keeping everyone up to speed on what everyone else was doing, she wouldn't have known where to start. But she had, and while she hadn't been working on getting equipment ready, she knew the spells that they'd been using. 
 Pinch of snow, chip of stone, and a long pattern, starting high and ending low. Lynn called down the power, and cast her spell. Suit with a microfiber shell, and light-and-gold filling, hide and fur boots, mottled white and pale gray. 
 The transformation left Lynn in a small crater, where the snow and ice and rocks and gravel had transformed into her clothing. And at the edges of that crater, ice borers squirmed, reaching out blindly in her direction. 
 Shit. Obviously, Eris was going to drop them somewhere with a higher density of underdwellers than it was reasonable to expect. Ice borers weren't that different than bloodworms, and they'd had to deal with bloodworms already. It shouldn't have been clothing first; it should've been protection first. 
 A protection spell settled over her shoulders like a mantle. That would've burned out any ice borers that were already in her, but it seemed like there weren't any; her feet didn't melt or anything. The microfiber suit was uncomfortable against her skin as she pulled it on, strange and stiff. Lynn pulled the boots on, laced them, and started running. Her breath puffed out in the frozen air, and little geysers of snow shot up from every step. That transformation, which had made her something to wear... Lynn looked back over her shoulder. There was nothing there, but off in the distance, something hung in the air—thin, spindly wings, with a blot of darkness between. 
 Transformations used a lot of energy, and they burned bright. Things which could sense magic could see a transformation from a long way away. 
 The stand of trees wasn't a forest, exactly. Maybe a few dozen trees, huddled up at the edge of a rise. Lynn took shelter there, heart pounding, sweating a little in the microfiber suit. She gave a long, despairing thought about the jump-bag full of tools that they'd put together back in Eris' halls. They'd been so close. She'd figured out that they were going somewhere cold, she'd set them to working on the tools that they'd need, and they'd put the tools together . Amulets for protection and communication, weapons, food... if she'd just added on a yo-yo spell, like the one on her wand, they'd be ready. As it was, they were fucked. 
 It was Felicity's fault. No. It wasn't Felicity's fault. Mary would want to look at it like that, but it was Eris who'd pushed Felicity so hard that she'd run, even knowing the consequences, and then it was Eris who'd chosen a punishment for Felicity that had distracted all of them. That had been the trap, and they'd fallen into it. Wasn't the cheese's fault that the mouse got its back broken. 
 It would be easier if Lynn hadn't stayed up late the night before, working on a spell that Eris had no intention of allowing them to use. She'd missed that as well. Hell. It wasn't Felicity's fault, and it wasn't her fault, and even if it was, there wasn't any point in dwelling on it. 
 Lynn drew the lines with her wand, pulled and twisted, and forced the magic into the shape that she wanted. A little silver charm on a little silver chain. Wasn't a quarter as good as what they had left behind, but it would serve. 
 Okay. Next question: where was everyone else? 
 She could wander around looking for everyone else, or she could pick somewhere defensible, and hope that someone else found her. Wandering around and trying to find people who were probably wandering around didn't seem likely to succeed, but— 
 There was a distant whistling, and then a crack. Lynn could see a sunbeam reaching up to the sky, a narrow pillar of light. And just over it, there was a sudden burst of color, and the words "Kasey Bouet is here." 
 Lynn's pride was as sudden and fierce as that pillar of light. Kasey had seen the same problem, and decided that she was going to face down whatever wanted to come out of the snow after her, to give everyone else somewhere to go. Kasey was... Kasey was good, and she was going to find her. By the look of it, that thing was maybe five miles away, and it wasn't as though the terrain between looked particularly inviting or easy to cross. By the time she got there, hopefully, everyone else was going to either be there, or on their way. 
 The light cut off, sharply. Which was just as sensible. Let them know, and then shut off. No reason to keep the target up for everything else which might notice it. They all would have seen it. 
 Or, more accurately, they all would have seen it except Felicity, who was still back at Eris' halls, being tortured by Andrei, together with the corpse of Felicity Red. And while Lynn had managed to pull herself together quickly enough to avoid getting killed on landing, Felicity wasn't necessarily going to be in any shape for that. 
 Lynn was alone in a howling wilderness, and she'd spent a fair portion of her strength in putting together what she needed to have in order not to die. She had miles to go before she could find anyone else who might be able to help her, and she wasn't in any position to be helping anyone else. 
 But if Lynn didn't help her, Felicity was going to die. She'd been falling apart when Eris had killed her double, and under the best of circumstances, a session with Eris and Andrei would leave anyone wobbly. What they were going to do with her, and with the corpse of Felicity Red... . Felicity was tough. They were all tough; they had to be. But Felicity was going to need a little help. 
 There was a distant keening cry. Could be that it was something hunting her, could be it was something hunting one of the other students who'd been dropped out on the ice. Could be it was just a hawk. 
 Eris had said, "A session with me, of the same length as our lunches together." So, an hour. It would've been easier if she'd started the timer as soon as she'd dropped, but a little extra magic would let it stretch back. Lynn cast the spell, and the sense of how long she had settled into the back of her mind. 48:13. 48:12. 48:11. 
 That was when Felicity would come through. Where was more complicated. Divination was an option, but divination was crap. Futures were real, and convincing, and kept changing, so you could get an extremely accurate and detailed picture of something that was never going to happen. Wasn't worth the effort. 
 One of the first tasks they had been given was to produce a spell, with all their mistakes being carved into the skin of a few of them. Lynn and Felicity had been two of the people who'd gotten cut. They had held hands as it had happened, their blood mixing. 
 That had been months ago, and there hadn't been much blood that had transferred. But some had. That was a connection, and Lynn might be able to use it. She could extend the warming spell, or... The warming spell. That'd be the first thing that Felicity needed, and when Lynn cast, It'd be something that would let Felicity know that there was someone trying to help her. Which might help. It'd also light her up to anything hunting magic. 
 Depending on how she worked the spell— 
 There was movement behind her, and to the left. Lynn barely caught it, from the corner of her eye. She whirled around, wand up, and the coal goblin that had come up from the ground beneath one of the trees froze. 
 His skin was as white and dry as paper, and their hair was the mottled drab of lichen and old stone. Like its texts had said, their eyes weren't black as coal, or like coal. His eyes were coal, showing nothing at all. It had a bone-toothed spear in one hand, and a heavy knife in the other, wrapped up in defensive spells. If it attacked... if it attacked, it would die. 
 Lynn's research told her that the coal goblins would be cautious in the hunt, and that they would only attack if they were sure they could win. On the other hand, if attacked, they would fight back, as mindlessly devoted to causing pain to their attacker as a bee defending its hive. She could kill it, but that would drain her reserves, and it'd draw others to her, coal goblin and otherwise. 
 She waited, and it seemed that the goblin wasn't secure in its advantage. It dropped back down beneath the roots of the trees, the snow falling back into place over it, as though he'd never been there. 
 Could be it had given up its pursuit, could be it was going to gather a hunting pack. Lynn had to move. 
 Not having a better direction to go, she headed towards where Kasey had sent up her flare. If the goblins decided to go after Kasey... well. Kasey was better with a wand than Lynn. And she might have reinforcements by the time they got there. Still, Lynn really wished that she could warn her that they'd been right about coal goblins being around. 
 A low ridge lead off in that direction. Lynn climbed it and jogged a little below the top of the ridge, on the downwind side. Good view of the terrain below, and it wasn't leaving her silhouetted for sight hunters, like if she'd run along the top of the ridge. She could've learned more about how to deal with underdwellers if they hadn't been distracted by what was happening to Felicity, but they'd learned a lot. It might be enough. 
 Assuming that they didn't lose half of their group on the first day. 
 Felicity; that was her responsibility. As she ran, Lynn put the warming spell together in her mind. The blood connection would probably stand up to a casting, and once it was cast, she could keep that connection between them alive, feeding power into the warmth spell until Felicity took over. 
 If she did that, it would almost certainly kill her, if Felicity got killed. And while Lynn wasn't ready to give up on Felicity, she also kind of had already given up on Felicity. She couldn't risk it. If... well, they'd been looking at resurrection spells. If Eris and Andrei had broken Felicity too badly for her to survive, Lynn had to be alive to find the body, and bring her back to where they could resurrect her. 
 There was a sudden pressure on Lynn's chest, from her amulet. Something was looking for her. Wand up, and then she froze, waiting for a target to present itself, for an attack for her to counter. Nothing showed. The pressure eased. There were lots of things out there, and knowing Eris, very few of them would be friendly. Lynn couldn't do this alone, and she couldn't do it tired, and she really should've chosen someone else for her seventh year residency. But this was what she had, and she was going to get to Felicity. 
 Lynn reached the edge of the ridge. There was a long stretch of black ice ahead of her in that direction. Water. Water under ice. The island, and she was pretty sure that it was an island, made a broad sweep around that area, into something that looked more like a forest. Kasey's flare had gone up from deep in that forest. She'd get there. Maybe she'd be with Felicity, maybe she'd be hauling Felicity's corpse. But she'd get there. 
 Lynn kept going until the timer chimed. Then she cast. There was the wand and the attention and the crack of magic taking hold. It worked. In that instant of connection, Lynn felt Felicity, cold, numb, terrified, hopeless. Then the warming spell went through, and then the connection cut, just like she'd planned. 
 And just like she'd hoped, that connection had told her where Felicity was. Mile to the north, maybe a little more. Warming spell would last long enough for Lynn to find her, maybe a little longer, depending on how hard the terrain was. But the warming spell was all Lynn had been able to do. If Felicity didn't cast something herself, the ice borers and coal goblins and everything else would have her. At the moment of connection, a sense of sorrow and hopelessness had washed over Lynn, and she didn't know if Felicity was going to be able to do anything at all except curl up and wait. 
 If she did, Lynn hoped whatever killed Felicity left her corpse where Lynn could find it. 
 She trudged on toward where Felicity had been. Walking, not running, paying attention to the sky and the ground ahead of her, and to any motion anywhere. It was a little after noon, according to her timer spell, but it was winter, and they were pretty far north. No telling how long it'd be before sunset, but it wasn't going to be that long. The suit that she'd conjured already had a loose thread on the sleeve. That was the way of conjured things. People who were better at magic could make things which lasted longer, which tasted better, which were closer to real. Lynn's conjured clothing would last three days, maybe. Four, if she was lucky. Hopefully, she'd be back with everyone else by then, and they'd come up with something better. For now, it was cold, and getting dark, and her clothing was falling apart. 
 It looked like Felicity had landed in a forest. Not like that little patch where Lynn had seen the coal goblin. This one was tall, snow-covered conifers. They'd spent a lot of time looking at the magical bestiary of the frozen north, but they hadn't spent enough time learning about spruce and fir and larch and so on. Spruce, probably? Whatever it was, it meant that instead of being able to see danger from a reasonably long way off, when Lynn went in, she'd only be able to see a few dozen feet in any direction. 
 That was where Felicity was, so that was where she went. There wasn't time for any of the really good revelator spells, and even if there had been, Lynn needed to conserve her strength. So she went with a quick tracker spell, something that would let her see signs a hair clearer than she would've unaided. Wouldn't help too much, but it was quick, and didn't use enough energy to make her stand out to predators, or greatly deplete her diminishing store. 
 It was good enough. After she cast, Lynn could see a thread, thinner than a hair, strung from one tree to another. And a little further, another. And then three more. 
 Spider Queen. Northern Spider Queen. They used webs mainly for detection, and pine needle mandalas as their main traps. It'd be hard to spot a mandala through the snow, but magically they'd work just fine. Spider queens liquefied the flesh of their prey before eating them, so unless Felicity had been put into storage rather than eaten right away, Lynn was going to have to try to recognize her by looking at bones. 
 Lynn breathed in, tried to clear her head. She needed to get to Felicity fast, and she needed to be sure she'd get there alive. One of the earliest spells that she'd had to work out for Eris was to get a ball bearing through a maze faster than any of the other students. And she'd done it, too. That time, she'd given her ball bearing a mind of its own, more or less, something simple, but clever enough to work a maze, and a sky-eye spell, to help it see where it was going. 
 A chunk of dead wood from a fallen tree, about the size of a small dog. Transfiguration, to give it legs, and the same mouse brain spell that she'd given her ball bearing. It would want to find the middle of the maze, and it would fear the darkness it saw closing in on it from all around the outside of the maze.  
 It wasn't something she'd have been able to manage at the beginning of the year, but when Eris taught them something, they learned it. Lynn had learned her lessons well enough that the little chunk of wood staggered up to its feet and scurried off into deeper into the forest, its legs trembling with desire to move, to get away from the dangers it could see around it. 
 Lynn waited, wand ready, as the log dashed past one web, then another, and then darted between two others. If it got too far... 
 No. One of its legs had touched the edge of a mandala. The spell flared up as it struggled, a network of magic holding it in place, pulling it closer to the center of the mandala. 
 Lynn's spell was already started when the spider queen fell from the trees onto her log. It was bigger than the spider queens that they'd seen in Eris' halls, almost as big as a person. Its body was a pale ice green, its legs were darker and bluer, and its fangs were purest white. 
 The blasting spell didn't finish it. It came up from where it was hit, spitting a poison magic at Lynn. She redirected it, sent a warming spell up through the log, and then hit it with another blasting spell. 
 The spider queen was faster than she was, and stronger, but Lynn wasn't in its webs, and its magic was of more use against those who couldn't dodge, who couldn't redirect. The edge of a poison spell hit Lynn, left her nauseous and dizzy, but her blasting spells had shot off three of its legs, and had left the spider queen too distracted to deal with the warming spell that crept up through its belly into its thorax. 
 A crack appeared along the spider queen's body, and then another, like an ice-cube dropped into a hot drink. Then it shattered all at once, and the nausea went away, and Lynn's eyes could focus properly again. 
 The little bit of wood was still kicking weakly against the mandala. It had been hit by a series of powerful spells, but the spells on it were so simple that most of the magic of the mandala didn't have anything to bite into; no organs to turn to ice, not enough mind to compel. 
 Lynn snuffed out the spells on the log, took back a fraction of the strength that she had spent on it. The spider queen was dead, but the webs and the mandalas were still there, waiting. One false step, and Lynn could be trapped; it was true that the spider queen wasn't going to be clearing her traps, but there were scavengers which were more dangerous than spider queens. 
 The further she went, the more webs there were, and the more mandalas. Lynn had to cut some of those webs to get further in; with the spider queen dead, the risk was low, but at the same time, there was a risk. There might well be other spiders in the queen's web, waiting to eat her leavings and to seize prey that touched her webs. 
 Nothing closed in on her, but it took another hour before Lynn was at the center of the nest. The webs hung thick on the trees, and irregular cocoons were strung high up in the branches. If the spider queen had taken Felicity, she'd be in one of those. But then, there might well have been a coal goblin, or an Eater of Bones, or... 
 "Lynn?" said Felicity, from off to the side. "Lynn, is that—" 
 Lynn dashed around a big old spruce, parted a curtain of webs with a quick gust of wind. Felicity was there, wand up, looking panicked. Lynn's warmth spell was fading, and Felicity hadn't conjured up clothing to replace it. She still had the blue dye in her hair and on her nails, but she was also going blue around her fingertips and lips. She'd been busy; the web that had been disturbed by Lynn's gust of wind spell was crawling with spiders, each the size of her fist. As were the webs surrounding Felicity on the other sides. 
 Not the males, those were bigger. These were the last year's brood. Felicity had killed dozens of them, but she was moving a little slow, and there were tiny bite marks on her legs and back. They didn't have enough magic or venom to bring her down, but what they'd done was adding up. 
 "Heat," said Lynn. 
 "What?" Felicity wasn't doing well. 
 "They're mostly made of ice," said Lynn, already casting. It was going to show up like a fountain, if there was anything watching them, but they were in the middle of a spider queen's maze. If something came after them, they at least had webs and mandalas to hide behind. "Hit them with warming spells. But nothing on you; no heat on you, not yet. Okay?" 
 Felicity did what Lynn told her, her wand moving as well as Lynn's could, better, despite the spider poison and the cold and everything else. She wasn't right, inside. That was clear. But she was casting well, and the spiders started curling up, cracking open, melting. 
 Snow melted where the warming spells hit, shattering spiders and spider webs, leaving their legs to float down like snow as they fell apart, patting silently onto the ground into their hair. 
 When they were done, they waited for another attack. Nothing came. 
 "It got Liam," said Felicity, dully. "Before Eris dropped me here. It was wrapping him up." 
 "Didn't go after you?" said Lynn. 
 "No," said Felicity. "It ripped open one of those cocoons, and all those little ones poured out, and came after me. Where is it? If it comes back, we have to—" 
 "It's dead," said Lynn.  
 Felicity took a long, shuddering breath. Not quite right, not yet. But she was going to get there. "Why no warmth on me, Lynn?" she said. "I'm cold." 
 "Ice borers," said Lynn. "You have time to check for them, or set up wards?" 
 Felicity's eyes went wide. 
 "Figured," said Lynn. Okay. She'd gone over those spells with Kasey; she knew them. First, a diagnostic. Felicity shivered as it hit. Yeah, she'd been out there for long enough that an ice borer had started in on her. Just one.  
 "Okay," she said. "It's got your left foot." 
 Felicity looked down at her foot. Her toenails were painted blue, from when they'd used that to tell her apart from her double, and her normally dark skin was pale, bluing at the joints. "It's... I mean, it's—" 
 "I'm going to kill it," said Lynn. "That's going to hurt. And then I'm going to use healing magic, to turn the foot it made into flesh. That's going to hurt more." 
 "Lynn?' said Felicity, sounding really small. "I know that Quan told us about this and I'm sorry I forgot, but what's going on?" 
 "You didn't have the time to set up wards, so an ice borer ate your foot, and is moving up your leg. If you cast a warming spell on yourself, your foot and part of your leg would melt. I'm going to kill the ice borer, and I'm going to use the ice it made as a model for a healing spell. When I'm done, it's going to be your foot again. Okay?" 
 Felicity bit her lip and nodded. 
 Before she got to it, she transformed a bit of fallen snow and bark into silicone and gave it to Felicity. 
 "What?" 
 "Mouthguard," said Lynn. "It's really going to hurt." 
 Felicity gave an exhausted sigh. That sounded more like Felicity than like the worn-out kid she'd been sounding like. She'd... well, Lynn didn't want to know what she'd gone through, exactly. But Felicity had gone through a lot of pain, no question. Felicity put the mouthguard in, and clamped down, when Lynn cast the spell that killed the ice borer that was drilling up the bone in her leg. 
 Okay. Next the ward, which didn't hurt at all. Felicity's eyes were clenched shut, and she was starting to shiver. Lynn had learned the next spell, but it was a little complicated, and she'd never tried it. But okay. This wasn't one of the more complicated rebuilding spells; the nerves were all connected, as were the veins and all that. It was healing and transfiguration and unlike the equipment that she'd made, the skin and bones would be fixed by the stuff going in and out, and last as long as Felicity. 
 Lynn had been casting a lot, and it was starting to wear her down. But this was one that she had to get right, so she put everything into it. Lynn didn't even notice that Felicity had fallen, or that she'd been screaming through her mouthguard as Lynn worked. Just that when she was done, Felicity was lying curled up on the packed snow, and that Lynn's ears were ringing from the screaming that had turned into sobs. 
 "So, um," said Lynn. "I think it's done?" 
 Felicity nodded, but didn't open her eyes. It wasn't quite cold enough to freeze her tears to her eyeballs, but it was plenty cold. 
 Lynn didn't have much left, but she could manage another warming spell. She cast it on Felicity, and she could hear a hitch in Felicity's breathing, and her shoulders relax, just a little. She slowly uncurled, looked up at Lynn. "Thanks," she said. 
 "I don't have enough to do your clothing for you," said Lynn. "If you could take care of that while I... do you know which one is Liam?" 
 Felicity shook her head. 
 "Any guesses?" 
 "No. I was busy, okay? There were these things that were going to kill and eat me, and I couldn't keep them off, and Eris, and that..." she was on the verge of cracking up. 
 Right. Unfortunately, spider queen silk was proof against scrying spells. So Lynn was going to have to guess, and maybe let out another set of spiderlings or ichneumons or some other horrible monster. As Felicity got to work on her kit, Lynn took a short walk around the clearing at the center of the spider-queen's lair. Liam was a big guy. Six-three, six-four, maybe? So not either of the small bundles, and definitely not the big one. That was probably a wyvern or something. Three other choices. 
 Fine. Easiest one first; a bundle held up at around waist height. 
 The scrying spell hadn't slipped, and Lynn could see other things under the snow, beside pine-needle mandalas. Bones, mostly, but also things that had been left behind. Wallets and credit cards, pistols and rifles. Lynn picked up a chipped-flint blade with a wooden handle. 
 "Are you ready?" asked Lynn. "If I wind up puncturing an egg-sac, I'm going to need heat spells." 
 Felicity had put together camo patterned cold weather gear. She nodded, wand ready. 
 Lynn hacked at the side of the cocoon. The silk was strong, but there was a magic on the edge of her blade. It cut, and a timber wolf fell out, still warm, not breathing. 
 Probably not Liam. 
 Next, something higher up. 
 "Okay," said Lynn. "I'll cut that one loose. Cushion it when it falls." 
 Lynn felt a little bad about forcing Felicity to work, after what she'd just been through. But they had to move if they wanted to live, and Felicity had been strong enough to live and not die once already. Lynn climbed up to where the next cocoon was anchored, and cut it loose. It plummeted, then slowed, landed softly on the snow. Good. 
 Lynn dropped the knife, and Felicity opened up the cocoon and leapt back as Liam tumbled out onto the snow. He'd conjured up his equipment, anyway. Cold weather fatigues, ward sparkling on a silver chain around his wrist. Puncture marks on his neck. "He's not breathing," said Felicity. "No heartbeat." 
 "That's the paralytic," said Lynn. Then, to herself, "I hope." 
 "He's cold, Lynn," said Felicity, when Lynn got down from the tree. "That wolf is warm." 
 That wasn't good. Lynn put a hand on Liam's forehead; it was cool, but not as cool as the snow, or even as the inside of his cocoon. Not dead, but still, not good. 
 "Should I cast a warming spell?" asked Felicity. 
 "No," said Lynn, doing her best to remember what she'd read about Spider Queen young. If they could, they'd burrow inside a victim, and they'd try to keep it alive for as long as possible. Liam was cold, but still alive. There was... 
 If Kasey was there, she'd remember. Lynn looked at Felicity, who was looking at Liam. 
 "There's something in him," said Lynn. "A warming spell would kill it, but I don't think that's a good idea. It'd still be in him, and I think it'd... I mean, I don't know. It's probably at the base of his spine? Or near his heart?" 
 "Are you sure?" said Felicity. 
 "No!" Lynn had pushed hard, and she was out of pushing. The book about the spider queens had been quarto sized, and it had a black cloth cover, with gold print on the spine. It was in German, mostly, with some Latin, and it used one of those old-timey giant German typefaces that was a pain in the ass to read. She'd read dozens of books like that, more. It wasn't fair that she was getting this test, under these circumstances, on this one book. 
 But that was Eris' real lesson. That things weren't fair, and tests were deadly. 
 After they'd read about spider queens, Kasey had tied Lynn up even more thoroughly than usual, and had been talking to her about taking a trip to the Caribbean when they were done. She had a cousin who lived in Barbados? And she was planning on tying Lynn exactly the same way that she'd tied her up that night, hiding her with masking spells, and smuggling her inside a suitcase. It was— 
 "There can be multiple queens in him," said Lynn. "They'll all be eating at him, they'll all want to kill each other. As they get bigger, they'll fight. The last one alive will kill Liam, and eat him as quickly as possible." 
 "Jesus fuck," said Felicity. 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "Okay. I think that he since he's out of the cocoon, they'll show up to a secrets revealed spell. I'll cast, you'll monitor." 
 Felicity nodded. Lynn cast, Felicity monitored. Lynn kept the spell together for as long as she could, then looked over at Felicity. "How many?" 
 "Three," said Felicity. "Base of the spine, liver, and in his eyeball." 
 Lynn shuddered. A spider living in his eyeball, eating him from the inside. Could have been her, if she hadn't been careful. Not that she would ever have woken up, if... No point in that line of thought. "Okay. Base of the spine and liver are pretty straightforward. Cut them loose, heat them up, and they're done. Eyeball... We can't freeze it there." 
 "Why not?" 
 "It's going to be drawing on the nerves to the brain," said Lynn. "If we frighten it, it's going to crawl up toward the brain. If we melt it, it's going to pop the nerve and probably the brain too. So, first eyeball, then spine, then liver?" 
 "Lynn?" said Felicity. "We can't do this." 
 "We're doing it. We're miles from Kasey and the rest, and it's going to be night soon." 
 "How do you know where Kasey is?" asked Felicity. 
 "Sent a flare up after we were dumped out here," said Lynn. 
 "So you had somewhere else to go, instead of after me?" 
 "I figured that you might be ready to die, after what Eris and Andrei did to you," said Lynn. "I was trying to avoid that." 
 "Oh. I... um. Maybe I might have been, if it hadn't been for that warming spell, and then those spiders coming after me." Felicity shrugged. "Dying of cold is sort of easy, you know? You just let it happen, and it doesn't feel like it's that bad. But that spell meant that you were thinking about me, and... I mean. Thanks. So I tried. But I'm so tired, Lynn." 
 "Right," said Lynn. "No problem. Anyhow. Extract, or cut?" 
 "It's just... I wish I wasn't thinking this, but it's all kind of Liam's fault, you know? He tried to beat me up for talking to his new boyfriend." 
 "Who had dumped you because you did what he asked for, which was a dick move," said Lynn. "Not arguing. But you also left him catatonic in a body that wasn't his, and then tried to run, so... ." 
 "Yeah, I know," said Felicity. "That's not my point. My point is, if he dies, people are 100% going to blame me for killing him." 
 "Every time anything bad happens, they blame me for letting it happen," said Lynn. "So let's not kill him. You paralyze the spider, I pull out the eyeball, you kill the spider. Then we cut into the spine, same way, and then liver. And then we patch things up and wake him up." 
 "Fucking hell," said Felicity. "I know we have to do this, but we can't. There are things we can't do, not just the two of us. And even if we could do it, we're going to be beat when we're done. No way we can go however many miles to meet up with Kasey and the others. Not before nightfall." 
 "We're going to do this," said Lynn. "Just the two of us. And then we're going to stay here overnight, which will be okay, because most of the queen's mandalas are going to be functioning for at least another day or two." 
 "If someone—" 
 "No ifs," said Lynn. "Longer we wait, the more damage those spiders are doing. Find the one in his eye, and hold it. I'll get the scalpel ready." 
 Felicity sat there, and looked at Liam, not saying anything. 
 "Felicity?" said Lynn. "Dying from cold seems easy. But it doesn't end there. They'd have to bring us back. The only way out is through." 
 Felicity took a long, shaky breath, and got to work on her spell, to catch the spider queen that was hiding in Liam's eye. 
 Lynn got to work herself, pulling together a scalpel of force that she could guide with her wand. It was... Liam was lying on the snow, cold, still, one long slow breath going out, like he was a hibernating bear. 
 In theory, they could wake him up with those spiders eating him from the inside out. It could be that if they did, they'd have a few days where the spider queens didn't cause anything worse than give him headaches or drive him to eating way more than he wanted. 
 If that worked, they'd have help when they went after the spider queens. If that worked, those spider queens would be bigger and smarter and would have more magic at their disposal when the fight started. And if it didn't work, when they were heading out to meet Kasey and the others, Liam would collapse, and a spider queen would climb out of his skull. They had to do it. 
 "Left eye," said Felicity, tightly. "It's a... left eye. I've got it stalled. Hurry, please. I don't know how long I can hold it." 
 Spider queens had a grasp of magic that was nearly as good as humans. Better, in the areas that they knew. "Hold it," said Lynn, and she cut into the skin in Liam's left orbital socket. 
 They'd learned anatomy at the academy. They'd even had to cut up mannequins, which had been enchanted into being pretty good replicas for cadavers. But this was... the seventh year residencies were supposed to prepare academy graduates for the real world. Time to see if it worked. 
 The blood welled up around the incision, slow and thick and dark. Then Lynn grabbed hold of Liam's eyeball and pulled it out, wincing at the jelly softness of it, at the tension and snap of the nerve. 
 Felicity hit the eyeball with a warming spell, as soon as it was loose, catching the spider inside as it tried to bite Lynn's hand. The warming slowed it, and then burst it. And the eyeball; there was vitreous humor on Lynn's hand, and blood. 
 She wiped her hand on her coverall, and got to work sealing up Liam's eyesocket. 
 The one at the base of the spine was easier—it was smaller and slower, and they didn't even have to make that deep an incision. The liver was harder, because there was more of it for the little bastard to hide in. But they got it, in the end, and they got Liam sewed back up, too. A little bit less liver and one fewer eye than when they'd started, but still alive. 
 Towards the end, though, Lynn's work got pretty rough. The thing about being in the academy, or even at Eris', was that they had to work on one task at a time and could take breaks until it was done. But spells were work, and work wore people down. 
 "Can you get him out of this?" said Lynn. "I'm about spent." 
 "I... Lynn?"  
 "What." 
 "Where's the wolf?" 
 "The wolf?" 
 "The one that you cut loose from that web. Where did it go?" 
 Lynn looked around. There had been a timber wolf in the spider queen's larder. And it was gone. "Aw shit," she said. 
 "It's not in any of the webs or the mandalas," said Felicity. "Are you sure this place is safe?" 
 "Safe? We're not safe. There isn't any safe. There's never any safe. This place is safer than trying to leave would be. And it would be a little safer if there were three of us, rather than two of us, so if you could undo the paralyzation? It should be easier with the spider queen dead." 
 "Right. Right. Okay." 
 Lynn shouldn't have snapped, but she hadn't slept the night before, and she'd cast herself out, and she needed Felicity working rather than freaking out. As Felicity worked on waking Liam up, Lynn pulled herself up to her feet, and starting poking around under the spider queen's webs, looking for wolf tracks, or for other tracks. Or things that people might have left behind when the spider queen had finished with them. 
 There were a lot of bones. Human, animal, and other. A half-dozen wands. Lynn picked one up, weighed it in her hand. When the connection between a wizard and the wand was broken, either by the wizard choosing a new one or by the wizard's death, a residual energy lingered, which could take decades to fade. This one was reasonably fresh. Three, maybe four years old. Some of the others were a lot older than that. 
 "We're not the first class that Eris has dropped here," said Lynn. 
 "Good?" said Felicity. 
 "No," said Lynn. "Not good. They're going to know what to expect." 
 "Well," said Felicity. "At least we're doing better at the challenge than they did." 
 Lynn considered that. "Well, can't say that I'm sure you're right—I mean, some of them might have gotten caught near the end of their fieldwork, rather than right away." 
 "But we're alive, and we have our wands," said Felicity. "So, you know. Better than average." 
 "Right," said Lynn. "No, you're right. One way or another, those guys got hit by the spider queen, bad enough that they lost their wands." 
 "And you killed it." 
 That wasn't exactly an endorsement. Or it was; it was the sort of underdweller that killed people, and Lynn had killed it. One of the things that the conclave was supposed to do, one of the duties of an academy graduate. And yet. 
 Liam started screaming, long and hard. 
 Healing magic worked like that. I would repair the damage that had been done to people, but it wouldn't take away the pain. They'd live through it all again as it was undone; if they'd been unconscious the first time around, they'd live through it double. 
 Lynn had just pulled out Liam's eyeball. Then there was the stuff with the spine, and the liver, and then there was the stuff that had gotten the spiders in there in the first place. 
 Lynn picked up the blade they'd used to cut open the spider queen's cocoons, and headed back. 
 Felicity was working on healing magic, forcing heat back into Liam's body, and he was shuddering, convulsing, as he went through the bite and the poison and the weight of the young spider queen, filling up his eye, pressing against his brain. 
 Lynn did what she could to help. When they were done, Liam had a flap of skin covering his empty eye socket, and he was curled up in a fetal ball, but he was breathing, pulse was good, and the spells on his fatigues would be keeping him warm for at least another day or two. 
 "Juan?" he said weakly. Felicity winced. 
 "No," said Lynn. "We were dropped pretty far apart from each other. Sorry. Kasey—" 
 "Kasey sent up a flare, right," said Liam, uncurling, trying to stand, and not quite making it. "We've gotta—" 
 "We've got to stay put," said Lynn. "I'm just about done for the day, you can't stand, and Felicity has been through a lot." 
 "Can't stay put," said Liam. "Not after using those spells like that. The coal goblins are going to be on us." 
 "The coal goblins have learned to avoid the spider queen," said Lynn. "There weren't many of their weapons among the spider queen's leavings." 
 "Spider queen?" 
 Lynn sighed. "We found you wrapped up in a silk cocoon, with a young spider queen living in your eye. Also one at the base of your spine, and another one on your liver. We had to do a lot of cutting to get them out. There was a spider queen here, it caught you, it's dead, and you're missing an eye for the time being." 
 Liam reached up, touched the skin over his eye socket, pulled his hand away. Then he started reaching for it again, fought back the impulse, and sat up instead. 
 "We're not doing too great," he said, looking around. 
 Lynn tossed him one of the wands that she'd found. "We're doing okay," she said. "Better than some other students have done, in previous years. We have our wands, there are three of us in one place, and we know where we're going to go tomorrow. What happened to you?" 
 "Illusions, I think," said Liam. "Saw a house out across the water. Like, a normal person house, with a driveway and a couple of cars. It didn't look that far, either. Figured I'd go there, steal a car, and drive to Toronto or something. Spend my fieldwork in a hotel, getting room service. Only before I got there, I got hit with something. Last thing I remember was the far shore receding fast, and something big moving away, under the ice." 
 They couldn't see the water from where they were. Just trees, and webs. The far shore had looked close, here and there. And that was the only rule, wasn't it? Not looking for people who they'd had contact with before they went to Eris' for their residency. If they could get off the island, they could go to Toronto. Or to Cabo, or Bermuda, or wherever. 
 Wasn't time for that. They had to get back to Kasey, they had to get their defenses up, and they had to get Liam's eye back. And maybe then, they'd start to see what they could do about something big moving under the ice, and maybe getting off the island. 
 "Okay," said Lynn. "Sun's going to go down soon. Felicity, see what you can do about getting some defensive wards up. Liam... tell you what, actually. There's a lot of webs around us. Start stripping the webbing down, and rolling up skeins of silk." 
 Spider queen silk was light, strong, and insulative, and proof against a range of spells. And unlike the stuff that they'd been conjuring, it wouldn't rip and fall apart, and it also wouldn't fade away, or disappear completely if someone found the tags of the spells and pulled. 
 "And you're going to... " trailed off Felicity. 
 "I'm going to see if there's anything I can pick up and use," said Lynn. "And maybe try to tap one of the mandalas and rearrange it." 
 "Lynn?" said Felicity. 
 "What?" 
 "If you get killed—" 
 "It's against the rules to get killed," said Lynn. "I know. Trust me, I know." 
 "That wasn't what I was going to say," said Felicity. "We need your help." 
 "And I need yours," said Lynn. "Look, you can do wards. And Liam can manage the spell to pull the glue off the silk, and strip the spells from it." 
 "But-" 
 "But we don't have much light, and I'm not going to be far, and you need to be able to work together, okay?" 
 That last thing. That was Felicity's problem. It wasn't just that Felicity didn't want to be blamed if something bad happened to Liam; she didn't really want to be working with him. Which was fair, and which wasn't something that Lynn could indulge. There were too few of them for them to split up in groups based on who they wanted to hang out with. Felicity and Liam had to work together. They had fucked each other up pretty bad. They shouldn't have done that. But if they didn't let it go, they were going to keep fucking each other up. 
 It wasn't fair of her to be impatient with Felicity. Under the best of circumstances, a session with Eris and Andrei could break someone's spirit. After her double's death, and with her double's corpse... . There wasn't anyone who'd be coming out of that on an even keel. And Felicity had done well, for all that. She honestly had. But Lynn was impatient with Felicity, and this was what they were going to do. 
 "I know," said Lynn. "But if we rely on wards I cast, the shape I'm in now, we're going to get killed." 
 Felicity wasn't happy. But she got to work. So did Liam. He picked up a stick, found one of the edges of a web, and started separating away the glue and the soporific spells. He worked slowly, fumbling, not used to working with one eye. 
 It wasn't fair for Lynn to be impatient with him, either. He'd just lost an eye, and could easily have lost more. That was something that Felicity had forced him to feel, as she'd healed him, added on to everything else that Felicity had done to him. But if they didn't do things right, and quickly, they were all going to die. 
 There was something cold in Lynn, and not because of where she'd been dumped. Because, yeah. They'd all had very bad times. Sitting around and moving slow meant that more bad things were about to happen. They needed to do better, or there were worse times coming. 
 "Felicity," Lynn called out, looking up from poking around in the snow. "Give us a warming spell as a perimeter. There are going to be baby spider queens around." 
 There was lots of stuff that she could take. The spider queen's victims had dropped cell phones and hand grenades, gold and jewels. Not a ton of any of it, but stuff. It was kinda sad, really, thinking about what those people had, and how much they lost. But what the hell. She'd killed the monster, now she could claim its treasures. 
 Wands were attuned to their owners, and useless to everyone else, so she left those behind. There were a couple of guns. A functional enough pistol, and an AK knock-off with some heavy duty enchantments which kept it clean and oiled and with as many bullets as needed. 
 A few bits of gold, here and there—wedding bands, earrings, a pocket watch. Those were real, not conjured, and might be useful for trade. A winter coat. Real, not conjured, so it'd last longer and stay warmer than anything Lynn came up with. 
 One last look, and then back into the wards that Felicity had cast, which were tight and warm and nearly invisible from the outside. Good. 
 Lynn laid out what she'd found, and Liam and Felicity looked through it. Felicity laid a reverent hand on the good rifle, and looked up at Lynn. Lynn nodded, and Felicity took it. Not much point in giving Liam the other gun, because she'd just pulled one of his eyes out of his head. That was bound to fuck with his depth perception. 
 "Lynn?" said Felicity. "I... thanks." 
 "Yeah," said Liam, who'd been quiet. He'd gotten a good start on gathering the spider silk; he had a length of it wound around and around his stick that shimmered in the light from Lynn's fire. "I mean, seriously. Thanks." 
 Lynn wasn't sure what to say to that. She'd been doing her best not to die. That was it. But... "You're welcome. If something happens, you know the way to where Kasey sent up her flare. She'll—" 
 "She'll be fine," said Felicity. "We'll all be fine." 
 In Lynn's opinion, that seemed unlikely. But she decided not to make an issue of it. It wasn't really a good time for pessimism. It was time for a quick meal of conjured energy bars, and then sleep. Not a great night, but Lynn was way too tired to try anything else, and at a minimum, they all woke up alive. 
 They left before dawn. It wasn't much safer in the light than in the dark, and they'd be a lot safer once they were with everyone else. 
 Lynn didn't know if they were on an island or a peninsula or what, but as they walked they could always see water with a thick layer of black ice over it. It would've cut the hike in half if she'd been willing to cross that ice, but she wasn't. Any attack could crack the ice under her, and then she'd either have to fly and fight at the same time, or try to breathe freezing water. 
 Besides, too many things lived underwater for it to be a good risk. Greenteeth and mermaids, dead lanterns and naitaka. There were also plenty of things that lived in the ground, but they had a harder time swimming through it. 
 So they made their gradual way overland, guns and wands ready. They spotted coal goblins twice, and great wolves three times, five feet tall at the shoulder and hungry. 
 One of those wolves was hag-ridden; they could see it by the patchwork of its fur, by the pustules on its muzzle and neck. Whether it was a spider queen young in it, or ice borers, or something more serious, Lynn didn't try to do anything to help it. They had their own problems, and the gratitude of great wolves was as short-lived as people who relied on it. 
 Since there were three of them, when Lynn was caught by a shutter-step, Liam was able to hold the trap-door open before the shutter could close it, and Felicity lifted her out with a quick levitation. And so on—another illusion snuck up on Liam, but Lynn saw him drifting toward the edge of the water and stopped him, and on the three different times Felicity nearly got caught by spider mandalas the others pulled her back. 
 Once, off in the distance, they saw something flying through the clouds on massive, barely-moving wings. A sundering dragon, by the look of it. If they were all together, and they'd spent the whole month preparing to bring down a sunderer, they'd probably still die. As it was, they kept still and waited, and it was gone. 
 The coal goblins were more persistent. Each of them could've handled a coal goblin or two, or five. Lynn was pretty sure that she could've taken on a dozen of them and come out on top, and Felicity was better than she was with a wand. But as they marched through the wilderness toward where the flare had gone up, more and more goblins followed them. In the end, there were a lot more than two dozen goblins on their tail. 
 As they trudged through the snow, they'd throw spells at the goblins that were following them. Not killing magic—direct attack would be met with direct attack, and Lynn wasn't ready to start a war. Confusion spells, translocates and illusions. Anything to make them harder to follow. 
 The goblins kept following, though. In increasingly large numbers.  
 If they took a stand, they'd be able to win. Probably. The longer they waited, the worse the odds got. Liam wanted to take a stand, fight while fighting might do some good. But Lynn kept them pressing forward. No way that Kasey had been taken by coal goblins, and a few more people on their side would make it next to impossible for the goblins to win. 
 In the end, just as the coal goblins looked like they might be ready for a charge, they broke off, first one at a time, and then as a mass. Either everyone was there, where Kasey had said they would be, or something stronger than coal goblins had killed them all, and was waiting for anyone else who was going to show up. 
 There was a patch of forest off to the side, and Quan came out of it, in fatigues, a pair of amulets around his neck. "Oh, thank God, Lynn. Kasey has been spitting fucking tacks pretending that she wasn't worried about you." 
 Lynn relaxed suddenly. Like snow falling off a tree, so much weight was gone all at once that she felt dizzy. "Parry?" she said. "Everyone else?" 
 "Parry's here," said Quan. "We're missing you three, or, I mean, we were missing you three. Also Juan and Cassandra." 
 Behind Lynn, Felicity and Liam both went stiff. 
 It wasn't like everyone else was having an easy time of it. But Juan was having a worse year than most of them. First Jordan had put a collar on him and raped him over and over until Eris took the collar away. Then Felicity had won a competition and given Juan the prize: a few days away from Eris'. Which sounded like a prize, but which wasn't really a prize, because then he had to come back. Which had caused the whole thing with Felicity and Liam. 
 When they'd broken Eileen, she'd turned into a monster and made Lynn eat a bunch of her fingers. But Juan was a lot more brittle than any of them. If he was gone, and both Felicity and Liam still had a thing for him, and— 
 And Lynn wasn't really paying attention, so she didn't even get her wand up when Kasey came barrelling out of the woods and tackled her. She just fell down, breath woofing out of her. 
 "You are in trouble and I missed you and I did good? And you're not dead, and you saved Felicity and—" 
 Lynn patted Kasey's head. Lynn's heat spell was still holding, but the snow was still cold. Soft, and cold, and Kasey was warm and strong and there, and she smelled like Kasey. 
 "Easy," she said. "Easy." 
 It wasn't fair to Liam, whose guy was still missing, somewhere out there. Lynn ought to stop it. Ought to have stopped it. Ought to be doing something other than lying with Kasey's arms wrapped around her stomach, looking up at the sky, and crying. 
 "You did good," said Lynn. "I got Felicity back. And Liam, who's going to need some reconstructive eyeball surgery. But come on, let's get up, and get something to eat, okay?" 
 "No," said Kasey. "Not going to let you go. I was so...she could've sent us all over the place, you know? We should've considered that. I mean, I was starting to think that's what happened, that she'd sent you somewhere else, and after this was all over, we'd get taken back to Eris, and you wouldn't be there, and that would be it? And now you're here, and—" 
 "And Juan isn't, and Cassandra isn't," said Lynn. 
 "I'm sorry," said Kasey. 
 "What? No. Not your fault. You sent up that flare, so I didn't have to worry that you weren't near. And then you held your post, and we're almost all together." 
 "Yeah, but if they're dead, they don't have those things you had us make, to hold the soul close to the body. And even if they did, I don't know if we'd be able to manage a resurrection, and what if we got it wrong, and got a revenant or a—" 
 "Easy," said Lynn. "Come on. Let's get dinner and get everyone settled, and we can come up with a plan." 
 "Still not letting you go," said Kasey. 
 "Kasey Bouet," said Lynn. 
 Kasey stiffened, not wanting to let go, knowing that Lynn could force her to do anything she wanted. They'd all been dropped naked, but Lynn could still see her collar on the slope of Kasey's neck. "Blink three times," said Lynn. 
 "Yes okay yes," said Kasey, and did as she was told. 
 "Now let me get up," said Lynn. 
 Kasey hesitated. 
 "It's more fun when I force you to do stuff without using magic," said Lynn. 
 Kasey wiped her nose on Lynn's coverall, which was gross, because Kasey had been full of emotion and snot. Then she let go, and Lynn stood up, and pulled Kasey up with her. 
 It seemed that the rest of them had noticed that Lynn had gotten back. Ethan was there, already looking at Liam's eye, and Parry was standing at the edge of the trees, not saying anything, but looking so impossibly relieved, it kind of hurt. 
 "Eileen and Mary are on watch?" said Lynn. 
 "Yeah," said Parry. "I was cooking, but the moose is pretty much... I mean, it's not going to get much worse." 
 "Moose?" asked Lynn. 
 "Yeah," said Parry. "It's... well, longterm reliance on conjured food is a problem, and even transformations can cause problems. You wind up with the accidents of the nutrients, rather than the substance? Anyhow—" 
 "Moose sounds good," said Lynn. "Could be because I've been relying on some pretty poorly conjured protein bars." 
 The moose, as it turned out, was not good. It was tough enough that Lynn was never entirely sure if she was gnawing on meat, gristle, or possibly hide. But it was satisfying in a way that her protein bars hadn't been. And it was good to see everyone—at least, everyone that had made it to Kasey's flare. 
 Ethan and Liam were going over defenses, and what they were going to do about getting his eye back. Eileen and Mary came back in from being on watch, and Jordan and Parry went out. They'd been working on wards and charms, but they hadn't made much progress on that. 
 It wasn't what they'd planned. What they'd planned was to come in as a team, with a collection of armor and artillery. But they'd divided up the jobs, and they'd done at least some of the work. If Felicity hadn't run...  
 Well, Felicity had. And she wasn't dead. Juan and Cassandra, though. 
 Juan was damaged, badly damaged. First because of Jordan, and then because of Liam and Felicity and because of what was happening to all of them. He was as good with a wand as... well, not as any of them. But better than most of them. And while he was damaged, he wasn't stupid. It was just that he might have been cracked at the stress. It wouldn't have taken much to crack Juan. 
 Cassandra, though. For the most part, Lynn didn't have much to do with Cassandra. She'd been on Ethan's team since before Ethan had decided that he had to do the right thing at all times, because otherwise Eris would win. But she wasn't great with a wand, and she wasn't particularly clever. There was a better than even chance that Cassandra was dead somewhere out there. 
 "How bad have the attacks been?" she asked, after she decided that the bits of moose that she had left weren't going to be digestible even if she kept chewing them. 
 "Bad," said Quan. 

 "Eh," said Mary. "Not too bad." 
 "Mary's mostly right," said Kasey. "I mean, nobody's been killed. There've been some probes that... um. It could be that staying here isn't the right call? Because of that flare? But on the other hand... ." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "They're going to be able to pick up our trail from here. Flare was the right call, but it has costs." 
 "Unless we make for the mainland," said Liam. "The rule is that we can't get in touch with people we knew from before, but we can get out of here." 
 "Once we get Cassandra and Juan," said Ethan. 
 "Sure," said Liam. "But—" 
 "But you're pretty sure that I'm going to object to trying to leave the island?" said Lynn. 
 "Kinda," said Liam. "I mean, it feels like it might be the wrong idea, but I don't know why." 
 "And Lynn is a really good Debbie Downer," said Mary. "Okay, Lynn. You've eaten our moose. Now tell us why we're stupid." 
 "Some of it has to with your genes," said Lynn. "But there's also the way you've been raised. Anyway. To start with, if you're feel like something is a bad idea, maybe you can think about why it might be a bad idea? Like, imagine me telling you to think harder, rather than making me do that job too? Because doing our fieldwork in Hawaii sounds like a good idea to me." 
 "Hawaii?" said Liam. 
 "Eris got us here from New York," said Mary. "If we'd spent our time working on transport spells, we probably could've gotten to JFK, at a minimum. And we know enough magic at this point to get past the TSA and onto a plane." 
 "I worked on transport spells," said Felicity. "It's not going to help. We're supposed to be here, so if we try to leave here, we're going to be punished." 
 Mary rolled her eyes, and looked at Kasey, who shrugged. 
 "Sorry," said Kasey. "The best ones I know are pretty good, but they're also easy to hijack. If there's something waiting for us under the ice, it'll be able to redirect the spell wherever it wants." 
 "Right," said Lynn. "I assume that the spells that Eris used couldn't be hijacked. So if we—" 
 "Lynn?" said Parry. He was on watch, and his voice came from the rocks of the fire, which was the locus for their comm spells. "We need your help?" 
 "Jesus fuck, Parry," said Kasey. "She's been here like an hour. We can—" 
 "We're coming." Lynn was already zipping her coverall back on. She'd just found them again. She wasn't going to risk losing Parry, not that quickly, not without fighting. "Kasey, you're with me, Ethan, you're the relay, everyone else... stay alive, okay?" 
 "Thanks," said Mary. "That's some really quality advice. We were lost without your leadership, and—" 
 Quan dug an elbow into her ribs. "We'll do our best," he said. 
 Lynn and Kasey were already headed out, up to the watchtower that the others had built, at the edge of their camp. 
 Jordan and Parry were at the foot of the tower, wands drawn, facing a half-dozen coal goblins. Who were wearing weapons, but who hadn't drawn them. Right. Night had fallen, from one end of the sky to the other, but it was not yet midnight. The time when coal goblins would talk to outsiders. 
 "Kasey?" said Lynn, as they approached "You're better at remembering stuff. You're going to do the talking." 
 "I don't know what to say, Lynn," said Kasey, sounding like she was working hard at keeping control. "You're here, you can do this." 
 "We're here, we'll do this, but I need you to be my diplomat, okay?" 
 Kasey gave a firm nod. That was what she wanted; a job, and a goal, and someone to tell her how to do it. And whether or not it was dangerous, Lynn could give her that. 
 "It's better if we invite them to our fire, right?" said Lynn. 
 "Yeah, but... I mean, it's not that would stop them from trying to kill us, if they thought they could get away with it." 
 "Sure. But it's a polite move?" 
 Kasey nodded. 
 "Do it." 
 "Greetings in the hour of parley," said Kasey. "I am Kasey Bouet; I speak for Lynn Kennedy, who is chief here." 
 Chief? Well, sort of, maybe. Mary would argue that for a bit, and so would Ethan. But they'd agree in the end. At the very least, nobody else wanted the job. 
 "I am Ice," said one of the goblins. That's what they all called themselves, when they were talking to people who weren't declared friends or declared enemies. That was progress, of a sort—two hours earlier, Lynn had been pretty sure that the coal goblins were going to kill her and Felicity and Liam. "I speak on behalf of he who is king in this place." 
 King? That wasn't good. Coal goblins were particular about their titles, and if they had a king, they had a lot of coal goblins, and they were organized. 
 "Will you join us by our fire, and eat of our kill, so that we may bargain together?" asked Kasey. She sounded more than a little stiff, like someone reciting lines from a school play. 
 Well, fair enough. It was a sample line of dialog from the text on coal goblins, not something that sounded natural. Hopefully it would work, and hopefully the coal goblins wouldn't be offended by moose that tasted like rubber bands. 
 Ice considered. "We are safer here, where the darkness is to our backs." 
 Kasey turned to Lynn, looking for a decision. 
 Lynn tried to remember if that sort of thing had been covered. Coal goblins weren't the type of underdweller who were magically compelled by promises they made. They'd lie, and they'd know that people could lie. And while the twenty or so goblins who'd showed up weren't a serious threat, she didn't want a war with the local coal goblin king. 
 Decision time. Lynn jerked her head back in the direction of the fire, and Kasey nodded. 
 "We do not wish for violence between us," said Kasey. "We shall not begin a fight or a quarrel, for any provocation less than bringing violence to our fire." 
 "Then we shall join you at your fire," said Ice, "and we shall eat of your kill." 
 "Uh?" said Parry. 
 "Keep your post," said Lynn. "Both of you. If something attacks us without warning, we're going to be blamed for it." 
 "Yes," said Ice. "That is one of the duties of the host. Well spoken, Lynn Kennedy, who is chief here." 
 "Thank him," said Lynn, and Kasey did. She didn't remember the book as well as Kasey did, and she didn't know what she'd given away, or hadn't. Point was, the coal goblins had wanted to talk, and she was going to lead twenty of them to the fire, in the hope that it wasn't just a plan to get a bunch of them close in before the real attack started. 
 The communication link had been open throughout; when Lynn, Kasey, and the goblins showed up at the fire, the others were clustered around the other side, wands in their laps.  
 Ethan passed over a chunk of moose. Ice took it, took a single bite, passed it to the goblin on his right. So on, through the whole troop, one bite at a time, not saying anything. 
 Lynn watched them. They wore furs and cured hides, carried weapons similar to the blade that she had taken from the spider queen. Their skin wasn't too different from white people's skin. Maybe a little chalkier, no signs of veins or blood underneath. Their eyes were lumps of coal, black and unreflective, and giving nothing at all away. 
 The last goblin ate the last of the moose, taking a bite the exact same size as the others had taken; Lynn had to admire the coordination required to divide it equally like that. Maybe that was their point? 
 "Let us bargain now," said Kasey. "What do you offer?" 
 "We have one of yours," said Ice. "She was lost, and we took her in. Perhaps you wish to trade for her." 
 The hair on Lynn's neck prickled. Coal goblins were slave takers and slave traders, and while they might bargain with people, here and there, they hated them. If they didn't get Cassandra back, she was going to be suffering until they did. They needed— 
 "One of ours?" asked Kasey. 
 "One of yours," said Ice. "And another one of yours. But we will bargain for only one of them." 
 Juan and Cassandra. Probably. 
 "Which one?" asked Kasey. 
 Ice shrugged. "Whichever you desire more. But we shall give you one of yours, and we shall keep one of yours, as a surety and as a bond-thrall." 
 "Kasey," said Lynn. "Clarify who they are." 
 "Did these two of ours give you their names?" asked Kasey. 
 "Their names when they were taken were Cassandra Ross and Juan Rivera. These are thralls of Lynn Kennedy, who is chief here?" 
 "No," said Kasey. "She is chief here, but we are not thralls. We are all of her tribe." 
 "Your blood is different from hers," said Ice. Then he shrugged. "But the way you arrange your tribe does not concern me. The ransom price for the one of yours is of interest to us. What do you offer?" 
 "What do you wish from us?" asked Kasey. 
 "Thralls," said Ice. "Meat and blood." 
 "You wish for blood from us?" asked Kasey. 
 Ice shook his head. "We have no feud. We have found uncared-for things, and picked them up, as is our right." 
 "If you do not wish for a feud," said Kasey, "it would be best if you gave them to us, so that we might bargain in peace." 
 Ice looked back at another in his band. Something passed between their dead black eyes. "If it comes to a feud, you shall not be the better of it," said Ice. "You do not have the weapons for a feud of that sort." 
 "No?" said Kasey. He wand was in her hand. Not aimed, but ready. "Do you wish to stand against us, strength against strength?" 
 Lynn laid her hand on Kasey's arm. So long as they had a chance of getting Cassandra and Juan back without a war, they had to keep trying for that. They had the weapons for a war, and if it came to it, they'd probably win. But only if they lost track of everything else: the sundering dragon, the wolf Lynn had freed from the spider queen's lair. There were too many dangers for them to start a war they could avoid. 
 "You might have kept these people without coming to us, o let us know you had them," said Kasey. "Why bargain for thralls, when you have claimed them as thralls?" 
 "It is better to have one thrall and peace than two thralls and a feud." Ice smiled like a glacier cracking. "So let us bargain for them and not shed blood for them, yours and ours." 
 "They've seen other classes," said Lynn. "Eris drops groups here regularly, I think." 
 Ice didn't say anything to that; Lynn wasn't the one who spoke for them. 
 Kasey scowled, considering. "We do not wish for your lands or for your crown. We will abide here for a time, and then we will leave. If you defeat us, you gain nothing. If we destroy, we will not face the consequences of that destruction. You wish for thralls and for peace. If you give us the thralls you have taken, you will have peace." 
 "No," said Ice. "Of the two, we prefer thralls to peace. Peace can be easily shattered once it is given, but thralls cannot be so easily reclaimed. We already have the thralls, and they are already being put to use. That is a less fragile thing. Tell me: this spell that you have upon you, to keep your fecundity under check. Can it be quickly reversed?" 
 Juan was as fragile as peace. And... fuck. 
 "We can offer knowledge of that sort, spells of that sort, as well as other services," said Kasey. "We are, all of us, a powerful force. We can conjure—" 
 "The thralls we have taken shall provide us with conjuration to meet our needs, once they are made trustworthy," said Ice. 
 Kasey looked at Lynn, worried. 
 "Juan and Cassandra are demonstrably not the best we've got," said Lynn. "I mean, they got caught. We could help more." 
 Kasey nodded, and then had to more or less repeat that to Ice, who pretended not to have heard it the first time. 
 "It is possible that you could provide some additional benefits," said Ice. "What would you propose?" 
 "We could aid in your—" started Kasey. Lynn grabbed her, and she gave Lynn a look. 
 "We're not going to fight a dragon for them, and we're not going to try to enslave raven people on their behalf," said Lynn. "If there's a fight we'd be willing to fight and we can win, we'll take it. And there's the stuff we've found. Spider silk, and the gun, and a few other things—if they want weapons, give them that. But we're not going to ally with them." 
 Kasey nodded, and rephrased Lynn's offer. 
 "No," said Ice. "That you have destroyed a queen of spiders marks you as having a certain power. We do not wish for war with you, as established. But while the blade and the silk are fine things, they are insufficient for even the tenth part of one of the thralls we have taken." 
 "Okay," said Lynn, thinking it through. "Peace with us is worth something or they wouldn't be here. They're risking twenty of their own to see if they can achieve it. So, at a minimum, they know Eris' students well enough that peace is worth twenty of their soldiers." 
 "Right," said Kasey. "But what else have we got? That knife, and that silk. That's less than five percent of the total they'd want. Conjured things..." 
 "Fast conjurations will fail," said Lynn. "We can't spend all our time fighting them, and we can't spend all our time being their Santa's workshop. And we're not going to let them keep Juan and Cassandra." 
 "So, what? War?" 
 Lynn looked at Ice, who was watching them, impassive. 
 "If it comes to it," said Lynn. "But we're not done trading. Silk and blade are five percent. Say that peace is another fifty percent. Give us three, four days, and we'll make up the missing forty-five percent." 
 "We can't leave Juan and Cassandra with them for four days," said Ethan. 
 "What's your proposal?" said Lynn. 
 "I..." Ethan shook his head. "I don't know. But we can't leave them there." 
 "I'll do it," said Jordan, from the fire. Parry had probably opened up that channel and kept it open. 
 Lynn looked at Ice, who didn't seem surprised to hear the fire talking. 
 "No," said Lynn, to the fire. "It's not—" 
 "Nobody fucking likes me here, either," said Jordan. "And, okay, fine. Whatever. But if you're mad at me for doing stuff to Juan for a few days, they'll do things to me for a few days, and that'll balance things out, right?" 
 "That's not how balance works," said Lynn. 
 "What would Juan say about that?" asked Ethan, quietly. 
 "I..." Lynn shook her head. "Maybe." 
 "We can't leave them there," said Ethan. "And Jordan wants to make amends for what he—" 
 "It's not a good idea," said Lynn. "But okay. Let's see if they'll take it. Kasey, make the offer." 
 Kasey made the offer, and Ice didn't go for it. Not the way that Lynn had wanted. 
 "If we take this thrall from you," said Ice, "we will keep it. That we have a second one gives us luxury for which we would take payment. But this peace you wish to share? This thrall shall serve to preserve it, for it will die in agony should that peace fail." 
 "We will swear that—" 
 "You shall swear whatever you wish," said Ice. "And you shall offer whatever service you choose. But the time shall come when you will vanish and leave behind whatever promises you have made, and we shall never be avenged upon you for anything which you failed to deliver, and for any lies that you told. No. One of you shall remain with us as a thrall until they vanish from our hands." 
 "I'll do it," repeated Jordan. 
 "No," said Lynn. "No, this is—" 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. "We have to do something. And if Jordan wants to redeem himself, we should let him." 
 "Okay," said Lynn. "We'll talk about it. Have them come back tomorrow night?" 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. "Juan is going to be—" 
 "We need to talk about this," said Lynn. "At a minimum, do you want to risk us getting fucked on the transfer, and losing all three of them?" 
 "We'll work it out," said Ethan. "We can—" 
 "Kasey," said Lynn. "Tell them we'll negotiate further tomorrow night, and hope to have something for them. And tell them that if they mistreat their captives, that will affect our future relationship." 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. "No." 
 "Kasey, do it. Ethan, if you wanted to be the boss, you've had multiple chances. You've handed this off to me. So now I'm deciding, and I'm deciding this." 
 Kasey did as she was told. Ethan didn't look happy with it, but didn't interrupt again. 
 Ice bowed and left, the troop of coal goblins vanishing into the forest around them and then into the night. 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. 
 "What!" Lynn snapped. 
 "It's just... what am I missing?" 
 "Why do you think they asked about the prophylatics spell?" asked Quan. 
 "Because they want a better form of birth control?" said Ethan. 
 "Because they're a slaveholding race. We give Jordan to them, they're going to breed him with their other stock." Quan shook his head. "We need them to know that if they hold Juan and Cassandra, they're going to suffer. Then they'll crack." 
 "Or they'll kill them," said Kasey. "And grind the corpses into powder and scatter it to the wind. They've got hostages, and they're not going to accept anything that doesn't let them keep at least one hostage." 
 The argument didn't end quickly. But that's what it came down to. The coal goblins had Juan and Cassandra, and they were going to be doing whatever they wanted to them. Somewhere underground, somewhere that Lynn and the rest couldn't find them. And so long as the goblins had hostages, if Eris' students tried an attack, there was a good chance that the hostages were going to die horribly, and they weren't going to be able to find enough of them to bring the hostages back. 
 And if Jordan was volunteering, there wasn't any good reason not to let him take the place of the hostages the goblins had. It was that or try to shaft the goblins during the transfer, to get Juan and Cassandra back and give them nothing. 
 "Guys?" said Lynn, as they hashed that out. "They're not going to be coming back until tomorrow night. We can argue about this after we've, like, slept?" 
 They weren't listening to her. Well, Kasey was listening to her. "Okay," she said, as everyone else kept arguing. 
 "Do you have a sleeping bag?" asked Lynn. 
 "Yeah," said Kasey. "Let's go." 
 It wasn't a very private sleeping bag, and neither of them really had the strength for sex. Also, neither of them wanted to let go of each other. They lay down near the fire and fell asleep, listening to everyone yell at each other. 
 When Lynn and Kasey woke up, it was the next day, and they'd kept up with changing guards, and keeping the fire going. And they'd also hashed out a lot about the coal goblins. 
 "The problem," explained Quan, who'd kind of taken charge while Lynn and Kasey were out, "is that if we try something and it doesn't work, then we lose Juan and Cassandra, maybe permanently." 
 "And we don't have weapons or comm gear or anything," said Mary. "And Kasey said that coal goblins are resistant to illusions and seemings, so... it's not like giving up Jordan for Juan and Cassandra would be a bad deal." 
 "And the problem if we don't try something," said Ethan, "is that they're slave takers. They've got other people, right? Maybe children they've bred from Eris' previous students, maybe other people they've kidnapped. We have to—" 
 "We have to what?" said Mary. "We're going to disappear when Eris yanks us back. And even if we can bring these theoretical kids back with us to Eris' halls, that doesn't sound like a great idea. And if we could rescue them, and send them somewhere else for the duration, then what? Drop a bunch kids raised as slaves by coal goblins into the foster care system? Or adopt them all yourself?" 
 "It's not right," said Ethan. 
 "So when we're done studying with Eris," said Lynn, "you can track down coal goblin colonies all across the globe and free the slaves. Good idea, and I'll donate to the cause. But right now—" 
 "Right now, it's wrong," said Ethan. 
 "Sure," said Lynn. "Fine. What's your answer to Mary's questions, and how do you plan on putting it into action?" 
 That stopped him. 
 "So, we're going to do this trade?" said Jordan, looking pugnacious. He'd started the year with carefully slicked-back hair and a completely unjustified confidence in his abilities. The hair had gone rumpled, but it seemed like he still had at least a little unjustified confidence left. 
 "I don't like it," said Lynn. 
 Mary groaned. 
 "Because you don't think I can do it?" said Jordan. 
 "Because I don't know what's going to happen," said Lynn. "I don't... we don't know enough about what they do to their slaves. I mean, I think Quan was right about why they asked about the prophylactics, but I hadn't considered that." 
 "Consider it," said Eileen, "from their point of view." 
 They looked at her, and she looked back, untroubled. 
 "Every year, Eris drops a group of her students on them. Maybe not every year, but regularly. We're... if it came to it, I think that I could go down into their holes, and kill them. Just kill and kill until Eris called me back. A few dozen a day, probably. Maybe more. They couldn't stop me." 
 They'd done their best to transform Eileen back to normal after what Eris had made them do to her. Physically, they'd more or less managed it. But she was... well, she was better at magic. And had fewer controls than she once had. Yeah, she could do it. And if she felt it was right, she'd probably enjoy it. 
 "I'm not going to be the best student that Eris ever had, or the most damaged. Whatever else they want, they are terrified of us." 
 "So they'll give us back Juan and Cassandra?" asked Lynn. 
 "Never," said Eileen. "Not unless they're forced to, or we give them someone to replace them with. They hate us and they fear us, and they're going to want revenge for all the classes that have been dumped on them, for all the deaths and humiliations that Eris' students have inflicted on them. Someone will have to pay for that. Their captive is going to stand in for all of us, who keep being dropped on them, who keep being stronger than they are." 
 They were quiet. "It's a guess, though, right?" said Jordan. 
 "No," said Eileen. "I was an underdweller. I'm not anymore, but I know how it is. It's not a guess." 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. "This is what Cassandra and Juan are facing. We could've—" 
 When Lynn had been pushed as far as possible by her own mistakes and by what Eris had done to them, she'd found that there was a core of ice, deep down in her center. She didn't like it, and didn't want it, and touching it made her less than who she was. But it was there, and she felt it rising up. 
 "Ethan?" she said. "Are you mad at me for insisting that we hear your opinion about this? Do you want someone to tell you what to do, to absolve you of responsibility? Because this is what you want Jordan to face, and he's a person too." 
 "That's not the way you look at me," said Jordan. 
 "Jordan," said Lynn. "I don't like you, and I don't think you're a very good person. But you are a person, and I have never doubted that." 
 "Yeah, well," said Jordan. "But it's more than that. Look. I'll do this. I'll face it down for all of you. But when it's done, you don't... I mean, that's the deal, okay? When this is done, I'll have served my time, and you're not always making rules to keep me in place or whatever." 
 "First of all," said Lynn, "I'm not going to speak for Juan. You raped him, Jordan, and you humiliated him, and you broke him. If he wants to keep holding a grudge, he can keep holding a grudge. And nobody has to have sex with you if they don't want to." 
 "But," said Parry. "You're not going to stop him from being included if other people don't mind including him in sex stuff." 
 Parry? But... well. "Fine," she said. "We'll do it." 
 "Lynn," said Ethan. "If that's what we're going with, why couldn't we have done this last night?" 
 "Ethan?" said Lynn. The ice was still there. "I get that you feel responsible for Juan and for Cassandra, and that you are okay with a volunteer going in for a month of torture rather than the people who happened to get kidnapped. And I get that you think that this is obviously right, given what Jordan has done. But there are two points I'm going to make." 
 "Okay?" 
 "First of all, by delaying, we've done a certain amount of figuring out what exactly it is that we want, and how far we can press things. If Eileen is right, and I think she is, the goblins are going to give us pretty much everything we ask for, provided that we leave them with a hostage. Which isn't what I would've assumed when we started negotiations last night, and we would've given up a good deal more than we had to. Also, now it's clear what Jordan hopes to get out of this, and we can decide if we're going to give it to him." 
 "Well, sure, but—" 
 "Ethan," said Lynn, and that ice was rising up in her. "I wasn't finished. This is going to be a better negotiation that it was going to be. We can limit what they're going to do to Jordan, bind them up by oaths that they consider binding. That's all point one. And point two? The reason that you feel responsible for this is because you could've prevented it." 
 Ethan looked at her. 
 "Felicity went through hell before she was dropped out on the ice, yeah? We all saw that. But she came out with her wand up. Parry started off as the worst of us, and while his wand work still isn't great, he got here safe. It's two of the people on your team who didn't make it through." 
 Ethan was quiet. So was everyone else. Lynn wasn't sure that she'd made her point. If they got it wrong, it would be worse than when she started. 
 "When I found Liam, he was wrapped up in webs and had young spider queens eating him from inside out. I am glad that I got him out of that, and I'm sorry that I didn't manage to help Juan and Cassandra. I really am, honestly. I do not want this stuff to happen to anyone. But for fuck's sake, Ethan. Three out of four?" 
 Still quiet. Still not sure she'd gotten through. 
 "I get that you want to help your people," she said. "But you help them by doing their work for them. Which doesn't actually help. With Felicity, we worked with her, but it was her spells, and her casting, and she faced the consequences for what she did. Juan fucked up. He fucked up with Felicity, and he fucked up with Liam, and you didn't make him face any of that. When Cassandra had work that she couldn't do, you did it for her. You can't cover for them, okay? You can't. Juan and Cassandra are suffering now, and Jordan isn't. That's because Juan and Cassandra fucked up, and Jordan didn't." 
 "You can't blame someone for being taken by coal goblins!" Ethan was furious. He was keeping it under control, but he was furious. "We were dropped here, by ourselves, without our equipment. You could've—" 
 "I could've? Have you heard a single word that I've said, Ethan? I could've? You fucking could've! Juan could've and Cassandra could've and Ethan could've. You came up with that yo-yo spell and didn't share it. You came up with that yo-yo spell and didn't apply it to the equipment. This is not my fault, Ethan. The people who were caught by the goblins weren't following my advice. They weren't practicing with me. This is you. This is your leadership." 
 Ethan was always pale, but now he went paler. "If you want me to volunteer instead of Jordan, that's fair enough. You're right about us not having shared the yo-yo spell, and you're right about us not having applied it. I was wrong, and I take responsibility for my mistake." 
 "Ethan," said Lynn. "That's the exact opposite of what I'm saying. I don't want you taking responsibility for other people. I want you helping other people to get better. Every time you take the hits for other people, you're making them weaker. You can't keep doing that." 
 "So we don't trade? But—" 
 "Jordan wants to do the trade," said Lynn. "And we'll be able to put conditions on what they do with him, this way. So we're doing it." There was also the fact that Juan was better with a wand than Jordan, and Cassandra was only marginally worse. So pragmatically it was a better trade. But she didn't say that with Jordan listening. She'd touched the ice inside her, but she wasn't going to let it take over. "What I want you to do is to make sure that when someone is looking to you for help, you give them help that makes them stronger, not weaker. And when you come up with something, you share it, and make the rest of us stronger. You're one of the strongest casters we have, Ethan. We need you, and we need you at full capacity, not falling asleep on your feet because you stayed up late doing Cassandra's homework." 
 Ethan's breath puffed out in little clouds. He looked like he was going to shout or cry or something. He didn't. Just grabbed up a weapon and started off. Liam got up too, talking to Ethan as they left. Lynn sat back on her heels and breathed out. 
 "You okay?" asked Kasey. 
 "No," said Lynn. "But no worse than usual. It's just... fuck it. I'm worried about them too, so I wasn't ready for him to be yelling at me like that. And I'm not wrong?" 
 "You're not wrong," said Mary. "Ethan is literally the only guy on his team not to fuck up walking from one place to another. But, you know. You don't have to be so mean about it." 
 Lynn was going to snap at Mary, but then she started laughing. Quiet, shuddering laughs that were almost sobs. 
 Awkwardly, Mary patted her shoulder. "Just, you know. Try to be a little nicer sometimes." 
 Lynn shook. 
 "And also, thanks for saving Felicity's life? I mean, I was kind of, you know. Figured someone should do something for her, but I didn't know how. So, yeah." 
 "Thanks, Mary," said Lynn, when she'd recovered enough to talk. "I'll try to be nicer to people." 
 "See that you do," said Mary. "You're doing all sorts of stuff for us, but if you'd just be a little nicer, I'm sure everyone would appreciate it more." 
 "Thanks," said Lynn. "Anyhow. Mary and Eileen are going to work with me on what we're going to say when Ice and his assholes come over tonight to deal, and Kasey's going to work with Parry and Quan to come up with some way to either track Jordan or pull him back once we get Cassandra and Juan back." 
 "So we're going to try that?" asked Jordan. 
 "Probably not," said Lynn. "Sorry. I mean, I don't want to risk the exchange going south. But I figure if we come up with something great, we can give it a try. Kasey knows a lot about coal goblins, and Parry's pretty good at magic theory." 
 "But, um," said Jordan. "What am I supposed to be doing?" 
 She sighed. "Here's the thing, Jordan." 
 "Uh-huh," said Jordan. 
 "What uh-huh?" 
 "I'm volunteering to get rape-murdered and shit, and you still don't want me working on anything, because you think that I'm not—" 
 "Jordan?" said Lynn. "If you're going with the coal-goblins tonight, they're going to extract information from you." 
 "I can keep my mouth shut." 
 "You know how Eris and Andrei do stuff to us during lunch?" asked Lynn. "Maybe you'd be able to keep from telling stuff to them, if they wanted it, if it'd make them stop what they were doing." 
 "Maybe I could," said Jordan, jaw set. 
 "I couldn't," said Lynn. "Not after more than an hour or two. A month? Fuck. As soon as they have you, we're going to change all our defenses. Not because I don't trust you, but because I don't want you to have anything they'll want. Even if you don't give it to them, they'd tear you apart looking for it. When it's all over you can come out knowing that you didn't give them anything, because you're not going to have anything to give them." 
 Jordan didn't look thrilled, but then he nodded and sat down next to her. "Lynn?" 
 "Hm?" 
 "It's good, what I'm doing, right? Like, this is the way to get back to where we were, at the start." 
 "No," said Lynn. "You don't go back. That's the thing about transformations. You can't turn anything back to what it was. It's not going to reset anything. You'll be the guy who tried to kill us, and you'll also be the guy who went down into hell with his eyes open on behalf of Juan and Cassandra. Nothing canceled, both there." 
 Jordan took a long, shaky breath. "You're not great at pepping people up, you know?" 
 "I'm also not very nice, apparently." 
 "So if I'm not doing anything, what should I be doing?" 
 Lynn looked at him. Saw him. Aggressive, still feeling like he'd been treated poorly. Wanting to be better and not knowing how. "Whatever you want, Jordan," she said. 
 "What?" 
 "Yeah, I know," said Lynn. "But I don't want you knowing what we're working on, and I don't want you knowing anything about our defenses. So you get a day off. Do what you want, I guess. Practice conjurations or whatever. Paint a picture. Think about things. And, you know. If you don't want to go through with this, let us know sooner rather than later. We might still fake a transfer, but the sooner we know that we're not going through with this, the better the odds are." 
 Jordan's breath puffed out. "Thanks." 
 "Sure," said Lynn. She watched him walk away. Then she went to where Ethan was sulking, to get him and Liam started on defenses and food, and then it was time to start working out what they were going to say to the coal goblins. As she'd expected, Mary was pretty good at coming up with ways to screw them over, and Eileen had some disturbingly good at coming up with things that the coal goblins might want. 
 It took longer to hash things out with the goblins than Lynn had expected, because the goblins knew more about magic than they'd expected. At a guess, they'd been testing them with the question about prophylactic spells. So they managed to negotiate for a monitoring spell on Jordan, but it was a lot more limited than Lynn had hoped. He wasn't going to kill anyone, he wasn't going to father any children, and he wasn't going to be maimed or hurt past certain limits, but they couldn't get anything else onto that spell, and they weren't going to be able to use the connections of blood and pain that Juan had with Jordan to fix his location. 
 Lynn had made it clear to Jordan that if he wanted to back out any time, he could. She could see him considering it when Ice insisted on allowing various things that they'd hoped to exclude. But in the end, he kept his chin up as he went down into the ground with the coal goblins. 
 According to Eileen, the coal goblins were as nervous about the hand-off as they were. They didn't want to try for all three—if they got all three, they might have three thralls, but it would mean a war they didn't want. And since nobody had come up with a foolproof way of cheating them, they didn't try to grab Jordan back either. It went smoothly; they gave up Jordan, and they got Juan and Cassandra back. 
 And while it was pretty clear that what Jordan was going to face wasn't going to be great, it was probably better than what had been happening with Juan and Cassandra. The goblins had filled Juan's stomach up with live beetles for whatever reason, and Cassandra was completely non-responsive, just stumbling out behind the goblins, and then following Ethan, blank-eyed, not hearing, not seeing. 
 Well, Lynn had wanted Ethan to feel bad about what had happened to Juan and Cassandra, and he clearly did. Eileen and Parry worked with him and Liam getting the beetles out of Juan and repairing his broken hands. Then Ethan sat talking quietly with Cassandra, until she started weeping, clutching tight to him. 
 "So," said Kasey, as she went on watch with Lynn. "How are we doing?" 
 "Better than average, at least according to those wands we found in the spider queen nest," said Lynn. "One down, but everyone else in the same place." 
 "And the one down is Jordan." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "I mean, honestly, he's the one I'd have picked. But...I don't know, Kasey. I guess I feel like I may have made the wrong call there?" 
 "They're not even allowed to hurt him that badly," said Kasey. 
 ""Juan was filled with beetles," said Lynn. "We didn't think to exclude that, and I'm pretty sure we've missed worse stuff than that." 
 "Yeah," said Kasey. "But they had Juan and Cassandra, and we couldn't come up with another way to get them back. I mean, when we did the hand-off, there was a wolf watching from the forest, and I didn't have anything ready if it turned out to be a garou, or a leaper, or anything. We weren't strong enough to do anything other than what we did." 
 The way that they'd set up the defenses, they had half a dozen scrying pools with mirrors over them. Lynn and Kasey sat back to back, fingers entwined, each of them watching their three mirrors of forests and skies and the black ice over water. There was the comm link to the fire in the center of the camp, and there was the rifle that Lynn had recovered, and a few more jerry-rigged weapons. Whether they'd be able to do anything against a serious attack wasn't clear. But for the moment, things were quiet. 
 "I mean, we can try to fight them later, but—" Lynn shook her head. 
 "But Jordan is a rapist," said Kasey, "who literally fed us all poison, and the only reason why we didn't all die was because of my foresight in not letting you eat what we were eating." 
 "Foresight," said Lynn. 
 Kasey laughed silently; Lynn could feel it shaking through Kasey's back. "Well, also I wanted you to lose. And it was hot." 
 "Sure," said Lynn. "Starting tomorrow, we're going to have to get to work on this dump." 
 "Make sense," said Kasey. "What's your plan?" 
 They weren't supposed to talk about things that Eris said to them, when they went in to her for lunch. If they did, Eris would have Andrei cut out their tongues. But that didn't necessarily mean that they couldn't talk about subjects that Eris raised. "What would you say our primary obligation is?"  
 "Huh?" 
 "I mean, as Eris' students. Or in general?" 
 "Make it out alive," said Kasey. "I don't know." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "But the question is how to do that." 
 "Well, like you said, getting to work on this dump. Houses with walls and wards. Better defenses. Different defenses, because if we don't change things up, Jordan is going to tell those goblins everything they want to know about how to get through our defenses, and then they'll tell it to whoever they want. I mean, they've sworn not to attack us, but selling information on our defenses isn't attacking us. Food—transmuted stuff is okay, but there are ways to make it better than okay, and there are raw materials that work better for transmutation than trees and snow. What are you thinking?" 
 "I'm thinking that our primary obligation is to get better at magic," said Lynn. "I mean, right. If, first day, Eris said, 'Here's how your year is going to go,' and dumped us here—" 
 "The ones who the coal goblins caught would envy the dead, frankly," said Kasey. 
 Something moved on one of Lynn's mirrors. They both watched it until it resolved into a timber wolf, sniffing the air around the camp. There was something on it, but it was just at the edge of their defenses, not somewhere they had good coverage. 
 "Silver bullet," said Kasey. 
 "On it," said Lynn. "Use the pool for a portal." 
 Kasey got down the rifle that Lynn had found, chambered a bullet. Lynn's wand was already moving. The transmutation to silver was a hard one. Not as hard as if she was trying to make gold, but hard. Lynn changed the bullet in the chamber, Kasey lined up her shot, and fired. The scrying pool rippled, so they couldn't see what happened. But when it cleared, there was blood on the snow, and the wolf was gone. 
 "Right," said Lynn. "So I'm feeling like we can't just take the month off from studying." 
 "Hm," said Kasey. "I mean, that was practice, right?" 
 "That wasn't practice," said Lynn. "That was a test. Let's get back to your sexy tutor idea, shall we?" 
 "Wait, what?" said Kasey.  
 "You know—the Earl of somewhere, with a hat?" 
 Kasey gave her a long, puzzled look, as she put the rifle back down. Then she got it. "Oh! Right. I'd kind of forgotten. But are you sure that it's something we should be doing? I mean, we've got enough work." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "Pretty sure." 
 She hadn't mentioned that Eris had been the one to bring up what their primary obligation was. That would've been giving away private conversations, and Lynn didn't want Andrei to cut her tongue out. But it was Eris who'd said that, and from her point of view, her students had a primary obligation to learn magic. So they couldn't neglect that. Not even if it meant a few extra days of eating transmuted snow and tree bark rather than fish and moose, not even if it meant a few extra nights in a sleeping bag rather than on a bed. The circumstances weren't ideal, but they had to get back to learning magic. Learning it fast, and learning it well, or they were going to be shattered by whatever it was that Eris did to them next. 
 It didn't take too much to get everyone to agree with her. After that last fight with Ethan, after seeing those beetles pouring out of a cut in Juan's abdomen, everyone else wanted someone to tell them what to do, and nobody really wanted to disagree with Lynn. She'd been right, they didn't argue about that. But she'd also left Juan and Cassandra with those goblins, and she'd still given them Jordan for the rest of their stay. When she made a suggestion, they were quiet, and agreed. 
 Wasn't great, but okay. Mary wasn't impressed, anyway, and she was the one who made the argument that they could play torture games after they got their defenses up, because she didn't want to be trying to light candles at ten paces while there were spiders in her eyeball. "It's going to be hard to practice when we're dead," was a reasonable enough argument. So they got to work on that. 
 And two days after they traded Jordan for Cassandra and Juan, their defenses weren't completely ready, but they were tested. 
 Lynn was working with Mary, Quan, and Felicity on a secondary shield function. The idea was to have something that could be controlled from the watchtower, and which would be as impermeable as a good summoning circle—no heat, no light, no air, no nothing. Shields up, and prepare for a counterattack to whatever it was that was coming. When the attack started, she thought that she'd done something wrong, triggered one of the portions of the spell that they'd managed to get together, because the sun went dark, a shadow spreading across their camp. 
 "Mary," she said, tired. "Have you—" 
 Then Kasey, who was on guard, triggered the general alarm. 
 Big, whooping noise, flashing lights. Mary had her wand up first, but the rest of them weren't behind by much. Ethan and his crew, who had been mostly asleep next to the fire, got up quickly. They stood in a tight circle, Liam and Juan and Cassandra sheltered by Ethan and Eileen, who'd taken up posts a little farther out. 
 Lynn looked for a target to hit. She could sense, maybe, something within that spreading darkness. Light spell, the biggest, brightest one she knew. That was going to be draining for her to cast, and draining for her to keep up. But someone had to. 
 The light spell went up like a rising sun, hit the oncoming darkness. And then it was like one of those drinks where you had two colors at the same time. White-yellow light and purple-black darkness, twisting and circling without blending at all. A flash of wing, a lance of magic up from.. somewhere. Lynn couldn't pay attention to that. The attacker saw her spell as a threat, and was hitting it, hard. There was pressure against the magic, and pressure behind Lynn's eyes. It was going to— 
 Lynn held her spell up, and when the attack came, Felicity deflected it. It washed over them in a wave of heat that melted the snow on the ground and set patches of pine needles on fire, but there was no more than that. Then other lances of magic rose up at the clouds of darkness, any of which could hold the attacker. 
 Suddenly, the darkness was gone, and a woman, winged and haggard, dropped down in the center of Ethan's circle. Lynn was tempted to drop the light spell, but no. She wasn't going to let it jump back into the shadows. Ethan would— 
 The spell lanced out at Juan. Too close for a redirect, Ethan's group was too close for—it ripped through them like a crimson wind. Blood and bone on the snow. 
   
 Kasey caught the attacker on the side of her face, ripping off skin and bone and flesh. She howled. Her legs ended in claws, not feet, and it grabbed up Cassandra in those claws, leapt into the air. There was a sudden pressure on Lynn's light spell; she'd been expecting that, though; she pulled it in, and took the burn, the ends of her hair frizzing with crawling midnight sparks. But the spell held, and Ethan cast a spell that took off the end of one of the thing's claws. Cassandra half fell, then was dropped completely, as the thing flew up further, up toward the sun, away from their magic. Quan caught Cassandra as she fell with a slowing spell; if he hadn't, she would've gotten her neck broken by the fall. As it was, she slowed, and slowed, and landed like a leaf onto the bloodstained snow, the thing's claw still embedded in her chest and arm. 
 Lynn let the light spell drop, and dropped herself onto the hot dry pine needles, smelling the stink of burning resin. 
 "Kasey Bouet," she said, through parched lips, "keep to your post, and guard until relieved." 
 "Yes okay yes," came the response from the fire. Probably Kasey would've done that if Lynn had just told her, but this way, she didn't have to worry about whether she was doing the right thing, or what—she would do exactly what she had to do. 
 "Mary," said Lynn, weakly. "Need a medical check." 
 Mary rushed over, wand out. Lynn was just exhausted. Probably. But if there'd been something else riding down the counter-spell, they needed to find it before it took root, turned her into a monster or had her wander out in the wastes to be taken by whatever it was that had just come after them. Lynn had been hit, Mary hadn't, so Mary got to work, as Lynn lay on the warm pine needles and fought to stay conscious. While Mary was checking for ride-along spells, Felicity canceled the bits of darkness that were crawling through Lynn's hair, and stamped out the little fires burning near her, then ran off to go help Kasey, in case something decided to take advantage of their weakness. 
 Ethan's whole group was in a bad way. That spell the bird woman had dropped on them had left them with a mixture of burns and cuts and contusions and worse. Liam's arm had been broken, and he'd tried casting with it, and Ethan had been on fire at the time he'd cast that spell to cut off the bird woman's claw. Which was... well, Lynn knew damn well she couldn't have done that, and had a suspicion that Kasey couldn't either. Maybe Eileen could've. A lot of the spell had hit Juan, and Eileen had gotten some of the shrapnel from that—bits of bone embedded in her forearm and cheek, but she had a dreamy, unfocused look on her face as she watched Ethan collapse, screaming, and Juan fall, froth on his lips. 
 Whether or not she was enjoying it, Eileen was already casting spells to keep Cassandra from bleeding out, and to keep her from dying from shock. "You're fine," said Mary. "Just kind of low energy and lazy, but what else is new? You try casting anything, it's going to fizzle, so don't." 
 Then she went over to help everyone else put people back together. Kasey, Felicity and Parry on watch, should be fine. And even if it wasn't, Lynn was far too drained to be in charge of anything. She just lay there and looked up at the trees as people got up and got moving. Ethan... she had to give him credit. Ten minutes after he'd been on fire and half dead, he was marking off the lines of the encampment and drawing the outlines of protective wards. 
 Kasey came back. Felicity was going to fill in for her, because, like Lynn, she was pretty drained. She sat on the ground, legs crossed, and Lynn lay down next to her, her head on Kasey's thigh, watching everyone trying to recover. It had been... just a bolt from the blue, and if they hadn't been ready, that would've been the end of it. 
 "Is it really like this, do you think?" asked Lynn. 
 "Hm?" 
 "I mean, when we get out, when we're done. Is this what things are actually like? That you need to be... I don't know. That if we get an apartment in the village or something, some day we'll look up, and there's going to be a harpy swooping down, and we're either quick on the draw or dead?" 
 "It wasn't a harpy," said Kasey automatically. "That thing had arms and wings, harpies just have wings. It wasn't in any of the books that we saw." 
 "Uh-huh," said Lynn. "And my question?" 
 Kasey considered. "It wasn't when we were students. Or, I don't know. Maybe it was. Started with a class of four hundred and eighteen, finished with a class of three hundred and twenty one. Not everyone who didn't come back failed out, and it could be that maybe something sniffed them out and took them. But... hell. It's like that if you don't have magic too, you know? Not like muggers and shit, or at least, not most of the time. But cancer and car crashes and whatever. Everything's fine, and then everything's not fine. Only then maybe it is, if it turns into a fender bender, rather than going through a guard rail, or whatever." 
 "No," said Lynn. 
 "No?" 
 "Well, yes," said Lynn. "But I don't like it." 
 Kasey laughed, and kissed Lynn's forehead. "It's okay. I'll protect you. Speaking of which. Sexy tutors?" 
 "Yeah, I think so. As soon as we've got our defenses up, we're going to start." Lynn reached up and tugged on Kasey's collar. Skin-warm and hard, and it always felt like it was supposed to be exactly where it was. 
 "Yeah," said Kasey. "Pretty much. But anyhow. Ready to get up and get to work?" 
 "No," said Lynn. Then she got up, and they got to work helping with what there was left to do, in terms of recovery from the attack—Cassandra was still knocked out with painkiller spells, so they could patch her up a little more before she woke up and saw how bad things were, and then there was some damage to the general alarm spells and the defensive globe. Lynn wasn't ready for any of that, but it wasn't going to wait until they were ready. 
 So they worked. Repaired the defenses, put in new defenses, and then did more than that—fishing, so that their food would have something real in it underneath the transmutations, and a few cautious probes at the lake around the island, which confirmed that there was something big and hungry out there trying to lure them out onto the ice. But it didn't come after them on land, and after the third time a house that looked close enough to yell to had receded out into the distance, they were less likely to believe in stranded hikers, or a fucking ice cream truck, which it had pulled out of Juan's subconscious. Wasn't really the season for Mr. Softee, either. 
 When they got to putting houses up, Lynn brought up the idea of contests with prizes and punishments again, and it didn't go over as well as it had the first time. 
 Mary sighed and rolled her eyes, Ethan objected, and Cassandra went really still. 
 "It's just that we need to keep working?" said Lynn. "I mean, we're making progress, but what happens if it's a sundering dragon that decides to come down through our defenses, rather than that harpy thing?" 
 "Then we do what we can," said Ethan. "I'm not saying that we don't need to practice. But I also don't want to be distracted and afraid and... Lynn, I don't want to fight with my friends. Why are you trying to make us fight with each other?" 
 "Because—" 
 "Because it's what Eris did," said Cassandra. "And it worked." 
 "Yeah, but—" 
 "Don't argue with her," said Cassandra. "Just do it." 
 Kasey gave a disgusted sigh. 
 "Yeah, fine," said Lynn. "I'm a big scary monster. Oooh, look at me, I'm a scary monster. But what you're doing isn't working." 
 "What," said Ethan. "You're going to blame that attack on me as well?" 
 "We were clustered too tight," said Eileen. Everyone stared at her, but she went on. "I mean, come on, Ethan. It's... look. I know I've changed. I know that I didn't want to change, and I know that I'm... I'm not saying it's right, or anything. But what we're doing isn't working." 
 "Because of the way in which we've been tested," said Ethan. 
 "What?" said Mary. "You think that monster was trained by Eris to attack people who had friends? You're like one of those people who's convinced that tetris is deliberately not giving them a long straight brick because it's racist or something." 
 "If that was something that Eris did," said Ethan, "It wouldn't be any crazier than anything else that's happened. But that's not my point. What I'm saying is that Eris keeps throwing us into situations like this. It's artificial. It's not necessary. We don't have to stop supporting each other just because we're going to be thrown into situations where we're going to need to do things on our own." 
 "Ethan," said Lynn, picking her words as carefully as she could. "It does, in fact, mean that. Let's say it's an artificial situation. Fine. But it's the situation we're in." 
 "For five more months," said Ethan. "It's—" 
 "You know what?" said Mary. "How about we have an election?" 
 Ethan sighed. 
 "Because otherwise, we're going to keep arguing about all sorts of stupid shit, and getting nothing done. Okay! Ethan, Liam, Juan and Cassandra vote for Ethan as leader. Not sure on which side Eileen goes, but everyone else votes for Lynn, so Eileen's vote doesn't matter! The democratic process works! So now we all have to do what Lynn says, which is also what I want to do, coincidentally. Yay, democracy." 
 "I'm sort of interested in which way Eileen votes?" said Lynn. 
 "Oh!" said Eileen. "Well, obviously, you're right. Also... well. Anyway. Yeah." 
 "We're not having an election," said Ethan. 
 "Why not?" asked Mary. "Is living in a society where a bunch of jackasses disagree with you, and even though they're wrong, they keep disagreeing with you, and then they vote for some idiot you hate also an artificial situation that doesn't show up in real life?" 
 Ethan blinked at her. 
 "Hum!" said Mary. "Or is your plan to go off and have your own wards and your own building compound and shit without either blackjack or hookers, because having to cooperate with people who disagree with you is something that only applies when we're forced into those situations by a crazy arch-wizard?" 
 "Dude," said Kasey. 
 "What?" 
 "Nothin," said Kasey. "Just you're being smarter than usual." 
 "I'm always this smart," said Mary. "Mostly I keep it to myself, because it doesn't help anything. But come on, Ethan. Why do we have to always have to listen to your stupid bullshit that most of us disagree with? Riddle me that, and then let's listen to the person who saved two people's lives getting here, rather than the person who kept his team too close when we were attacked, so we had to spend hours picking bits of your guy's faces out of another of your guy's arms?" 
 "I..." Ethan didn't look thrilled. "Look. Nobody is going to be anybody's slave, and nobody is going to have sex with anyone they don't want to have sex with.:" 
 "Well," said Kasey. "You're wrong about the first one." 
 Ethan sighed. "You and Lynn can play whatever games you like. That's not what I'm talking about." 
 "Fine," said Lynn. "But okay. Here's how we're going to do it. Tomorrow, over the course of the day, people who aren't on watch are going to do a complex levitation spell. We'll rank the people who do it better, and the people who do it worse. And then the people who score higher are going to teach the people who score lower." 
 "Yeah, but—" 
 "Sex will be involved according to the preferences of the people involved," said Lynn. "Next week, we'll check the progress of the people who were trained. Prizes for people who do well, and punishments for people who didn't." 
 "Punishments." 
 "Cleaning and cooking and hewing wood and carrying water," said Lynn. "And maybe a few sex punishments, because the people who do the best training are going to deserve rewards for doing the best. Also, we can start working on a secure teleport spell; once that gets done... well, fuck it. That one will have the reward of all of us going to Fiji and buying fruity drinks if we succeed, and the punishment of having to stay on frozen shithole crazy bird woman island if we don't, okay?" 
 They all agreed about the teleport, anyway. And it didn't take too long to get them to agree on a levitation spell—they numbered a bunch of rocks, different shapes and sizes, and the person being tested would pick them up in order, until there was too much and they all dropped. Kasey did start with a slight advantage, because she started off knowing the spell, and it could be that some of them worked harder at getting a high score than others. But the results weren't too far off from what Lynn had expected: Eileen came first, followed by Kasey, followed by Ethan. So, in theory, two out of Ethan's group in the top three. But then it was Felicity, Lynn, Mary, and Quan, followed by Juan and Liam, followed by Parry and Cassandra. 
 When they'd started, Juan had been in the top three. 
 "So," said Mary, when they were done, and Lynn's group was sitting around the fire working on blueprints for a house. "What's it going to be now? Top scorer educates lowest scorer, and so on?" 
 Lynn did a quick calculation. "That would leave you completely without a job to do, wouldn't it?" 
 Mary sighed. "There are eleven of us here. That means that there's going to be someone who's not part of a pair. That's how elevens work." 
 "Also," said Lynn, "I'm not going to have Felicity telling Juan what to do. That would... No." 
 Mary wrinkled her nose. "So what is your plan?" 
 "We let Ethan do his thing while we do our thing," said Lynn. 
 "Why would you have that fight with Ethan, then?" Kasey said, frowning as she sketched out the diagram of a ward. 
 "Because this way, if our thing does better than his thing, Ethan will have to agree to do things our way," said Mary. "And then you and Lynn can ride him like a pony, while I get to see if I can slap the stupid out of Cassandra." 
 "That's not a hundred percent what I'd planned?" said Lynn. "I mean, I guess it was—" 
 "Shh," said Mary. "It's okay. I'll go set things up. We've successfully poached Eileen from his stupid team, so I don't know if I'll be able to get him to agree to working with more than two of them. Juan... no, Juan's fucked up. Liam and Cassandra, let's say." 
 "Fine," said Lynn. "And we'll do Kasey and Parry." 
 "Wait," said Kasey. 
 "Eileen trains Kasey, obvs," said Lynn. "I mean, Kasey needs to improve." 
 "Hey!" said Kasey, and, "Nice," said Mary, at the same time. 
 "And dibs on Parry," said Mary. "Quan is used to having a guy subbing to him. So he'll help Parry with his homework, and then Parry will jerk off over Quan's shoes, and lick them clean, and it's going to be hot." 
 "Kind of thought Felicity might—" 
 "First of all," said Mary. "I said dibs. That means that Parry gets to be my sex slave while we teach him magic." 
 Parry was working on improving the resurrection amulets; he didn't say anything, but his ears were turning pink, which meant that he was embarrassed and turned on. And Mary did say dibs. "Also," said Mary. "I figure that since there are way more of us, we'll have three people improving, and they'll have two, and then we'll get an average, and we can compare the numbers. And Felicity can use... look, I've got plans for Felicity." 
 Lynn sighed. 
 "You're the one who's always 'bluh bluh bluh, everyone should come up with stuff to do, and not just copy my homework,'" said Mary. "So there you go. I'll go talk to Ethan and get him to agree to the deal." 
 "The deal," said Kasey. 
 "Right!" said Mary. "The deal where the people who are in training focus on their training, and the rest of us take care of the defenses and the buildings and food and so on. And then where we do a contest afterward, and we win, and Ethan loses, and you get to decide how we're going to handle the training from that point out." 
 "I assume that getting Ethan to agree means that if his guys improve more, he gets to run the training program," said Lynn. 
 "Uh-huh," said Mary. "I mean, it's uncanny the way she keeps going back to that. Buh, bluh buh." 
 Kasey started giggling. And after a little bit, Lynn smiled too. It was...well, it was kind of like what she'd been thinking, only it was a lot more elaborate. And also Eileen training Kasey was a super hot idea which she hadn't considered. Only, at the same time, it felt like they were going to be having a little bit too much fun. "Not today," said Lynn. "We finish up the defenses, and then everyone gets the houses built. And I'm going to have to talk to both Eileen and Felicity to make sure they're okay with the parts we're casting them in." 
 "So, yes," said Mary. 
 "This feels like a mistake," said Lynn. 
 "Lynn?" said Mary. 
 "I'm not saying no, I'm saying that—" 
 "Lynn!" 
 Lynn was quiet. 
 "Okay, here's the thing," said Mary, and this time, she didn't sound like she was making a joke about it. "I know that the last time I took over and made you do stuff I fucked up bad, and if you don't want to do this, I mean, I'm not going to say that you're wrong. But I promise I'm going to make sure that I do it right this time?" 
 "Okay," said Lynn. And then Kasey hugged her, and kissed her cheek, hard. 
 "What?" said Lynn. 
 "It's... you're great, Lynn." 
 "I know?" said Lynn. "But—" 
 "But come on, let's go talk to Eilleen, and then you can talk to Felicity, while Mary goes and cyberbullies Ethan." 
 "I think you need some sort of cyber to cyberbully in," said Lynn. 
 "She's talented," said Kasey. "And Quan has his phone. She can bring it along and take sarcastic selfies or something." 
 It was all being kept light, but it was artificially light. Still, they had their defenses up, Mary was taking on a leadership role of sorts, and Kasey was really pleased with her for some reason? And nobody had to go to lunch with Eris and Andrei. Maybe it was artificially light, and maybe when they thought that things were going well, that was a sign that things were about to go terribly wrong, really hard. But it felt pretty good, actually. 
 Eileen was building herself a house. It was a lot bigger than anything Lynn would have attempted on her own, but Eileen was a lot better at magic than the rest of them were. Like, where Kasey had managed to get rock number 112 in the air, Eileen had gotten 217. And Lynn had gotten 78, but that wasn't the point. The point was that there was something effortless about Eileen's casting—her wand moved smoothly, grabbing every bit of energy left over from one spell and tying it to the next. 
 They watched her pulling stones from the ground, shaping them with magic, and setting the next one into place. Kasey's brows furrowed, and she hunched forward, concentrating hard on what Eileen was doing, trying to figure out how to do it. 
 She wasn't thrilled about coming in second, so, honestly, having Eileen train her for a bit was a great idea. Eileen wasn't so sure about that, though. When Lynn explained what they'd been thinking, she thought about it, hard, just as hard as Kasey had when she was watching Eileen work. 
 "So... it's not... I mean kinda thought you'd like that idea?" said Lynn, when Eileen didn't say either yes or no to her idea. 
 "That's not the issue," said Eileen. "Would it be okay if I... I mean, it's not easy to talk about this stuff? So, um. Look, you're probably going to tell Kasey everything, and that's okay, but—" 
 "I'll go take my turn on watch a little early," said Kasey. "And, I mean. Um." 
 Lynn elbowed her. "Spit it out." 
 "I guess. I think. I'd appreciate it if you'd try to teach me a little? Because that's. I mean." 
 "Sure," said Eileen. "No, that's not it at all. Even if I can't work the other stuff, I'll do what I can to show you what I know. I guess, I just hadn't been thinking about...but then there was the yo-yo spell that we missed, and—" 
 "Sure," said Lynn. "Kasey, go. You'll get educated, one way or another." 
 "Thanks," said Kasey, and she stalked off through the snow. Kasey was really pretty, even wrapped up in cold weather gear. Particularly when she was feeling off balance like that, and awkward. 
 "So, um?" said Eileen. 
 "Right, sorry," said Lynn turning away from Kasey's distracting butt. "Anyhow. I mean, I guess I kind of figured that you'd be more or less on our team as far as this went, too?" 
 Eileen sighed. "The thing is, I don't know if I can do it." 
 "If you don't want to, it'd be—" 
 "It's not that. I want to. I want to very badly." Eileen flicked out a transit spell on one of the stones that she'd been lifting out of the ground, pulled it over, and sat down on it. "Before we started this... I mean, honestly, Lynn. I didn't actually know what an orgasm was. I thought it was a..." 
 "If it's too much, we can try to do it in like, sections? Or for short periods, or—" 
 "How long is this going to be?" 
 "A few days," said Lynn. "It's usually a good idea to give Mary a certain flexibility when it comes to negotiations. If it goes well, you'll probably wind up tutoring Parry, or maybe Cassandra, so I figured this might be a good place to start?" 
 Eileen cocked her head. "Why?" 
 "Well, Kasey's pretty strong," said Lynn. "So like, you could get started with someone who's not that fragile? Because, I mean, it's not that I'm worried that you'd... well, maybe you would want to fuck them up for real. But I'm sure you'll be able to keep that under control." 
 "I..." Eileen puffed out a cloud of vapor into the chilled air. "I hope you're right? I mean, I do and I don't." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "I know. And I'm thinking you should try a little, to see how strong you actually are. And Kasey's tough; she'll take it, and we'll go from there." 
 "Okay," said Eileen. "Only... I mean, maybe you can help me? Just for the first bit, where I'm torturing her? Because I can probably do the training on my own, but I don't... I feel like it'd be easier with some help, at least for the first time." 
 "Sure," said Lynn. "I'll... sure." 
 "Good," said Eileen. "Tonight. This place should be finished tonight." 
 That was moving faster than the rest of them could, but that wasn't a big surprise. Lynn nodded, then ran to catch up with Kasey. When she got there, Kasey grabbed her hand. 
 "Nervous?" asked Lynn. 
 "Li'l bit," said Kasey. "You clearly are. Eileen is a... you think she's going to be okay?" 
 "I think she's going to be okay," said Lynn. "She kind of has to be. I mean, not that she has to keep pretty girls tied up in her cabin at all times. But we fucked her up, and part of how we fucked her up is that she's having inappropriate sexual responses to pain. So she's going to have to learn how to do that appropriately, and I think that you're a good choice for someone for her to learn about that with. On." 
 "So what you're actually worried about is the part where you're taking another sex vacation." 
 "Kind of, yeah," said Lynn. "I mean, it's not like we've been given something else that we have to be doing. If there was an explicit homework assignment, and a test, I'd know what I was slacking off from. But all we've been told to do was not to die. And there's a trick in there, probably? I don't know. Maybe this is the sort of thing that happened with Juan, where he got a vacation, and coming back from that got him even more fucked up? Or—" 
 "You know, this isn't the sort of thing that I'd expect to say, given how much death we're threatened with on a regular basis, but it may be that you worry too much." 
 "Kasey," said Lynn. "I had to eat my fingers." 
 Kasey crumpled a little at that. "I'm sorry," she said. "I just... maybe we're a little better at this stuff? And that's something else that we have to learn, right—how to balance between that, and also having fun?" 
 "I'm not sure that Eris is that concerned that we take vacations and enjoy ourselves," said Lynn. 
 "Not saying this is something Eris set up so we'll learn that lesson," said Kasey. "It's more an answer to the question you asked before. Yeah, maybe the world really is a little bit like this, all the time. But that doesn't mean that you can't enjoy it when a psycho tortures me?" 
 "Aw," said Lynn. "Okay. I'm going to have a positive attitude about this." 
 "And if things go wrong, you'll yell at me and you'll be right, but then it's going to be fine afterward?" 
 It would be fine afterward, unless they wound up dead or something. But Lynn said, "Yeah. Sorry about the yelling. I mean, like Mary said, I should try to be nicer about stuff like that. Also, I want to win whatever Mary's setting up, so you make sure you learn as much as you can from that psycho, okay?" 
 "Okay," said Kasey. She kissed the tip of Lynn's nose. "Thanks for being nice to Mary. She's really trying." 
 Mary was trying a little, some of the time, anyway, but Lynn decided not to mention that. Kasey was pleased with her, and they weren't being killed or anything, so, good enough. 
 The deal Mary had set up was more or less the way she'd described it. Felicity, Kasey, and Parry were going to try to get their numbers up over the course of four days. So were Cassandra and Liam. And when that was done, they'd add up the numbers, divide by two or three as appropriate, and then either Mary or Ethan was going to come up with the next challenge and method of instruction. 
 "The numbers aren't even," said Mary, when she described what was going on to Lynn. "I know. But that's what happens when four people want to do things one way and seven people want it the other way. But we'll use math to take care of that." She looked decidedly pleased with herself. "Also, I had to promise that you wouldn't be training anyone, because this way the numbers match—one person teaching, one person learning. But don't worry. We'll work something out." 
 "Uh—" said Lynn. 
 "Bluh, bluh, bluh," said Mary. "Don't worry. And also, we have to get our houses built and defenses better before we can start playing, so if you want to help with that, I don't think anyone will mind." 
 They didn't.  First a house for their team to live in—except Eileen, who was kind of between teams and had already finished her house. It looked a bit like a bunker and a bit like a medieval castle, and they used it as a model. Not that they could cut stones and lift them as well as Eileen did, but there were more of them, so they got it done. 
 Then they built some things for the group in general. A big building where they could all get together, or retreat to if there was a big enough attack that they couldn’t manage it seperately. Three autonomous watchtowers, wards and a watch bunker. 
 Ethan's team took a little longer to finish their building, but they pitched in with the other stuff with reasonably good humor. They weren't doing great, but getting the wards up had definitely helped relax the mood. 
 When they were done, Lynn would've been happy to just go to bed with Kasey, and maybe Parry, but Eileen needed her help. Also, it was going to be pretty hot to watch whatever Eileen had in mind. 
 So Lynn had Kasey strip and bound her in heavy iron shackles with chains between them and a burlap sack over her head. She fastened another collar over Kasey's usual one: heavier, with a big ring in front for attaching to a lead. It was all conjured, and wasn't as sturdy as it looked, but it looked pretty great. 
 One thing that she didn't do was put any warming spells on her. Parry had set up a heater for the house, with an adjustable thermostat and everything, so it was fine there, and Eileen probably had something similar. If she didn't, Lynn would do something about it, but Kasey could handle a little walk in the cold. Her breath caught when she hit the outside air, her arms trembled, and her hands tightened where they'd been shackled behind her back, naked and dark against the glare off of the snow. 
 They weren't on vacation to have fun, and the monsters out there would tear them apart if they got half a chance. But maybe Kasey was right that they needed to have a little fun now and then, so that they could deal with the other stuff. 
 Lynn was having fun, anyway. She pulled on the chain, and Kasey followed behind, already shivering. It was cold, but not impossibly cold—couple of degrees below freezing, maybe. Once they were done with all this... maybe a place upstate or something, where she could take her out on walks when it was snowy. 
 When they got to Eileen's house, Lynn knocked on the gunmetal doors and got a dull thud. It took long enough for Eileen to answer that Lynn had started looking for a doorbell, and was considering giving Kasey at least a little bit of a warming spell, but it swung open before she had to. 
 Like she'd hoped, it was warm inside. The first room they came in looked a lot like Eileen's room back at Eris' looked, which was a little worrying. There was also a lab, though it seemed like she hadn't had the chance to conjure up all the relevant equipment, and a pantry. 
 "Sorry," said Eileen. "I was kind of busy downstairs." 
 "No problem," said Lynn. "Downstairs?" 
 "Yeah, here, come on." 
 She walked over to her bed, and it slid to the side, revealing a staircase going down. "I mean, maybe it didn't make that much sense to do exactly what I had back at Eris'. But it's... I mean, it might make it a little easier to have to go back there, you know? I mean, more than if I had a copy of my parent's house." 
 "Makes sense," said Lynn. "Wait—what you had back at Eris'?" 
 "Come on, I'll show you," said Eileen. 
 Well, it was what they'd come to do. Lynn followed, sticking close to Kasey to make sure she didn't trip on the stairs. 
 There was a classroom underneath Eileen's bed. One of the classrooms that Lynn had seen when they'd had to go out looking for Eileen in the maze of passages and labs of Eris' halls. That, or a pretty close copy of it. A chalkboard and a big metal desk took up the front of the room, and smaller desks faced it, pitted and gouged by decades of use, with holes for inkwells in every desk. There were also three heavy iron cages hanging from the ceiling, two cauldrons, and other, similar things. 
 Lynn wasn't sure if it would've been better or worse if that was what Eileen had come up with because she'd been asked to help improve people's magical skills, rather than something that she'd had because she had it at Eris'. 
 "What did you use it for back there?" she asked. 
 "Practice," said Eileen. "And, um. I mean, there things that I didn't do, because... well. I mean. The room was under my bedroom, and I found it and protected it and all, because I figured that I might wind up using it at some point? And I guess it was fun to think about using it." 
 That was a lot more trouble than Lynn had ever gone through to make her sex fantasies seem plausible, but okay. Seemed like at a minimum, Eileen was ready to help people learn magic. 
 "So," said Eileen. "Can I use some spells?" 
 "Nothing major," said Lynn. "No transformations or anything." 
 "Sure. That makes sense. Hold on." Eileen cast a series of spells on Kasey, one after another, impossibly fluid and precise. "There," she said as Kasey stiffened. "She can hear me when I use a specific tone of voice, but nobody else. And she can't see or talk until I change the settings on the spells. So I guess now we can talk about things without giving too much away about what's going to happen." 
 "Nice," said Lynn. "That's a really useful spell." 
 "Yeah, there's all sorts of good stuff in Eris' library. Anyhow. I was thinking of using illusions on her, when it comes to the actual training?" 
 "Illusions no," said Lynn, "false seemings yes? Because I'd rather not leave her with spells that she's powering; if there's a crisis, I want you to be able to cut them all off, right away." 
 "But I could—" 
 "Eileen," said Lynn. "There are crises were you can't." 
 "I... oh! You mean if I get killed!" 
 Lynn sighed. "Or are disabled, but yeah. And also... I mean, Kasey's tough, but I don't want you doing stuff that's too traumatic." 
 "Oh. Like, um. What are the limits?" 
 "I think you're going to have to tell her about the false seeming before you cast it, and she's going to have to agree." 
 "Ugh," said Eileen. "I just wanted to take her pussy away until she deserved it." 
 "Huh," said Lynn. "That's... okay, that's hot. But still. I mean, even though she'd know it wasn't real, it'd still feel real, and, in general, you're probably good enough that she'll be working hard to get it." 
 "Yeah, okay," said Eileen.  
 "Anyhow," said Lynn. The lead for Kasey's collar was a length of heavy iron chain. Lynn offered it to Eileen, who took it. She'd been looking pretty serious, but at that, she smiled, like someone who'd just gotten a really nice present. Which she had—there wasn't any way for Lynn to see Kasey's expression, but she could see how anxious and turned on and proud and worried Kasey was just by looking at her hands, bound behind her back but clenching just a little. Best present Lynn had ever given anyone, and she was going to want her back soon. 
 For now, part of the fun in owning something was showing it off. 
 "Thanks." Eileen ran a hand across Kasey's breasts, and then tugged at her nipple. Kasey jumped a little, trembled. "Nice," said Eileen. "Anyhow. Follow, Kasey." She led Kasey to a corner and gave her pat on the butt. "You stay there for now." 
 Eileen had stacked up most of the chairs, and there were ropes and collars attached to the wall. Lynn didn't entirely understand the spells on the ropes. 
 "It's a tension thing," said Eileen. "They're going to be pulling her arms and legs open. Not too hard—she's going to be able to pull in when I hurt her. Only they'll still be pulling her open, and the more she fights it, the more tired she'll get. Until she can't fight, and I can stick things in her." 
 "Interesting," said Lynn. "Okay. How are you going to be hurting her?" 
 "There's a spell that makes the tip of the wand trigger pain nerves? So I'll tickle her with that, and she'll start jumping around trying to avoid it, but eventually she won't be able to get away, and I'll push it up inside her. If that's okay? That's the main thing that I've been thinking about." 
 Mostly, Lynn had used Eris' library to learn stuff that she'd needed to learn to do her homework. It seemed like she'd been missing a lot. 
 "Seems like an okay place to start," said Lynn. 
 "Great!" said Eileen. She tugged on Kasey's chain and led her over to the collars and ropes. She wasn't anything other than gentle, attaching the collars, locking them in place, but Lynn had to fight back shudders. Watching Eileen getting ready to hurt Kasey brought back the memories of the way Eileen had hurt Lynn under the influence of the spells the rest of the class had cast on her. That had been under circumstances a lot less controlled, but the same Eileen underneath. If what Eileen needed now was to hurt Lynn, Lynn would do it, but it was good that she had Kasey to let Eileen practice on. Kasey was strong, and she didn't have those memories. 
 Kasey was tied up on her back, and Eileen hadn't told her anything about struggling, so she was lying spread-eagled, not resisting the pull of the ropes. 
 The spell on her wand was complicated, and Eileen did it perfectly, every movement exactly where she wanted it to be. Lynn didn't want to go through what Eileen had gone through to get those skills, but she might have to; it was just a few days, and it had left Eileen better than people who'd spent their whole lives working in magic. Probably she wouldn't push Kasey that far? 
 The tip of her wand glowed faintly green when she was done. She touched it to Kasey's side, and Kasey jumped, twisting away from it. Then she relaxed, and the ropes' pull spread her back open. Eileen touched Kasey's palm with her wand, and Kasey pulled it under her, held it there. That twisted her halfway over, in a perfect position for Eileen to jab her in the butt, which sent her a little bit up the floor, away from it. 
 Normally, Kasey would try to be good and stay, so it seemed like the spell was hurting her pretty well. Lynn couldn't see Kasey's face underneath the bag over her head, only hear occasional whimpers and harsh breaths. Apparently the gag spell was there to keep her from talking, not from making noises. And while there were some pretty great noises in there, she wasn't sobbing or anything. 
 Eileen's expression was something else. She was lost in what she was doing, with delighted little squeaks as Kasey jumped and twisted in her bonds. 
 "Do you want to take the bag off?" asked Lynn. 
 "Okay," said Eileen. She took it off, leaned over to lick a bead of sweat from Kasey's neck. The blindfold spell was clouds of black smoke, boiling up from Kasey's eyes, and the gag spell was smoke coming out of her mouth. It was a pretty great look, actually. 
 Then the wand touched Kasey's neck, right where Eileen had licked it, and Kasey tried to pull away. 
 Eileen was sitting pretty still, and Lynn was perched up on the teacher's desk; Kasey was the only one moving, and it wasn't too long before she was sweating hard. 
 Watching Kasey's struggles get weaker, and the wand stay in contact for longer, tracking across her stomach and her breasts, and then down to her hips was pretty amazing. 
 "It's going to go inside you soon," Eileen murmured, and that got Kasey to jerk again, pulling away from the wand. Eileen smiled, satisfied, as the ropes pulled Kasey back into position. 
 There were tears leaking out of the smoke that covered Kasey's eyes.. She wasn't, like, weeping, but it was harder than Lynn tended to push her. 
 "I'm going to change the settings on the gag," said Eileen. "It's still going to muffle anything loud, but if you whisper really quietly, we'll be able to hear it." 
 A few flicks of her wand, and a curl to the smoke in Kasey's mouth. 
 "Please," said Kasey. And then she shouted something, but nothing came out, as the wand made a little circle around her belly button. 
 "Please what?" asked Eileen. 
 "Please. Please can I hold onto Lynn? It hur—" another silent scream. 
 Eileen thought pretty hard about the question. Then she shifted position to start on Kasey's feet. "You can play with your girl if you want, Lynn," she said. "I don't see why not." 
 Lynn got off the desk and sat down on the floor next to Kasey. Kasey's hand reached out, grabbed Lynn's foot and held it. "Thank you," she said. "Tha—" 
 "It hurts her just as much," said Eileen, after the wand went all the way up Kasey's leg. "But she seems to be enjoying it more." 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "I mean, sometimes, you want things as hard as they can be, so it hurts enough to drown out everything else. But you also want to know that it's safe, and... you know. She thinks I'm safe." 
 They watched Kasey writhing. She didn't have enough strength left to pull away from the wand, not far, but she was still twisting, trying to keep it from staying in one place too long. 
 "And other times, I guess... you don't want to be hurt, but you kind of do? And also you want to be doing it for someone. Like it's a way to show them how much you'll do for them. So it's... it's different when someone you love is loving what's happening to you." 
 "Interesting," said Eileen. She tucked a length of hair behind her ear, and got to work on Kasey's pussy. Lynn could see Kasey's face contorting as she shouted, but didn't hear anything. 
 "Take it down a notch, though," said Lynn. 
 "Okay," said Eileen. There was a quick modification of the spell on the wand. Kasey was still trying to keep it away, but she wasn't jerking as violently. "Why, though?" 
 "If it hurts too much," said Lynn, "it's not fun anymore. And if Kasey really needs out, she gets out. Now, and also when you're teaching her magic. So don't push her too far." 
 "Hm." said Eileen. Her wand pressed gently on Kasey's clit, and Kasey did pull a little bit away then. Lip-reading told Lynn that Kasey was swearing a lot, but apparently too loud for the gag to let her talk. 
   
 Lynn leaned over and wiped a tear from the side of Kasey's face. The hand on her foot tightened in response. 
 "It's going to go in soon," said Eileen. "When you can't fight it anymore. That'll be soon." Then she looked up at Lynn. "What you have is pretty great, isn't it?" 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. 
 Eileen shook her head. "It's not exactly what I want, though." 
 "What is?" asked Lynn. 
 "I'm not sure," said Eileen. She was holding the wand more or less in the same place; when Kasey strained to pull away from it, she got away, but it was still there when she relaxed, and would rub against the bottom of her pussy, making her jerk up and away again. "I think... I think maybe I want a norm, you know? Someone without any magic, who wouldn't know what I could do and what I couldn't do. Who'd believe that things which weren't happening were, and who didn't believe in things that were really happening." 
 "Hm," said Lynn. 
 "Oh, or maybe someone who knew as much as I did, but I'd keep their wand. So they'd know how to get out of everything, and couldn't get out of anything." 
 Kasey was tearing up again, unable to avoid resting on the wand. 
 "Down another notch, I think," said Lynn. Eileen made the adjustment, and then pushed the tip of the wand into Kasey, who pulled away from it. Lynn could feel the strain in Kasey's hand. It wouldn't be long before Eileen's ropes won. 
 "That'd be like having her tied up, but all the time," said Lynn. 
 "Exactly!" said Eileen. "Yeah. Someone good, and then I'd keep their wand. Or they'd give me their wand. That would be kind of amazing, you know?" 
 "Not practical here," said Lynn. 
 "Well, no," said Eileen. Kasey let go, and the ropes pulled her down onto Eileen's wand. 
 Kasey gave a pained yelp that made Eileen's eyes light up. Then she pushed the wand further in, and watched Kasey squirm. "That is nice," she said. 
 Kasey pulled herself up and away, her fingers trembling on Lynn's foot. Eileen moved to straddle Kasey's leg and slid her hand into her skirt, not taking anything off. 
 "Would it be okay if I said something to her?" asked Lynn. 
 Eileen gave a little noise that was halfway between a sex noise and a question. 
 "It's just that I'm kind of enjoying this, and I want to make Kasey ask for a little more pain." 
 "Oh," said Eileen. "Okay, yeah." 
 Lynn was cradling Kasey's cheek with her hand, wiping away tears with her thumb. "Eileen's enjoying your performance," said Lynn. "I want you to ask her to turn up the intensity on the pain now, okay?" 
 Kasey made a sort of snotty, choking noise. "Mhm," she said. 
 "Ask nicely," said Lynn. 
 "Eileen?" gasped Kasey. "Please?" 
 Eileen's cheeks were flushed, and her eyes were closed. Lynn wasn't sure that she was really listening, and she also wasn't sure if Kasey could hear her anymore; there was a subtle and complicated spell on that gag, and it didn't seem to need much in the way of additional adjustment. "Ask nicely," said Lynn. 
 "Eileen?" tried Kasey again. "Please more?" 
 It seemed that got through. Eileen adjusted the spell on the wand, and Kasey jerked back in response. Only then she didn't pull away; instead, she fucked down on the wand, gasping, choking a little on her spit. Eileen opened her eyes, looked down at Kasey. And then she came; heaving gasps, the muscles in her arms and legs spasming uncontrollably. It looked like she came twice, maybe three times—each time Kasey pushed down against her wand, it seemed to wring a few more convulsions out of her. 
 When she was finally done, she got up, pulling her wand out, and moving away from Kasey all at once.  
 "Okay," she said. "That was pretty good, but—" 
 "Easy," said Lynn. "It's going to be a bit before Kasey can walk, and it's as good a time as any to talk. Let me set her up first, okay?" 
 "I... I mean, the thing is, I'm not that interested now. I'd been thinking about this a lot, but I guess I'm not sure that it's a great idea? I mean, I'll try to work on magic with her, but. I mean, I guess it all seems kind of weird and gross, and I don't really want to face her—" 
 "Fine," said Lynn. "Got a blanket?" 
 "I guess?" said Eileen. "Let me go get it; I'll be back, honest." 
 "Good," said Lynn. The gag spell had unwound itself. But smoke still poured out of Kasey's eyes, and the ropes pulled her down and open. And the earplug spell. 
 Eileen came back with the blanket—and a pillow that Lynn hadn't asked for, but which Kasey would probably appreciate. Eileen undid the ropes and the earplug spell, but not the blindfold spell. Lynn attached Kasey's cuffs to each other and let her curl up around her feet, with Lynn sitting at the teacher's desk. So that was nice. 
 Eileen was looking more than a little uncomfortable. "Sorry," she said. "It's just... I wanted to do that stuff. I really wanted to do that stuff. And now I don't, and I feel bad about what I did to her, and I don't want to deal with all this." 
 "It's okay," said Lynn. "But here's the thing. Kasey's recovering, but she was fine—you pushed her a little harder than I push her, and it was nice to see her perform. When she pushed back against the wand? That was amazing, and she's going to get a little prize for that later." 
 Kasey kissed Lynn's foot. Eileen kept pacing back and forth in front of the desk. 
 "That's the thing about this," said Lynn. "I get that you're not into it when you're not, you know, into it? But you seemed to have a pretty good time, and Kasey definitely had a good time." 
 "I guess," said Eileen. 
 "And... okay," said Lynn. "Here's the thing. You're not into it when you're not into it, right? But when you are into it, you're way into it. That was creative and super hot, and elaborate, and it was something you really, really wanted to do." 
 "I... yeah?" 
 "So it's probably a better idea to do it like this, where there's a reason, and a time limit, and if you need help, I'm around." 
 "But Mary." 
 "I'll make it clear that if you need my help, you're getting it. Mary's doing her best to not fuck things up this time, so she's not going to fuck things up in a predictable fashion." Lynn sighed. "We've got learn stuff, you know? Not just magic, but in general. We're not... I mean, we're different now, and we've got to adjust to that." 
 "Yeah," said Eileen. She looked over the desk, to where Kasey was curled up. "I mean, she does look reasonably satisfied." 
 "Reasonably indeed," said Lynn. "Anyway. When someone does a good job, you should maybe let them know they did a good job." 
 "Oh," said Eileen. She frowned, thinking hard. "I mean, that makes sense, but at the same time, I just want it to be done?" 
 Lynn shrugged. "Look; I've had a stable relationship like this once, and for a few months. So it's not like I'm an expert. But when you're doing this stuff to someone, they might also feel weird about having enjoyed stuff they don't think of as being the sort of stuff they enjoy?" 
 "Yeah," said Eileen. "But it's not like I'm going to let them come, so that shouldn't be a problem." 
 "What, like, ever?" Lynn shook her head. "Okay, that's hot. But even if they don't come, they're going to come down from it after a while. Couple of days is just a couple of days, but longer term, if you're done, and just want to be finished, either you should play with people who have somewhere else to turn for reassurance and emotional stuff. Or you could do something that you don't particularly want to do, for the sake of getting more of the stuff that you do want to do." 
 Eileen looked startled. "But..." 
   
 "Look, I'm sure that Ethan would explain that you should never do anything that you don't want to do, when it comes to sex," said Lynn. "Or in life. Fuck if I know. But... I mean, in a normal relationship, you go shopping with them, even if that bores you, they go ice skating with you, even if they're not that interested in ice skating. Unless you find someone who wants exactly the same things you want, all the time, you make compromises like that." 
 "I don't go shopping," said Eileen. "I use magic to make things when I want them." 
 "Right," said Lynn. "Okay. But you get my point." 
 "I do," said Eileen. "Only the thing is, I can use magic to make things when I want them." 
 Lynn gave Eileen a look. "Don't mess with anything dangerous. We've got enough risks to deal with that aren't our fault." 
 "Mhm," said Eileen. "I'll work something out and check with you before I cast anything?" 
 "Please," said Lynn. 
 "Yeah." Eileen looked at Lynn, then gave a slow nod. "I mean... sorry. You're right. Thanks." 
 "Fine," said Lynn. She nudged Kasey with her toes; Kasey groaned, and curled tighter. "Come on. Up. Lots of work to do." 
 Kasey didn't get up. 
 Lynn sighed. "If we get the bathroom properly hooked up before it's time to go to bed, I'll let you give me a bath before we go to sleep." 
 Kasey groaned, but stood up. 
 "Say thank you to Eileen," Lynn added. 
 "Thank you," said Kasey. She tried looking Eileen in the eye, but couldn't quite make it; she was blushing a little, and looking down to the side. Nice. Really, really nice. 
 "You're welcome," said Eileen. "I'm sure you'll learn a lot over the next few days." 
 Blushing and looking down intensified. So, maybe they weren't doing what they were supposed to be doing, and this was a terrible idea and they were going to regret it. But it had its advantages. 
 Getting the plumbing hooked up was more complicated than it had seemed, and Parry kept coming up with good ideas that were too complicated. But, eventually, they got something that worked, and also a cage for Parry. After Kasey gave her a long, luxurious bath, Lynn pushed her down over the cage, suds dripping from Kasey's breasts and belly down onto Parry, as Lynn held her there, one hand on Kasey's neck, the other working Kasey's pussy, fucking her with her fingers and rubbing hard and fast against her clit. Judging by Parry's stiff, throbbing cock and the noises he made through his gag, he liked the view. And judging from how hard Kasey came when Lynn let her, she'd enjoyed their activities, and was looking forward to her time with Eileen. 
 It was nice to give them that, and it was nice when Parry went to sleep the way he was supposed to, in a cage and with the taste of his own come in his mouth. It was nice the way a long hot bath had warmed Lynn up properly, down to the tips of her toes and fingers, and it was nice when Kasey licked her out, patient and loving, and so slow that Lynn drifted out a little as she did it, half awake, half dreaming, her hand in Kasey's hair. 
 What was going to happen next was going to be hot, but Lynn was going to miss having them like that. 
 The next morning, when Lynn got back from her turn on watch, Kasey was already at Eileen's, and Quan was out teaching Parry wand work. So it was just Mary and Felicity back at their place, and Felicity was naked, on her hands and knees, with a feral look in her eyes and wearing a collar that had a bunch of complicated spells on it. 
 "So," said Mary. "Since lord knows you like second guessing people, lemme explain. This is based on what we did to Eileen to make her get good." 
 "Wait, what?" 
 "Shut up," said Mary. "And listen. It's based on that arousal bracelets that I had back at Eris's. It's a good idea. You have all these old stories about putting magic in things, right, rather than just casting spells on people. Guy who's magically good at fighting is going to kick the ass of someone with a magical sword, and he's harder to disarm, and nobody can steal his sword. But you can put down a magic sword, and Andrei can't put down whatever it is that he's done to himself." 
 Kasey had been happy that Lynn was giving Mary a chance to do things, so she was going to let Mary explain what she was trying to do. But trying to do the sort of thing that they'd done to Eileen didn't seem like a safe idea. 
 "So, okay. With Eileen, we cut the connection between the part of her mind that thought things through, and the part that decided what to do. And we made her hornier. Collar sort of does that." 
 Turned out, letting Mary explain what she wanted to do was really hard. That was what they'd done to Eileen, and then Eileen had started casting spells on herself that made her more like that and more like that until she was a monster, inside and out. It'd improved her casting, but. 
 "Felicity needs a bit of a break from thinking about things. But, check this out." Mary undid the snap to the collar. It fell open, and Felicity gasped. She was still naked and on her hands and knees, but she went from looking feral and dangerous to looking like Felicity feeling a little stupid about being on her hands and knees, and a little shocked at the transition. 
 Then Mary snapped it back on, and the sex kitten Felicity was back. "Eh?" she said. "Further changes to personality and ability will be a, prevented because we're going to be keeping an eye on her and giving her what she needs, not like team stupid did with Eileen, and b, reversible, because they're piled on top of the spells on the collar." 
 Well, maybe. 
 "Now, yeah, Eileen mostly used magic to make herself better at magic, and while that worked out really well for her, it also could've left her dead or possessed, or just generally screwed up. So we're not going to risk that. But there was some improvement right away. Also, this version of Felicity is a lot more focused on the here and now, and can be really motivated by treats, so it's probably going to be easier to train her than old fucked in the head Felicity, who has her problems on her mind. Okay?" 
 "I guess," said Lynn. "I mean—" 
 "Yes, fine, Lynn," said Mary. "If things start going wrong, we'll pull the plug and everyone will pitch in and help, like a team." 
 "Treats?" said Lynn. 
 Mary smiled hungrily. "That's where you come in." 
 "Uh?" 
 "You've done a good job and helped us all out, and we're all grateful. So, you've got two options. You can spend the next few days lazing about, thinking your genius thoughts and throwing rocks at Ethan. Or, if you insist, we'll go through all the effort of keeping you from feeling lonely and neglected while your friends are doing all the work." Mary stepped closer, and Felicity prowled after her on her hands and knees. "So here's the deal. I'm going out with sexpet to play a little bit in the snow, and then talk to Eileen about group activities. If you want to lay about on your bed eating bonbons, that's fine. But if not, I want this place to be clean, I want lunch ready, and when I come back, I want you ass up, face down, spreading yourself open in case Quan wants to fuck something female before enjoying your boyfriend. Okay?" 
 Lynn swallowed, and Mary grinned.  
 "I mean," said Mary. "You've been a big help to all of us, and I really appreciate the way that you got Felicity back alive.  And also that we don't have to reconstruct Liam from a spider-riddled corpse, because that would be a huge pain. So, honestly, you get to spend the next few days however you like best. You'll still have to stand watches and help with defense spells and maintenance and so on, but whatever you want, we'll go with. I'm just pretty sure I know what you want." 
 Then she left, and Lynn breathed out. 
 It wasn't fair, was what it was. And also, it wasn't like there was a huge amount of cleaning that she had to do? They'd just finished building the house, and there hadn't been much time for it to get cluttered. Lynn tidied up the towels and so on, with the excuse that she just didn't want things to get messy. And then she looked in the closet. They'd made the closet from pine, using magic to cut and shape the boards, which still oozed with aromatic resin. And there, next to the rack of fatigues, was a maid's costume. A very brief maid's costume, with the feather duster and garters and the stupid lace hat. 
 She didn't have to. She could, but she didn't have to. And Mary would be a little disappointed, and it could be that Kasey would have a side-bet on, but no. Kasey wouldn't have bet on Lynn taking a few days vacation instead of being a sex maid. 
 It wasn't fair that everyone knew her that well, and it wasn't fair that she was going to have to do this to herself, rather than being able to pretend that this was something other people wanted, and she was just going along with it. She didn't even like... well, no. She did like Mary. But what she wanted was Kasey and Parry, but they were going to be working on magic and also being fucked by other people, which was hot, and... 
 Okay, the dress and apron-thing were more or less the right size, and those fit. And the heels were her size, but were also a lot more heel than Lynn normally wore. And then there was that lace... doily... hat? How did you even get that thing to stay in your hair? A pin? Glue? Pins. There were pins. And there were stockings and garters, and there definitely wasn't underwear, and there were long silk... well, they weren't gloves, exactly, because they went down to her hands but didn't cover her fingers, and went back up to her elbows, and there was lace at the hand and elbow. Arm-warmers? 
 Weren't very warm, though. Truth was, the whole costume wasn't very warm, but that was probably the point. 
 It was hot, though. Hot and more than a little ridiculous. There was a mirror at the back of the closet, and Lynn struck a pose with her right leg straight and her left leg bent, then flirted her hips. She looked like someone who'd dressed up more daringly than usual for Halloween and was feeling wicked and cold and awkward. 
 She looked like a kid having a good time, which was a depressing thought, and which made her want to take that stuff off and get dressed in something more sensible and get to work on something. Only there wasn't anything in particular she needed to work on. And yeah, she wasn't a college freshman hoping for a fun Halloween, but she had to keep some connection to the college freshman she might have been. 
 Hopefully, that was someone who was way into a bunch of kinky shit. Lynn tottered over to the kitchen and got to work on lunch. There was frozen fish, as usual, and the problem was that while she could turn it into burgers and fries or lemon chiffon whatever, there was always something vaguely fishy about whatever they made out of that. Fish-flavored cheesecake wasn't her favorite. So, fish. And also bread, made from transmuted pinecones and inner bark, and soda from roots and gravel. Soda tasted right anyway, because soda probably was actually made from roots and gravel. Enough for everyone, though Kasey probably wasn't going to be eating with them. 
 With the fish and bread keeping warm in the oven, Lynn transmuted fancy place settings. Well, place settings that looked fancy. The magic was pretty slapdash, because it just had to last for a meal. Not like the work that had gone into her French maid outfit, which was actually pretty good. 
 Maybe it was a bad idea. It probably was. Jordan was out swallowing beetles in the coal goblin mines, or whatever, and she was wearing a doily on her head and transmuting napkins that folded right like an idiot. But Mary had genuinely worked hard at setting things up, and it wasn't like Lynn had any idea of what she was supposed to do that would actually help with Jordan, or which would protect them from coal goblins. So she finished setting the table, and she hung up the clothing that had been left scattered here and there, then she took up the pose that Mary had told her to take, face against the stone floor, ass in the air, spreading herself open. 
 Wasn't a comfortable pose, but that was kind of the point. 
 She didn't have to hold the pose long, before Mary came back. "Well," said Mary. "There's a big lump of not a surprise. And yeah, that's about right—you're always doing everyone's work for them all the time anyway. Now you can do it while dressed appropriately. No, Fifi, down. You'll get to fuck it when you've earned a prize. Anyhow, girl, I made you a thing as well." 
 It was a chain that went around Lynn's waist, cold enough to make her twitch and whimper. 
 "Not too different from the arousal bracelet, but improved. Not stupid intense, turns off when the belt is off. And also you can't come unless the person who put the belt on tells you to. At which point... well. You'll see. If you're good." Mary ran a couple of fingers along Lynn's pussy, and then pushed them inside of her. "I'd say it was working, but you've clearly gotten started on your own. Right?" 
 "I...yeah, I guess," said Lynn. 
 "Good!" said Mary. "Also, you get caned when you fail to call someone sir or ma'am, so get the cane." 
 Lynn had noticed a cane in the closet, when she'd been getting dressed. One of those whippy rattan canes. Lynn had to stand bent over and holding onto her ankles as Mary whipped her ass hard enough to show that she was really enjoying herself. Then Lynn had to apologize for not calling her ma'am and serve lunch. 
 Quan and Parry came back as Lynn was serving the fish to Mary. Quan seemed... not exactly impatient, but tolerantly amused by what was going on. Parry was pretty into it, though. Lynn could feel him watching her as she went back and forth with the food and drinks. That was nice. Be nicer if his cock was locked up in a cage, or if he was getting in trouble for being aroused or... 
 That belt was a pretty good effect, honestly. It wasn't like the arousal spell that they'd used on her right before Eileen had gone rogue, which had made her instantly super turned on. It was more that whenever Lynn's mind wandered, it wandered over to sex. Even more so than usual. As Lynn cleared dishes and pulled as much of the energy she could get back out of their transmutation, Mary was playing with Felicity, patting her head, and rubbing her pussy when she lifted the practice stones they had in the house. Felicity was practically purring at that, loose and relaxed and already doing considerably better than she had when they'd done the practice. Maybe Mary would let Lynn wear Felicity's collar later? If it worked, one good session would make a huge difference to Lynn's wand work, and Felicity's breasts looked so heavy and soft. 
 Whether or not it was the belt, Lynn did kind of want that to be the way they did things, rather than being adults all the time, and only having sex when they had time to spare. 
 When lunch was over, Mary had Felicity demonstrate how many of the practice rocks she could lift—it was up twenty from what she'd done when they were trying to figure out everyone's base ability—and apparently that was a good enough result to earn her a reward. 
 "Mounting position, girl," said Mary. 
 Lynn looked at her. 
 "On your hands and knees," explained Mary. "Head up, mouth open." 
 So Lynn got on her hands and knees, and flipped her skirt off her ass. Not that it was covering much of it anyway. That got Felicity's attention. She crawled over, sniffed at Lynn's crotch. Then she gave it a long lick, which was kind of unexpected. Well, if Felicity's prize was that she was going to lick Lynn out, that wasn't likely to be too traumatic. 
 Only she didn't do that. She pushed in underneath Lynn, then flipped her over, and then started grinding her crotch into Lynn's face. That wasn't too traumatic, either, honestly. It hurt, because Felicity didn't seem to care about crushing Lynn's nose or letting her get enough air. But her eagerness, and how little attention she was paying to Lynn, were really hot, and that wasn't just the belt talking. 
 Lynn relaxed underneath Felicity, licking, breathing when she could, trying to get Felicity off before Felicity got impatient with her and did something worse. It was a simple job, something that she could do that didn't involve too much thinking or too much danger. She was among friends. 
 Felicity came quickly and hard, but she didn't seem satisfied. She came again, right afterward, just as hard, and then shifted position so that Lynn had to lick her butt as she touched herself. Mary finally pulled Felicity her when she'd gone from masturbating to hitting Lynn's breasts. 
 "Either of you two want her before you get back to work?" said Mary. 
 "Sure," said Parry, and "No," said Quan, at once. Parry looked crestfallen, which was adorable. 
 "If you get a ten percent improvement, you'll be allowed to fuck her," said Quan. "Less than that, she's going to fuck you with a strap-on for an hour." 
 "Oh," said Parry. 
 Quan smiled and chucked him under his chin. "I mean, either way, you get to come across my shoes. But come on; I think you can get this." 
 They were done eating, and it was time for Mary and Felicity to go on watch. Felicity had been eating from a bowl under the table, and she'd kept biting at Lynn's ankles when she went past, which was kind of hot, but also kind of painful and annoying, and Lynn wasn't sure how hot she'd have found it without the belt. That thing was insidious. 
 The collar came off, and Felicity was Felicity again. Only maybe a little looser? She gave Lynn a grin and squeezed her ass on the way out, so it wasn't like she was terribly embarrassed by what she'd done under the influence. 
 "Oh, and," said Mary, when she was halfway out the door. She did a quick conjuration—not a great one, wand work was a little uncertain, but it got the job done—and filled one of the empty bowls with dried lentils. Then she dumped the bowl out in the fireplace. "Pick those up, without disturbing the ashes. One lentil at a time. Get it all done when we come back, you get a prize." 
 "Lentils?" said Quan, from where he was suiting up. 
 "It's from Cinderella, jeez," said Mary. "And do it with the levitation you're supposed to practice, not summoned turtledoves or shit." 
 Lynn hadn't really done a lot of close reading of fairytales, so she wasn't sure that there were any lentils or turtledoves in Cinderella. Although, lentils and turtledoves sounded like it might be a good recipe? Anyhow, she had to start levitating lentils, because there wasn't really anything else to do. Also, it was practice that she needed, whether or not she was going to be tested and her results counted for the team average. She'd been doing a lot of things, but she hadn't had the time to really focus on her wand work. 
 It was boring. 
 One lentil up, pin it in the air over the bowl. Then another, and another and another, her wand describing the same loops and whorls, over, and over and over. Just that, until she couldn't anymore, and the spell unravelled, and they all fell into the bowl. And then again. Same spell, more dried lentils. Over, and over, with the belt doing its best to convince her that it was arousing. The belt, or that was just the way that she was now. Given the space to think about anything she wanted, it was increasingly elaborate and depraved sex fantasies about everyone she knew. 
 If Mary turned around and told her that there wasn't actually an enchantment on the belt, and "the pervert was you all along", Lynn was going to...well, maybe she'd get Quan and Parry to spitroast Mary, and she'd use mind-magic to convince her that those cocks were going deeper than they were, so that Mary was...  
 Okay. Lentils. 
 She got the last of the lentils into the bowl just as Mary and Felicity came back. Mary looked at the bowl, nodded. "Good job," she said. "Orgasm." 
 Lynn hadn't been anywhere close to orgasm, so the sudden pleasure, the sudden sensation—it hurt, the muscles of her pussy and her stomach twisting and pulling unexpectedly. She gasped, a hand going over her belly. 
 Maybe Mary wasn't playing tricks and convincing her that a non-magical belt was enchanted. 
 "Again," said Mary, and it happened again—another twisting crest of pleasure that left her feeling like she'd been punched in the belly. 
 "Huh," said Mary. "Pretty great. And heck, you did a good job. Five more." 
 They hit, one after the other. As soon as the sensation from one finished, the next one started without giving her time to catch her breath or recover. When they were done, Lynn was lying curled up on the floor, clutching her stomach, one of the stupid high heels that Mary had given her on the floor next to her, the other one still on. 
 "Now quit lazing about. Give Fifi a bath and then get dinner ready." 
 Lynn slowly pushed herself back up to her knees, trying to pull herself together. At some point during that performance, Felicity had gotten undressed again, and she was wearing the sex kitten collar. So that would've made it more fun to give her a bath, except that poor-impulse-control Felicity really didn't like it when Lynn tried to brush her hair, and got bitey. Then came dinner, in which a slab of frozen moose got turned into turtledove and lentils, as well as into burgers and fries. Parry and Quan came back for dinner, and they ate. Then it was time for Mary and Quan to sit on the couch while Parry and Felicity gave them oral, and Lynn had to make sure that both Parry and Felicity were staying aroused. 
 Homey was a strange word for it. But it was homey. Quan and Mary talked about how the training had gone—Felicity's improvement was probably the most marked, but Parry had done well enough that he was going to be allowed to fuck Lynn, and Lynn had gotten better without magic or attention or anything—just practice. 
 "See, the way I see it," said Mary, as Parry's head moved rhythmically against her crotch, "Lynn is a good control group." 
 "Uh?" said Quan. Parry was good at giving head—he had two girlfriends, so if he wasn't good at giving head, that'd be weird, but Felicity was a lot more enthusiastic about what she was doing. And Quan had to pay more attention to her, because of that tendency toward biteyness. 
 "Yes, haha, control, sex joke. But I mean, that's probably as good as team loser is doing." 
 "Make sense," said Quan. 
 "Thanks. Okay, girl, switch them around." 
 So Lynn pulled Felicity off of Quan, which took some doing, and then replaced her there with Parry, and vice-versa. It didn't take too long before they were done. Then Mary prodded Felicity into Parry's cage and tied up Lynn over it, her breasts pushed down through the bars on top, so that Parry could fuck her. 
 Mary had made another orgasm control belt for Parry, so no matter how close he got, and how hard he fucked her, he couldn't finish. Mary found it hilarious, and it hurt, and also Felicity biting Lynn's breasts hurt. But it wasn't a bad hurt. It was a hurt that felt good to lose herself in. 
 When Parry was done with his prize, he had to kneel next to Quan and jerk off. Quan played with his hair and talked about how the training went and what they were going to work on the next day. Then Mary let Felicity out of the cage and had her lick Quan's shoes clean of Parry's come. 
 Mary and Quan went to bed together. Felicity was given a little rug at the foot of their bed, Parry was tied up in Lynn and Kasey's bed, and Lynn had to sleep in Parry's cage. It felt safe. As she drifted off, she resolved that when they could, they'd work on adding defense spells to Parry's cage. That was something they could do for him, and it was sort of the point of the cage in the first place. 
 Next morning, Lynn was on watch for the first shift with Eileen. Ethan had worked out the shifts, and it was harder to work out a way for eleven people to split the work up equally than it had been with twelve. He'd done his best to keep people who'd be too distracted by each other from being on watch at the same time, which was fair enough. Only Lynn was plenty distracted by Eileen, because Eileen was doing stuff to Kasey, and Lynn wanted to know about it. 
 But they genuinely needed to keep their full attention to what was going on. There were scrying pools, and distant eyes, and warding spells, and Parry and Liam were working on adding a new series of wards, and they had to watch them, and make sure that the wards were interacting properly. 
 At least the chairs were comfortable. And Juan had found chicory roots under the snow, which probably would've given them a limit to how far north they could be if they'd who'd memorized the ranges of random plants. It produced a drink that was almost enough like coffee that it didn't taste too bad after it was transmuted. So they sat in chairs and drank chicory and watched their screens. Then it was time to go back and change out of fatigues and into the French maid outfit. 
 Two more days of work that needed to be done, and then work which didn't actually need to be done, but which amused people when she did it. And sex. The sex was pretty good, even though she couldn't come from it, and the orgasms were both painful and arbitrary, which was kind of hot. 
 They were going to try again with the levitation spells the next day, so everyone was on edge at dinner. Parry's progress was good, Felicity's was a lot better, and Lynn had managed to get her numbers up. Not quite to where Kasey had been, but she was almost as good as Ethan had been. Which was, apparently, a sufficiently good result that Mary decided to reward her by a trip over to Eileen's. 
 "Now, I want you sane for this," she explained. "But at the same time, when I bring a pet for a play-date, it's pretty obvious that you're going to have to be naked and crawling. And no talking. If you can't behave properly, we're going to have to go home, and you're going to be punished. So this isn't a magic collar, it's just a collar. Put it on, strip, hands and knees, and let's go." 
 Crawling was, in all honesty, easier than the heels. Naked was less appealing, because it was freaking cold outside, and it wasn't like Eileen's house was right there. Sure, it had been hot when she'd done it to Kasey, but that was different. Mainly because it happening to someone else, and also because Lynn had got to watch it happening to Kasey. Or, more precisely, because it was happening to someone else and not happening to her, and Lynn got to watch it happening to Kasey when she was dressed warmly. That was an important distinction, because Eileen met them outside her house, and she had Kasey in one of those harnesses that people used for dogs, because apparently that was better for them than collars. 
 Also, black smoke was pouring out of Kasey's eyes, and her mouth was sewn shut with threads of black smoke. That was a super amazing look, but it was so cold it was like burning, everywhere. Lynn made an inarticulate noise, and strained toward Kasey. Mary laughed and pulled back on Lynn's lead, choking her a little. Eileen gave her a curious look.  
 "Oh, fine," said Mary, giving a little more slack to the lead. "You can go say hello." 
 Lynn scurried through the snow, to get as close as she could to Kasey, pressing up against her, because she was warm, and also because she was Kasey, and she hadn't seen her for like a whole day. It was hard to say if she was making happy little noises because she was doing a puppy impression or because that was about how capable she was of articulating how happy she was to see Kasey. And once Kasey figured out who was pushing against her, she was just as happy, turning and nuzzling into Lynn's neck. It was still impossibly cold, and her fingers and toes were tingling warningly, but there was a heat coiling in her belly, and not just because of the chain. Kasey smelled like Kasey, and felt like Kasey, and they didn't have anything else they had to do right then. 
 "Is it okay if we let them fuck?" asked Mary. 
 "Well," said Eileen. "I've allowed Kasey to have her labia back, because she passed a thirty percent improvement, but she still doesn't have a clitoris. So I don't know how much she's going to get out of it." 
 "Huh," said Mary. "It looks like all her bits are there?" 
 "Mind-magic," said Eileen. "It took her forever to earn back a pee-hole, and I was tempted to push that, but I didn't want to cause brain or bladder damage. Still, it's safer than actually cutting off the parts that I want to restrict." 
 "Also," said Mary. "I feel like if we don't bring them inside soon, they're going to die." 
 "That is a concern," said Eileen. "Heel!" she said, and Kasey froze into position, then made a sad little whine as she pulled away from Lynn, and scurried over to Eileen, to be rewarded with a pat on the head. "Why don't you come inside. I'll make a cup of tea, and we can talk about how they're doing." 
 "Sure," said Mary. "Uh, heel." 
 Wasn't quite as frightening as when Eileen had said that, but Lynn wanted to go inside, so she crawled over behind Mary, and looked up. And she also got a pat on her head, anyway. 
 Inside was warm. Eileen had made a couple of those spindly little chairs with cushions that weren't that comfortable, with equally spindly tables next to them. Mary took her seat and gave Lynn a snooty look as she picked up her teacup and saucer. Then she giggled. 
 "Can you give Lynn a cock?" said Mary. 
 "You mean one that Kasey will feel as well?" asked Eileen. "That's a little trickier, but... yeah, I think so." 
 Lynn tensed. 
 "I don't know, though," said Eileen. "It's a little... I could probably tie it to the arousal spell you have on her, so that when you tell her to orgasm, she'll feel it in the cock." 
 "Nice," said Mary. 
 "The principle is more or less the same as a general illusion—but if you put the tags of an illusion into multiple targets at once..."  
 Mary tapped Lynn on the nose. "Okay, the people are talking now. Try licking Kasey. She hasn't been allowed to come for a while." 
 "And she's not going to be." Eileen sounded severe. "Honestly, what you're doing with Lynn is your choice, but I don't think it's appropriate to let them come." 
 Okay, that was hot. And it was also hot the way Kasey jack-knifed when she felt Lynn's tongue, and made deeply frustrated noises when Lynn licked at her. Because yeah, she responded normally when Lynn licked at most of her pussy, but it was like her clit wasn't even there—when Lynn touched Kasey in the spot over her pussy, Kasey gave the half-tickled, half-aroused twitch that she normally did when Lynn did that, but she didn't respond at all to anything that Lynn did to her clit. 
 Still, Kasey was plenty happy to see her. And she was happy to see Kasey, and then she had a cock. 
 That was weird. 
 Lynn knew that it was mind-magic, that it wasn't real, that there wasn't anything actually between her legs besides what was normally there. But it felt completely real. She felt its weight first. Weights. The cock and the balls felt different, sort of... she pulled back from Kasey to look at it. 
 It was there, and it was at half-mast, and it wasn't right. Her stomach and her thighs and everything—that was the only thing that changed, that instead of having a vulva, she had a penis. It was a nice penis, maybe? 
 Kasey growled, butted up against her. And then stopped when she felt it. She hadn't been listening to Eileen and Mary talking, for whatever reason. So she didn't know what was going on with Lynn. Eileen and Mary were watching from Eileen's uncomfortable chairs, and they both looked pretty intent, as Kasey reached out hesitantly and stroked Lynn's cock. Which felt really strange, and also it moved? Like it was sort of under its own power, and sort of not, but it was twitching, and it was really sensitive. Like as sensitive as parts that were inside of her. Uncomfortably sensitive. 
 "Go on," said Mary. "Make her suck it." 
 "You think?" said Eileen. "I mean, it's funnier watching them play with something that isn't there. When it's in Kasey's mouth, it'd be like—" 
 "It's going to be watching hilarious sex mimes," said Mary. "Later trap them in a box, and maybe make them walk into the wind." 
 "Hm." said Eileen. "Okay, Kasey, suck Lynn's penis." The strings of black smoke that had been holding Kasey's mouth closed vanished, and she turned. 
 There was something sort of prim about the way that Eileen had said penis. Lynn had to fight back a giggle, but then Kasey's lips wrapped around her cock, and Lynn gasped. It wasn't so much that it felt better than getting head normally did, it was that it felt different. It was also bigger than it had been, and straining like... well, not like anything, exactly. Like it was part of her and not part of her, and there was the way it felt sliding into Kasey's mouth. Lynn closed her eyes and groaned, her hands knotting in Kasey's hair. 
 "Heh," said Mary, somewhere far away and not important. "Look at the way she's paying attention to the invisiballs." 
 She was, and it felt great. But it wasn't easy to lie back and take it, properly. It wasn't right, and it wasn't her, and she knew it wasn't, but also it indisputably was. It was like trying to believe that her hand wasn't her. 
 "Okay," said Mary. "Come. Lots of it." 
 It was like an electric shock. Sort of from inside of her, and then out—there was an instant that Lynn thought she'd lost control of her bladder or something, but it felt good, it felt better than good, and Kasey was choking, making little coughing noises as she tried to swallow what was pulsing out of Lynn. 
 "More," said Mary. "Again." 
 The cock had already been sensitive, but now it was more sensitive, and more hurt. Kasey was... Lynn pulled back out of her mouth, and sprayed over Kasey's face. It felt a little like an orgasm, but also a little like peeing, and also like she'd been pushing against pressure, and now it was gone. And also a bit like cutting a vein open, if she'd had a fever. It was so good. 
 Lynn collapsed backward, looking at the streamers of come across Kasey's cheek and nose and up into her hair, and sure, those were illusions, but Kasey looked sweet like that. "Hey," said Mary. "You made a mess, Lynn. Clean it off." 
 Lynn looked up at her. "Lots of tongue," said Mary. 
 She'd had sex with enough guys to know that come didn't taste great. And even after Mary had forced a half-dozen orgasms out of her, one after the other, Lynn had always kind of been interested in more sex. But now she was feeling a little boneless and relaxed and she wanted... well, that wasn't the point, was it. She was naked and doing what she told, and that thought sent a pulse through her tender and shrinking cock. 
 She leaned forward and licked Kasey's face. Which made Kasey grin and lick at Lynn's collarbone. "Yeah," said Mary. "That's the stuff. Now, more blowjob, when it hurts." 
 Kasey leaned further down and licked at Lynn's cock, which made Lynn yelp and pull away. That hurt—it felt good, but it was too much. 
 Mary tsked. "On your back, Lynn," she said, and then there were ropes of magic holding Lynn in place, on her back. And she couldn't get away from it, and Kasey knew that Lynn was suffering, which made her go after her, because, well, fair enough, and Lynn wanted her to stop, only then she didn't entirely want her to stop. 
 That belt was a really good invention, honestly. 
 There wasn't any way for Lynn to know if the illusory cock they'd given her worked like normal cocks did. But it didn't take her too long before she was erect again, and pushing against Kasey's mouth and tongue, rather than trying to get away from it. 
 "Up and on her," said Eileen. "No, bad Kasey! The other way." Kasey turned around quickly, and settled her cunt onto Lynn's cock. That was strange. It was different than it had been in Kasey's mouth. Warmer and tighter, and also it felt like if Kasey shifted her weight wrong, she'd break it. And Lynn was moving, whether or not she'd wanted to move. She felt light-headed, and her hands trembled, and if this was what sex was for guys, maybe she'd let Parry have vaginal sex occasionally? Because it was great. 
 Kasey seemed to think so, too. Eileen had made her turn around, so Lynn was watching her back, but she knew her well enough to recognize the urgency in her rhythm, the way her hands were clutching tight on Lynn's legs, the little beads of sweat at her neck... 
 "So," said Mary. "Since it's an illusion, I could make Lynn come so hard that Kasey would think it was coming out of her mouth, right?" 
 For a little while, the only sounds were Lynn and Kasey panting, and the slap of skin against skin. 
 "I haven't prepared anything that elaborate," said Eileen. "And there are risks in deviating too far from the physical realities." 
 "I suppose," said Mary. "Maybe we'll make Lynn work out the spell, and then cast it on her." 
 "Maybe," said Eileen noncomittally. And then it was just Lynn and Kasey fucking again. 
 "Okay," said Mary, after a while. "That's enough fun. Orgasm, Lynn." 
 She did, instantly, the force of it lifting her hips up, that same gush of release, that feeling like she was exploding, emptying. It didn't feel as good as a regular orgasm, or at least, not as nice, not as pleasurable. But it was more intense. 
 "And again," said Mary. That wasn't so much a release, and it left her feeling sore, and sensitive, and— "Three more!" said Mary, and Lynn was screaming in pain with the last of those; there wasn't anything left, and she was pushing, and it hurt, and it hurt. 
 "Okay," said Eileen, as Lynn writhed. "Get off her, Kasey, gently. And clean her up." 
 Kasey did her best to be gentle, but Lynn was way too sensitive not to gasp and sob as Kasey climbed off of her cock, already shrinking and incredibly sensitized. It looked a little raw, getting small and soft as Kasey licked around it, cleaning off Lynn's come and her juices, her fingers cool. Even though Lynn wasn't interested in sex at that moment, the way Kasey was attending to her was sweet. And Kasey was still massively turned on, which was nice. 
 "And cancel the illusion," said Mary. 
 All of a sudden, Lynn's parts were back to normal, and there wasn't come on her. One second, drying stickily on her thighs, and the next, gone. Kasey was still cupping her balls gently, only she didn't have balls, so Kasey was cupping air with a tender look on her face. It was gone, and Lynn let out a long, relieved breath. 
 "Aw," said Mary. "Not so much with the penis envy? Anyhow. It's time for Parry to get his reward, which is fucking your ass. And tomorrow is a big day for us, when we win this stupid challenge and can start educating people. Kiss Kasey goodbye." 
 Kissing Kasey seemed like a good idea, so Lynn did that. 
 Mary sighed. "I mean kiss her butthole, Lynn," she said. "With tongue." 
 Eileen had sewn up Kasey's lips again, but Lynn could see her smiling despite the threads of smoke. Well, fine. It wasn't something that she necessarily loved doing, but Kasey liked it, and Lynn liked making Kasey happy. 
 And she liked making Parry happy too, which was good, because being fucked in the ass was uncomfortable. And while Parry did it, she couldn't help thinking about what he was feeling, the weight of his cock inside of her. Having an illusory penis had been weird and uncomfortable, and once Kasey found out that Lynn had thought it was weird and uncomfortable, she was one hundred percent going to learn how to cast that spell, and she was going to do it to her a lot. Unless Lynn asked her not to, in which case she never would. 
 Lynn was already drifting off by the time Parry recovered from fucking her and had to jerk off over Quan's shoes. Then they took her out of the cage, tied her to the foot of the bed, and had her lick Mary while she made out with Quan, and then kiss their feet while they fucked. 
 If it hadn't been for the whole illusory cock and multiple orgasms, Lynn would've been a lot more into it, but as it was, it was kind of a chore, and she was missing Kasey. But, whatever. She did what she wanted, and fell asleep tied to the foot of the bed. 
 Next morning, it was stupid maid outfit again, and breakfast for everyone, and then blowjobs for Mary and Quan as Felicity prowled around under the table and bit her. Apparently, when you took away the normal restraints of morality and social conditioning, Felicity liked biting people. Well, everyone liked what they liked. And Lynn still had that belt on, so whether or not she would've naturally thought that was hot, right then, she thought it was pretty hot. 
 Truth was, she probably would've naturally thought it was hot. Both the biting, and the way that Felicity was just doing whatever she wanted, without any of that morality and etcetera. 
 "Sadly," said Mary, "I need to get a little more work in before my girl has to perform. But you're Felicity's prize if she does well, so when you get back from your shift on guard duty, clean the house, face down, ass up." And a helping of conjured millet and ashes, which was fair enough. 
 The shift on guard duty wasn't bad. Lynn was with Juan, who didn't have much to say to her, so they concentrated on their screens and scrying pools, and go thet work done. The defenses had been getting better, more autonomous. The only excitement was when a moose blundered into their outer line wards. Lynn brought it down through the scrying pool, and Juan went and collected it, so that they'd have something to eat that didn't taste vaguely of fish and pine regardless of what they transmuted it into. And then it was back to being French Maid Cinderella. 
 Mary and Felicity came back before Lynn was done with the millet. Mary clicked her tongue and shook her head. Lynn dropped the seeds she'd been lifting into the bowl and ran over to the entrance, taking the pose that Mary had demanded. 
 At which point, she got to hear Mary trying to get Felicity to do things. 
 "Yeah, I know," she said. "But the thing is, I'm not actually ready to cast that illusion, so you're going to have to be satisfied with a purely mechanical solution, with maybe a little magic to make it fun for you. So, stay. Good girl!" 
 Clinks and grunts. 
 "There," said Mary. "It's on. Now." 
 Felicity made an irritated noise, and Lynn could hear her moving around. Just crouching, head down, ass up, was leaving her twitchy and wet, aching for touch, anything. Then Felicity was on her in a rush, and Lynn had the touch she wanted. Felicity was grabbing her, pressed against her, climbing on her. Lynn moaned and twisted as Felicity bit down on her neck, pulled her up so that she was on her hands and knees. And Felicity's strap-on prodded up against her. 
 "Aww," said Mary. "You want her butt, Fifi? Okay, okay, hold on, let me get a lube spell in there—" 
 Felicity wasn't waiting, and it hurt, and Lynn was twisting to avoid letting it in, but also maybe it hurt good, and she'd let her— 
 A rush of cool wetness inside, spreading, dripping down Lynn's legs, and the strap-on slid into her ass. Not quite easily; Lynn gritted her teeth against the discomfort, but at the same time, she was moving into it. 
 The way Felicity fucked her wasn't human—it was faster and harder than people tended to be. The strap-on was clearly a toy rather than living flesh, because there wasn't that give in it, and it kept ramming into her. And Felicity kept biting her. Neck and shoulders, hard. It hurt, and it hurt good, and when Felicity ground into her, she could feel the sweat dripping onto her back. It was easier and more fun than trying to study magic, honestly. 
 "At some point," said Mary, "gotta do this long term with a chick. Belt to keep her permanently drippy, but only giving her orgasms when she gets fucked in the ass by the family pet." 
 Lynn groaned. That was...yeah. She was sweating with Felicity's heat pressed up against her, and even though she wasn't getting anything on her pussy at all, not even a touch, she was way, way into it, mind-meltingly into it. 
 When Felicity came, she thrust hard enough into Lynn's ass that it felt like the strap-on should've been poking out of her mouth, and bit into Lynn's shoulder hard enough to draw blood. At which point, Mary had Lynn come a couple of times and patched her up, and then gave her a slap on the ass and sent her off to see how much she'd improved between the first and second test with the levitation spell. 
 Turned out, when the numbers were tallied, Lynn had improved as much as Liam had, and she wasn't one of the people who'd been trying to get her numbers up to see who was better. Could be that she was just a little more relaxed during the second trials than she had been for a while, and that helped. 
 Kasey did better than that, and so did Felicity. And while Parry's improvement wasn't quite so dramatic, it was good enough to move him past Liam. When they got to the final results, Eileen was still at the top, but Kasey had actually gotten pretty close. And Felicity had passed Ethan to come in third. Then came Ethan and Lynn, then Juan, Quan, Mary, Parry, Liam, and Cassandra. 
 Ethan looked pretty disconsolate, when they got together to talk about the results. Parry and Juan were on watch, but everyone else was there, and they were all interested in what the results meant. "So, I guess Eileen fuckteaches Cassandra now?" said Mary, after they'd finished the calculations. 
 Nobody said anything. 
 Mary sighed. "This is where you're both supposed to say no, and people get mad at me for being mean." 
 "I just want to get out of here alive?" said Cassandra quietly. "I don't want to have to... what those goblins did, I..." she was on the verge of tears. 
 "Nobody's teachfucking unless they want to," said Kasey. "And nobody gets teachfucked unless they want to." She snuck a glance at Lynn, who nodded. Obviously that was right. "But, well, the stuff we did worked? I mean, here. Let's do a quick test to see if it generalized: we'll take turns casting light spells, and see how many ten lumen lights each of us can get up at once. That'll—" 
 Ethan sighed. "Honestly, we'd probably do worse at that. We were practicing levitation when we could, and not anything else." 
 "So if you want to live out the year," said Mary, "Eileen gets to put red hot pokers up your butt, or whatever it was she was doing." 
 They hadn't planned it like that, but the communal building had wound up looking like a classroom, with rows of chairs around the edge and an empty space in the middle in case they wanted to demonstrate things. The light was centered around the empty space, so now they were all sort of shadowed. Lynn looked over at Eileen, who was looking pale. 
 "No," said Lynn. "I think that of those two, Kasey could probably explain what they did there better, and... hm. Okay. Seems clear from Kasey's result that there's just as much room for improvement in people at the top of the chart as there is at people who aren't doing so well, but it's probably most critical for the people who aren't doing well to do better? So how about the four people who did the worst at the most recent test have to pick one of the... " 
 "Hey!" said Mary. 
 "Hey, Mary!" said Lynn, cheerfully. "That's right—you did do worse than I did, didn't you? And worse than Quan too. So you four work it out, talk to the four people who finished higher, and find someone who'll spent their free time working with you. I mean, you're friends with Kasey, so I'm sure that she'll be able to help you. Or maybe Felicity will want to show how much she appreciates all that you did for her. Or—" 
 "Lynn?" said Ethan. "If your point is that you want me to teach Cassandra, I'm not sure that I understand what the difference is between what I've done, and what I'm going to do." 
 "You're going to talk to Mary, Quan, and Eileen about what they did. And you're going to incorporate as much of that as possible." Lynn sighed. "I don't know. I'd like to say that if you don't do well, someone is going to have uncomfortable sex with you, but... I'm not going to use sex as a punishment, I guess." 
 "Boo!" said Mary. "Impeach! Boo!" 
 "Thanks," said Lynn. "But fuck it. You want Cassandra to do better. You don't want people to get captured by coal goblins and fed beetles. So you're going to listen when they talk, and you'll see what you can do, if anything. If you can't... hell. At least Liam will learn from someone who'll do stuff?" 
 "Felicity," said Liam. Everyone looked at him, and he went red around the ears and neck. "I mean, if she'll... shit." Liam looked down. Then looked back up at Felicity. "I treated you like shit because I was being an asshole. And you..." 
 Felicity sat there, looking at him, not saying anything. 
 "Please? I feel like... I guess there's stuff that... " Still not there. Finally, he looked straight at her. "Please? We've been breaking up into groups because of stuff we've done, and it's not smart. If you're willing to try to teach me, I'd like to learn from you." 
 "Maybe," said Felicity. "I'm going to need a chaperone, though, to make sure I don't kill you." 
 "Felicity," said Lynn. "You're also going to teach him? I mean, for real, not just teach him about not stealing boyfriends and not committing assault and all that?" 
 "I... yeah. And I'm not actually going to be having sex with him. But we've got some things to work out, and we're going to be doing that, in addition to practicing... what? The light thing?" 
 "No," said Lynn. "Something more combat-oriented." She considered. "Snowballs?" 
 "That's not a lot more combat-oriented," said Kasey. "We could use illusion to—" 
 "We could," said Lynn. "But I want something where we can see progress, and it's easier to use magic to throw snowballs than it is to cut them out of the air. The rate they're thrown will increase, and we see how long people can last before they're being hit with snowballs." 
 "Good." Felicity nodded. "That'll work." 
 She was 100% going to be beating the shit out of Liam with snowballs. And fair enough. "And I take it that Cassandra is going to be going to Ethan for help," said Lynn. "So, Parry, you can—" 
 "Eileen?" he said. 
 Eileen looked startled. Then she smiled, just a little. 
 "You sure?" said Lynn. "It's going to be a little intense." Also, she'd expected him to go with Kasey, and then they'd both be around and doing the sort of thing that it would be fun to be involved with. 
 "Yeah," he said. "I mean, I did... working it out did help, but I need more than that. And I feel like Eileen will probably push a little harder?" 
 Lynn considered. 
 "You'll keep an eye on things?" said Parry. 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. "Which means that Mary gets educated by Kasey, which is exactly the sort of thing that she's been pushing for, so I'm sure that will work out fine." 
 "I hate you," said Mary, cheerfully. "And you suck. And also, what are the three most mediocre people in our class going to be doing?" 
 "Keeping an eye on things," said Lynn. "Checking in with people to see what's working, coordinating the other projects we've still got to do, making sure the rotas are filled and people aren't showing up to watch exhausted and fucked out." 
 Mary looked like she was going to argue with that, but Lynn gave her a look. So Mary shrugged. The fact was, Felicity was going to need someone moderating what she was thinking of doing, and Eileen was going to need a little hand-holding to make sure that she didn't fuck up Parry too bad, and someone was going to have to prod Ethan to make sure that he was going to try something like what Eileen and Mary had done. And Quan was going to help because he was the one guy who got along with everyone. And Juan— 
 "The truth is," said Juan, softly, "I made some progress, but I need more work. Like you said, I don't want to..." he shuddered, just a little. "I don't want to lose again, when it matters." 
 "So practice," said Lynn. "And we'll test again next week. But the fact is, we can't spend too much time on this, and we can't all be doing this. We're here because bad things are going to happen here, and we need to be working on preventing those, and maybe also putting together a transit spell that will take us somewhere less threatening. If you're in the bottom four next week, one of the top four will work with you." 
 If she was in the bottom four next week, one of the top four was going to work with her. Kasey was good at magic, and she'd just leveled up a bunch with Eileen's help. And maybe Parry... probably not, but maybe? 
 Or Lynn would stay in the middle of the pack. It was true that she'd picked the top four and bottom four because of who those middle three were: Quan was the guy who got along with everyone, Juan wasn't really a great choice for partnering with anyone right at the moment, and she didn't trust how relaxed she'd gotten, but that didn't mean that she was going to stick to that for the rest of however long they had on the island. But that didn't mean that it was always going to stay that way. 
 And hell, maybe they could get a secure transport spell, and they'd be able to get off the island, and go somewhere warm, with people. Which seemed like an impossible dream, because that was what they'd been reduced to. And also because it was clear that Eris didn't intend for them to go somewhere pleasant, and she loomed so large in Lynn's mind that it was difficult to even consider the possibility that they'd be able to do something that Eris didn't want. 
 The problem was that they hadn't thought of it in advance. There were combat translocates, and there were combat distance translocates. Kasey was sure of that; she'd seen them written. But they were complicated, and she hadn't had a chance to really learn any of them. If Lynn had come up with the idea in advance, Eris... maybe she'd have done something to block them, but it seemed more likely that if they'd thought that far in advance, she'd have let them get away with it. 
 Eris' problems always had a solution, and it especially delighted her when her victims saw the way out the instant it was too late, and understood that it was their own fault for not escaping. 
 Well, they'd missed the way out. They'd missed lots of ways out. But they weren't doing too badly. There was a big snowstorm in the middle of the week, and they all had to stop everything else they were doing to hunker down underground as ice elves came through their defenses looking for blood. And then they had to rebuild the defenses,and roust out the things that had come through under the cover of the snow. There was a seven-armed blud that Kasey trapped, and when Mary didn't meet her light goal, she let it fuck Mary while they watched; that was fun, and after Mary loosened up a bit, she seemed to enjoy it. Kind of. Not a hundred percent. That seventh arm was a lot thicker than a human cock, and it took Mary a while to recover from that. 
 But once that was done, they made sure it was beyond the wards, and then it was back to work. Like Lynn had more or less expected, there was a decent amount of improvement that week, even for Liam and Cassandra. Which left her as one of the lowest four for the next week, along with Juan, Cassandra, and Parry. It was true that Parry was still in the bottom group, but he'd finished ahead of her, and Lynn was immensely proud of him. Parry didn't have the natural talent of Kasey or Ethan, but he knew that, and he was willing to push at it. 
 Eileen had certainly pushed. Most nights, she'd sent Parry back home to Kasey and Lynn with his cock trapped in an uncomfortable-looking cage which didn't let him get fully erect. So they'd used his mouth but didn't try interfering with that, which seemed in keeping with the spirit of the thing, but which made it a little difficult for him to get to sleep, poor guy. Also it was hard for him to figure out which bruises he wanted to lie down on. It was harder than Lynn would've pushed him, but it was what he needed. Could be, maybe, once they were done with the island, she'd see about getting Eileen to work a little more on Parry now and again when they had time. Because he could use the practice, and because he was really pretty after he'd been beaten up. 
 And while Eileen did seem to have a good time playing with Kasey and Parry, it didn't seem like she was going to work with Lynn. She'd been clearly turned on by the display that Mary had forced Lynn to put on, but with what she and Lynn had gone through, when Eileen had been transformed into an underdweller... fair enough, not wanting to even take the chance of repeating that. But still. Kasey and Parry had learned a lot, and Lynn wanted to see if she could take it. Both for the improved wand skills, and also, well. 
 Ethan was still in the top four, and Lynn was tempted to ask him to help her, in the interests of not letting his group isolate itself, and also because she'd spent a lot of time arguing with him, and not as much time listening to him. But at the same time, it seemed like it would be boring, and she didn't want to spend the week bored. And since Eileen was out, and since Juan had asked Kasey to help him, that left Felicity. Who... well, having that blood connection with her had helped when they got to the island, and given how bitey she'd been, was probably going to be reinforced a bit. That didn't seem so terrible. And it meant that Parry got more tutoring with Eileen, too, which was hot. 
 After her watch had ended, Lynn was trudging through the snow to go see what Felicity had planned, when Eileen stopped her. "Have you got a minute or two?" she said. "There's something I want to talk to you about." 
 "Sure," said Lynn, and followed her into her house. 
 "Oh, and," said Eileen, and she opened the trapdoor to her basement. She put her hand on Lynn's arm when they got to the bottom of the stairs, and when Lynn turned to look at her, Eileen got hold of her wand. For an instant Lynn wasn't sure what was going on; she pulled back, when Eileen pulled, but she'd been surprised, and Eileen was stronger than she was. And there, off to the side, Eileen was standing in a corner of her basement classroom, screaming silently. 
 Lynn looked back to the Eileen that had taken her wand. Who smiled at her, and then smiled wider, as the trapdoor clicked shut behind them. 
 Oh, shit. 
 "See?" she said. "Told you she'd be easy. Lynn, right? Get undressed." 
 "No," said Lynn. 
 The fake Eileen shrugged, went over behind her desk. There was a rack there, and a wand with a little white tag tied to it in the first hole. She looked through her desk, and tied another tag around Lynn's wand. There were ten empty slots. 
 As soon as her wand left the fake Eileen's hand, Lynn tried the yoyo spell. No dice. It wasn't that strong a spell—it couldn't be, because it was being cast when she wasn't holding her wand—and there was something stronger keeping her from getting it. Lynn turned, and started running up the stairs. There were just eight stairs, but as Lynn ran, the trap door didn't get any closer. The fake Eileen giggled. 
 "It's more fun if I don't use magic," she said. "But obviously, I'm not going to let you get out. Now, get undressed, like a good girl." 
 Illusion, or—Lynn closed her eyes, and tried walking like that. If it was a visual illusion...  
 Fake Eileen laughed. "Clever. But no. I know what I'm doing. Also, now your clothing is roaches." 
 A sudden chitinous wriggling, all over. Lynn shrieked, and she couldn't help looking down. Roaches, endless numbers of roaches, crawling over her. She tried brushing them off, but they held on, with sharp little claws, and they were climbing up to her face. Her legs had given out at some point; she was sitting in the corner, near the stairs, and the roaches were climbing up her, trying to get to her eyes, to her mouth. 
 "Should've gotten undressed when I said." Fake Eileen shrugged, and then she was Lynn. Fake Lynn laughed. "A few body mods never hurt anyone. It's trying to keep multiple forms at once that made Andrei go mental. Illusion, though. It's great. For instance, it's illusion with you and your friend. Nothing but what's going on in your heads keeping you from getting your wands and walking out of here." 
 Eileen was still standing in the corner, facing the two of them, her hands flat against the wall behind her, struggling hard enough to make the cords in her neck stand out and not getting anywhere. 
 Fake Lynn rolled her eyes at her, and at Lynn, who'd tried to climb the stairs and found herself held in place by chains of roaches. They were on her neck, they were in her hair, one was pulling itself into her ear. She pulled it out and crushed it. It was all acidic goo inside, and the legs kept twitching in her hand, held there by the squashed bug. 
 "Anyhow." Fake Lynn smoothed her hair into place and picked up her wand. "Gotta make excuses for my absence, and make sure we're not bothered for a little bit. Then I'll go fetch that black girl and we'll have ourselves a party." 
 Lynn stared up at her, as roaches crawled across her, over her, held her in place. "Please," she said. 
 Fake Lynn tsked. "Obviously no. You didn't even get undressed when you were told. No favors for you. But don't worry. It's been a while since a group managed to stick together this long, so here's my chance to complete a full set. Have to keep moving, obviously, but once I've chopped off the head, the rest of the chicken shouldn't be too much trouble." 
 "I—" A roach bit her on her lip, and then another, and another, holding her mouth shut. 
 "There'll be time for talking later," said Fake Lynn. The roaches moved out of the way, so that Lynn's forehead was clear. Fake leaned over and kissed her there, her lips cool. "We've got a lot to talk about. But patience. Tell you what. The roaches are going to start fucking you now. That'll keep you busy until I get back." 
 Lynn howled, and started smacking the roaches as they pushed in between her thighs. She could crush them and fling them away from her, but there were more, and there were more, and when they got inside, she could feel them moving in her. 
 It was an illusion. She knew it was an illusion. And yet, that didn't make it any easier to deal with. They were inside her, and she couldn't, and— 
 "Lynn," said Eileen. "Are you—" 
 The roaches that had been biting Lynn's mouth shut had let go, and were moving down her body, toward her crotch. She pulled off as many as she could, flinging them across the room, where they'd start skittering back towards her. "Yeah," said Lynn. "I know. It looks like I'm ripping my clothing to shreds for no reason, but—" 
 "Lynn!" Eileen was on the verge of tears. "What's the point? She's going to get us all, and she's going to kill us all, and it doesn't matter what we do, or—" 
 "I don't want to feel roaches in my pussy," said Lynn. "So I'll do what I can. And maybe Kasey will stop her, or maybe she won't, but I'm not going to stop fighting, okay? With whatever I have to fight with." 
 "You're not fighting her, though," said Eileen. "You're playing her game." 
 No point in arguing with Eileen, and no arguing at all with the slick feel of the bugs on her and in her. They'd started biting her breasts and her labia. Little bites, little stabs with those feet, like being dipped in a bucket of mandibles and legs and papery wings. Lynn was going to throw up. 
 "Illusions can kill you," she said. "Don't want to die." 
 "I'm sorry," Eileen said quietly. 
   
 "Sure." Lynn's boots were gone—they probably weren't gone, but it looked and felt like they were gone—so when Lynn stepped on one of the bugs, she felt it against the sole of her foot. And there were chains of bugs holding her down in the corner of the basement classroom, so it wasn't like she could stamp effectively. But she did what she could, crunching down on the bugs, even though they were illusions, even though it didn't matter. It wasn't fighting, not really, but it was the nearest thing to fighting. She was always stubborn like that. 
 Eris had made fun of her for it. When she'd tried to beat Kasey's better spell by putting everything she had into an inferior spell. No point in wasting her strength like that. Only there was, there was, and she should've said there was. Fighting might wear her out, but giving in would wear her out worse. 
 "I shouldn't have done this," said Eileen. "We shouldn't... it found my classroom, and got me when I was asleep. Because I was alone. It's not safe. I shouldn't've." 
 "Yeah, well," said Lynn. "I should've been more careful about not going places by myself. Seemed safe, so I acted like it was safe." 
 Eileen was quiet. "I wish I wasn't doing this to you again. I wish... " She was crying. Not out loud, but there were tears running down her cheeks. "I shouldn't have let myself do this." 
 "No," said Lynn. "That's not the mistake. When we get out—" 
 Eileen half-sobbed, half-laughed. 
 "When," repeated Lynn. "We'll—" 
 "It's kind of a surprise?" said Fake Lynn, at the top of the stairs. Lynn started shouting, nothing. Talking the same volume she had been to Eileen, nothing. The trap door open, Kasey was there looking curious. Then Fake Lynn pulled the wand out of Kasey's hair, and pushed her hard in the small of the back. Kasey tumbled down the stairs, into Lynn, who was sitting in the corner, bits of torn clothing in her hands and in her hair. 
 Kasey looked at Lynn, looked back at the Lynn at the top of the staircase, and came up, fists raised. Fake Lynn shook her head, as she came down the stairs. "Anyhow," she said. "That'll give us a little time to get to know each other. I'm Amanda." She pointed at Kasey. "You're Easy, girl who's been ripping up her clothing and stuffing it up her twat is Bossy, and the girl who let me in is Helper." 
 She sat down in the seat behind the desk, and put her label on Kasey's wand, and put it in her rack. Kasey tried the yo-yo spell, and nothing. Worth a try, but no. Then she started running up the stairs, eyes closed. Amanda shook her head. "Funny the first two times, but less so now. Okay, Easy. Get undressed, stand here, and say your name." 
 "Fuck you," said Kasey. 
 "Rude." Amanda's wand moved, and Lynn screamed; she couldn't move her arms and there was the stink of burning hair, the heat of it on the side of her face. She twisted, tried to get it out, tried to stop it, couldn't, it hurt, it was burning, it hurt. 
 Kasey stripped, fast. Ran to the desk. "I'm Easy," she said. 
 The fire went out. "Now you, Bossy," said Mandy. Lynn did what she was told. When they'd left the academy, they'd known they had that sort of power over norms. Or something close to it, anyway. But this was... they'd been improving under Eris' instructions, and they'd also had a demonstration of just how much someone who could use magic to do to other people who could use magic, let alone what they could do to people who couldn't. 
 The whole side of her head hurt, and there was the smell of burned flesh and burned hair. Amanda had known to do that to her, in order to make Kasey jump. If she didn't do what Amanda wanted... . 
 This was going to be bad. It was going to be very bad, and while Lynn had tried to be optimistic, while she was still being optimistic as she stood next to Kasey, shivering, looking straight ahead, she had a hard time keeping that optimism, as Eileen did what she was told, and came to join them. 
 "See? A little bit of attention, and you're all already halfway trained. Now, Easy, you're going to come here and lick my pussy, while Helper fucks Bossy." 
 "Amanda?" said Lynn, trying to keep her voice level. "You don't have to do this. We're not—" 
 Amanda sighed. "The reason you're called Bossy isn't because you're a stupid cow with fat tits. You are, but that's not my point. See, I've been watching you for a bit, and you're Bossy, because you keep telling everyone what they should do, and what they shouldn't do, and what they don't have to do. Easy, hold her right arm, Helper, hold her left. One hand on her shoulder, the other hand on her wrist. Just like that. And now, I'm going to kick Bossy in the crotch a lot; if you let go, or if she falls down, I am going to cut her throat, and I'm going to make you drink her blood, okay? Good!" 
 Kasey held on the way Amanda told her to, and so did Eileen, both of them clutching hard, both of them terrified, both of them blaming themselves for what was happening, even though it clearly wasn't their fault. And Amanda still hadn't dropped her disguise as Lynn; it was Lynn's face that she saw, with a smile that had gone from amused to creepy, Lynn's eyes that weren't giving anything away. 
 Amanda hauled back and kicked Lynn in the crotch. Really fucking hard—she would've doubled over if it wasn't for Eileen and Kasey holding her up. Lynn looked up at Amanda through her tears. 
 "Yeah, Bossy. I don't have to do this. But I'm gonna." Then she kicked her again, just as hard. Lynn's eyes swam, and she felt like she was going to vomit. "Because I hate you." 
 "You don't know me," gasped out Lynn. "Please." 
 "Oh, Bossy," said Amanda. "I know you. And I hate you. You're going through this and playing with your girlfriend, and your other friend, and you're feeling so fucking oppressed all the time." She kicked her again, harder. Lynn coughed, slumped, and Kasey and Eileen had to hold her up. She wanted to stay up, but she couldn't. "And you're going to be proud of what you've done here, and you're going to finish up and join the conclave or some shit." 
 She grabbed Lynn's chin, forced her to look up at her. "You're going to leave here. Dead or alive, you're going to be leaving. So you're lucky that I'm not into the really gross stuff, because all three of you are going to regret that. You're going to remember this, and you're going to regret getting out of here. Understand?" 
 "Yeah," said Lynn. 
 Amanda reached back and punched Lynn in the face. Not as hard as she'd been kicking her, but hard enough, in the eye. It left Lynn's vision doubled and blurry and her head ringing. "Not how you answer," said Amanda. "You say yes by mooing, and shaking your tits. Try again. Understand?" 
 "Moo," said Lynn, trying to keep herself from crying; she shook her shoulders, and it seemed that was good enough. 
 Amanda looked at Kasey. "Aw. Mad that you didn't try to take me?" Kasey didn't say anything. Amanda cupped one of Kasey's breasts, considered its weight in her hand. Then she dropped her hand, pushed her fingers into Kasey's crotch. "And it didn't even turn you on? That's weird. I thought you were all about this sort of shit." 
 Kasey made a little noise. Not a whimper, exactly. Just a little grunt. It just about broke Lynn's heart; if it weren't for Eileen holding her other hand, she'd have reached out to Kasey. But she couldn't. 
 "All right," said Amanda. "You two, letter her go. Easy, you get to show me how good you are with your tongue. Helper, you've got a nice fat cock now. Push Bossy onto her hands and knees and make her come. If I come before Bossy does, I'm going to pull out some of Easy's teeth." She paused, with a thoughtful expression. "Also, if I decide that Bossy faked her orgasm, you're going to have to cut off her clit. And if you don't do a good job, Easy, I'm going to break your hands. Okay? Good." 
 It wasn't okay. Amanda had kicked Lynn in her crotch, over and over; she was sore, and wasn't at all turned on, but Kasey's teeth. And Eileen wasn't in the least bit turned on, and whether her cock was an illusion or physiological graft, Eileen needed to be turned on to do anything. She pushed Lynn down to her hands and knees, just like she'd been told, but her cock wasn't pushing into Lynn; it didn't have the strength for it, and Lynn could hear the pain in her gasps, when it didn't push into her, in the half-hitch that was one step from crying, and trying to keep it in. 
 Lynn turned and took Eileen's cock into her mouth. "Ahh," said Amanda. "That's the stuff." 
 Then came a crack that Lynn recognized from when Eris did it to them; a tooth breaking off. Hell. 
 Lynn did it, though. Sucked on Eileen's cock, caressed her until it was hard, and then turned back and rode it to a brief orgasm that was a release of pressure and nothing else, no pleasure at all. 
 By the time Lynn finished, Kasey had lost four teeth. 
 And so it went. Amanda had seen how Eileen didn't want to hurt Lynn, and how Lynn and Kasey both reacted when the other one was hurt. So Eileen took them both apart, and when someone didn't perform as well as Amanda wanted, immediately, she had Kasey hurt Lynn or Lynn hurt Kasey. Some of it was farther than they would have gone—Lynn's face and neck were burned, and when Kasey didn't do a happy dance while Amanda and Lynn kissed, Lynn had to cut off Kasey's right ear. But most of it was just... it was stuff they would've done, it was stuff they had done. But by doing it for Amanda, by doing it under the threat of maimings and mutiliations, she was trying to poison it for them. 
 Maybe it was working, a little. 
 When Amanda made Eileen tie Kasey and Lynn up, on their hands and knees in the middle of the classroom, Lynn thought it was just more of the same. After Amanda broke off one of their teeth, she'd mostly sealed the wounds; there were something like thirty teeth on her desk, laid out in a row, and there was Kasey's ear. For not doing what Amanda had wanted quickly enough, or with enough enthusiasm. So they just did what she asked as quickly as they could, feeling the empty spaces in their mouths, and knowing that was coming would be worse than what had come. 
 Then Amanda tied Eileen up next to them. Could be that she was planning on leaving them there while she did something else, or she was worried that they might escape. Or it was a trap. She wanted to kill one of them, and wanted them to feel guilty about having made her do that. It had only been a few hours, but Lynn was already afraid to even subtly test her bonds. They were in a row, and she could see the tension in Kasey's arms. And the trickle of blood from where she'd lost her ear. 
 "Now ladies," said Amanda, walking behind them, trailing her fingers along their asses, "we're going to have some company. And how you behave is going to affect your value, so do try to be on your best behavior." 
 Company. Value. First Kasey shuddered, next to her, and then her head was pulled back. Then something cold and heavy pushed into Lynn's ass, and her hair was hooked to it, pulled back and tight, so that if she didn't maintain that position, it would pull her hair, and pull at her ass, and it hurt, but it didn't hurt as much as what was coming. 
 "And since I don't want any misunderstandings, I suppose it's time to stop looking like a stupid cow with fat tits." 
 The illusion that had kept her looking like Lynn disappeared; Amanda turned into the bird woman who'd attacked them before their defenses were ready. Could be that was real, could be it was another illusion. More likely it was real. If they'd killed her then... 
 Lynn remained where she'd been tied, didn't strain to get loose or anything. But she wasn't surprised when Amanda slid one of the classroom cabinets aside to reveal a door, and was even less surprised when coal goblins stepped out from the tunnel she'd made, under their wards and through them. Test their defenses, and then find a way through. And let other things in through, so that when the rest of them put it all together, they'd assume it had been the coal goblins who'd taken them from the start, and they wouldn't be ready for Amanda. 
 Six coal goblins came through the door dressed in their furs and carrying their weapons of wood and stone. And one more, who held the end of an iron chain; Jordan followed, a heavy collar around his neck. He looked tired, haunted. Swirling tattoos and raised scars covered his torso, and he wore furs on his shoulders and legs, leaving his cock exposed. The chain the goblin held threaded through a ring on his collar and ended at the iron ring that went through his cock; when the goblin pulled on it, it yanked at that ring. The skin around it was red and raw. 
 "So, that's where that last one wound up," said Amanda. "I figured, but he might have been eaten by a Sunderer, or taken by the ice elves. Convenient." 
 "You will not have him," said a goblin. "Thing! End all illusions and false seemings." 
 Jordan's wand moved. He had his wand, and there were six of them; he could... he went through the motions of a dispelling magic. Nothing changed. 
 "There, you see," said Amanda. "Honest as ever." 
 "Greetings in the hour of parley," said the goblin. "I am Ice, and I speak on behalf of he who is king in this place." 
 "Yeah," said Amanda. "I know. I'm Amanda Gibson, and I have meat for sale." 
 "Thing," said the goblin. "This is Lynn Kennedy, who was chief in this place, and Kasey Bouet, who spoke for her. Who is the third?" 
 "Eileen Sullivan," said Jordan, and there was a creak to his voice. Fear, and pain. "She's the strongest caster they have." 
 "We shall purchase," said the goblin. "When these are broken, they shall give us sufficient strength to take the rest." 
 Amanda sighed. "Didn't say I had casters to sell. Said I had meat. The wands stay with me, and they stay as they are. Terms of the sale mean that the ear doesn't go back, and neither do the teeth. Makes their mouths sweet and soft, anyway." 
 The goblin shook his head. "We need casters. What use are these wands to you? They are only sticks, if they are not attuned." 
 "What use are the horns of a dragon, when it's dead?' she said. "What reason is there for your king to sit upon a throne of those horns? You want meat, I have meat to sell. If you don't, I'll dispose of it on my own." 
 Ice put his hand on Lynn's cheek. It was cold and dry, and she shuddered at his touch. "This one, we do not need. The dark one. If it is bred with a pale one, would the offspring be of medium shade, or piebald?" 
 "Naturally, either medium shade, or it might express any of the colors of its ancestry. But you have a caster; if you want striped babies, he can give you striped babies. And give her enough udders to feed as many as you make her carry." 
 "It would be better if they were naturally piebald," said Ice. "That would be entertaining. Very well. Twelve hides for the dark one, one each for the other two." 
 "One!" Amanda was appalled. "Here, watch Bossy." 
 "Bossy?" 
 "She used to be called Lynn Kennedy, and she used to be chief in this place." Amanda went over to Kasey, and kicked her in the side, hard. Lynn shuddered. "There, you see? Want to make Bossy dance, hurt Easy. Or the other way around. And Helper is mad about how much she helped. But, honestly, if you're just offering me one hide, I'll keep that one." 
 "If we wish to hurt them," said Ice, "we will hurt them. We have no need of these refinements." 
 Amanda sighed. "So grind her up and put her in the feed. If they're going to be carrying pups to term before they're taken away from you, they're going to need a lot of red meat. Still worth more than one hide." 
 "Fine," said Ice. "Three hides for the meat. And we slaughter them now, here, so they cannot trace the blood." 
 "You have the hides?" asked Amanda. 
 "It is the hour of parley," said Ice. "And we have dealt in honesty." 
 "Well," said Amanada. "Okay. Hear that Bossy? You're going to be useful!" 
 One of the goblins came forward, knife out. Eileen first. Eileen hadn't tied them too tightly, but Amanda had. Eileen was struggling, but it wasn't getting anywhere; Lynn was making a little more progress, and Kasey... Kasey was frozen. She was facing worse than they were. 
 One wrist free, almost. There was a pencil sharpener on the desk, an old heavy one. If Lynn could get to that— 
 She could hear Eileen's gasp as the goblin took hold of her hair, pulled her head to the side. 
 Then another of the coal goblins screamed; a sudden, piercing shriek. Ice turned and fled. So did the others. Lynn had managed to work her hands free, not her legs, so she gave an awkward, bound push forward, knocking into the desk, and it hit the goblin who was holding Jordan's chain. He stumbled, let go of the chain, ran into the door behind the cabinet, which slammed shut behind him. A coil of fire reached out and touched Lynn. She screamed as Amanda closed on her, wand up. "What have you done," she said, voice cold, yellow eyes whirling. 
 "Well," said Quan, coming down the stairs. "She's pushed that anal hook in a little deep, looks like." 
 Lynn looked up him. He gave her just a hint of a nod. He looked a little stressed. "Hey Eileen," he said. "Looking good, Kase." 
 Amanda sent a lance of fire at him. It went through him; he was gone, like a bit of flash paper in the fire. "So, yeah," said Quan, coming down the stairs. "It's an illusion. Figured that was the way to go, when it came to a hostage negotiation. I mean, you're the expert, but it makes sense, right?" 
 "There isn't any negotiation." Amanda picked up the knife the goblin had dropped and grabbed Eileen. "You lower those wards, or I'm going to kill this one." 
 Quan sighed. "If you start killing the hostages, we're going to cut our losses, and go in. Probably everyone is going to die, but, well. Probably everyone is going to die anyway, but resurrection works better if you do it quickly, right? And this way, we'll have the bodies, and not have to try to figure out how to bring someone back from being goblin chow." 
 Amanda hesitated, and for the first time in a while, Lynn started to feel like she was maybe going to get out of it alive. On the other hand, after she'd knocked the desk over, Kasey's ear had landed right in front of her. If she did anything to get Amanda's attention, she'd... 
 Amanda snarled, then turned and grabbed Jordan's wand. He'd been standing there, not sure what was happening, and he didn't react to that. He'd been... they'd signed him up for something, and he'd done it, and that had probably been a mistake. 
 Quan winced, but he didn't say anything about it. Instead, he sat down. "So, okay. We don't want to have to raise them from the dead. You don't want to die. So, let's start from there, okay?" 
 "No," said Amanda. "If you try anything, I am going to disintegrate the four of these. You can't stop me, and you aren't good enough to beat me. I will take these, and I'll take the rest of you, and I am going to tan your hides, and give them to the coal goblins as gifts, to regain the trust that you've cost me." 
 "You don't believe that," Quan said, shaking his head. "You can feel the wards around you. Amanda—" 
 "How do you know my name?" 
 "We figured we'd listen in, first. If you were just going to scare them a bit, it was safer than going in after them would've been. Only we weren't going to let you kill anyone. Ethan—you remember Ethan, right? He's one of our better casters—he thought we could've gone in hot, and maybe taken you out right away. But he was overruled, so he's going to be working with Felicity to hold you in place while the rest of us attack. If you manage to slit a throat or two before we're done, you know, pain in the ass, and we'll be sad about it. But you lost to us when we weren't prepared, and when we hadn't been practicing. If you want to do this, we'll do this. And you lose." 
 "Fine," said Amanda. "If that's—" 
 "Or we can give you a way out." 
 There was a long pause. Jordan looked down. Then he sat down on the floor, legs splayed, and started crying. 
 Well, fair enough; Lynn was feeling that herself. She'd knocked over the desk. The wands were a few feet away. If she could get to them, she could translocate Eileen and Kasey, and then... no. That was a mistake. Quan was handling it. If she reminded Amanda that they were there, she'd look at the people who she had, and who she hated. Lynn would let Quan do what he was doing, and she'd hope. 
 Amanda laughed. "You think I can't fly out? I'm—" 
 "You were one of Eris' students," said Quan. He sat down at one of the desks and looked over at Amanda, who was still pacing in front of the classroom. "You came to her for help, and she sent you here. My guess? The help you wanted was because you killed someone, and the conclave is looking for you." 
 "And you think that you can get me a way out of that." said Amanda, sounding flat. "You shits think you know every damn thing, don't you?" 
 "No," said Quan. "But we've been spending a while working on murderous brain teasers, so we figured we'd give this one a try. And, okay. You've been watching us. Do you know what happened to Felicity?" 
 "No?" said Amanda. "Also I don't give a shit?" 
 "Well, she did a thing where she copied herself, and then we tried to duplicate that, and also we researched splitting her soul. Kind of a long story, so, skip it. My point is as follows. We can do a transmutation. On a coal goblin, let's say. Then we divide your soul. Two physical copies of Amanda Gibson, both with a complete set of Amanda Gibson memories. One of you has a soul that's 51% coal goblin, 49% Amanda, the other is 51% Amanda. Kill 51%, give the body up to the conclave. 49% is a little more goblin-y than you were at the start, but it's still someone who looks like you, who remembers everything you remember, and who can move somewhere the weather is nice and which isn't infested by Eris' students." 
 There was a long pause. Then Amanda shook her head. "First of all, you'd just kill me; no reason for me to trust you, once I let go of hostages. Second of all, you think that would work?" 
 "Yeah?" said Quan. "I mean, it's not hard for the conclave to look at your corpse, find the majority of your soul in it, and close the file. And, well. We weren't sure that you'd go for killing the majority of your soul, but you were about to kill some people who hadn't ever done anything to you for fun, so it's not like your soul is in great condition to start with. And even without the soul transfer, copies are really very similar. Trust me; we've had some time with a copy, and even though it was built on a skulker hob soul, it was—" 
 "Not that, jackass," said Amanda. "You aren't the first person to come up with a way to cheat the conclave, and you aren't the first person to fail. You show them the corpse, they'll spend a little while working on the corpse. Then one of the hunters spots me alive, they confirm it. Decoy gets discarded, and they're back after me. There isn't a way out. Forget it." 
 Quan sighed. "Well, that was a first guess. Don't really have that much experience with the conclave, but we figured you'd know. So okay. How about this. It's not going to be 51-49, but we'll hide you. Memories, and 5% of your soul." 
 "It's the same problem!" Amanda's voice was turning into a screech. "How are you going to hide me in such a way that the hunters can't find me? There's no escape, there can't be any escape. What are you proposing that will—" 
 "One of the solutions we researched," said Quan, "was combining memories and souls. We're not going to do that. But we can graft a section of your soul into one of us and sequester your memories together with that soul fragment." 
 "And was this one of the solutions you researched?" asked Amanda. 
 "No," said Quan. "We wound up with a copy which wasn't going to be able to tolerate the original, so we had to come up with something that would deal with that. Attaching a fragment of soul and a collection of memories as a rider would've been easier, but long-term, that wouldn't have solved anything." 
 "Fine," said Amanda. "We're putting my entire soul into one of you. Or no deal. You have no idea how hard resurrection is. I do. You have—" 
 "If none of your soul dies, the council isn't going to accept that you're dead. Also..." Quan leaned forward, hands on his knees. "Could be you'd want to do some editing?" 
 Amanda started back. "Fuck you!" 
 "No, but think about it. You killed a guy, right? And you had reasons for it, and it took a while, but you did it. And then you didn't have anyone else to go to, so you went back to Eris. And she... well. You wound up here, and you wound up the sort of person who got off on strangers being slaughtered for meat by goblins. It's not a great place to be." 
 "It's fine." 
 "Is it?" 
 Amanda screamed, bird-like. Lynn tensed, but she didn't come after them. She stalked off to the back of the classroom, then whirled back to Quan. "Murder leaves a stain." 
 "Yeah," said Quan. "But here's a guess: even when you've gone psycho rapist, you've been careful to let the goblins do the murdering. When you're not attacking directly, I mean. So you've avoided most of those stains." 
 "It was murder that left the stain," she said. "Not killing. Not defense of self and others. It was murder. It's a spreading stain, child." 
 "'Kay," said Quan. "We're not offering to absolve your sins. But the parts that we're going to be cutting aren't great. And souls can grow, which is why we're going to have to edit pretty hard. And the memories, too." 
 Amanda froze. Lynn wasn't sure if she thought it was a wonderful idea that she'd suddenly agreed with, or an idea that she was about to reject by a whole bunch of murders. 
 "Cut away too much, you won't understand how you got where you were, and you'll lose the skills you've gained. But there's a lot of stuff that happened here which you probably don't want to remember. We'll preserve everything until you turned to Eris for help, but... well, how long have you been here?" 
 Amanda hadn't moved a muscle, since he'd suggested editing her memories. There was a pause, as she didn't say anything, didn't move. Quan waited. 
 "Twenty-four years," she ground out. 
 "So, there you go. Keep maybe a year's total memories from here, scattered across the years. Give you a sense of what you've become, and why we're still going to be mad at you." 
 "No," said Amanda. "No." 
 "See, you could—" 
 "Be still!" said Amanda. "And listen. First. Eris Andromeda Carmichael will not let you leave until it is your time to leave. And if you produce any sort of construct or creation, whether or not it has fragments of a human soul in it, she will track that construct down, and she will bury it until it kills itself. Then she will play with it, in the way that she plays with her collection. So I will be in your mind, from now until you escape from Eris' control." 
 Quan puffed out a breath, but nodded. 
 "Two thirds of my soul will die here," said Amanda. "As will a tenth part of yours; the body that will be killed will have a share of your soul in it, Quan Nguyen, or I will kill these hostages, and die with them. There is no negotiation on this point." 
 "Amanda," said Quan, "I'm not saying no. But I'm not sure this is necessary." 
 "It is not necessary for the magic to take hold," she said. "But I have lived for a very long time, and my soul has grown dark and cancerous. You will retain nine-tenths of your soul. I will retain a third of mine. You will control your body the majority of the time, but I am going to be there, and I will be able to speak. You will give me control from time to time, if I find it needful, and if I'm not given what I need, I will fight you and I will take it. When this year is done, when we're in separate bodies again, your soul will grow to fill in the empty space I will leave, and my soul will have to grow, or perish. This is what I need, and this is what I will take." 
 "Fine," said Quan, which wasn't what Lynn had expected him to say. 
 "And I am not going to remember anything at all, past the first week I spent on this island." 
 "No," said Quan. "You're going to remember this conversation. You are not going to be in my head, thinking that it was Eris who put you there." 
 Amanda scowled, looked down at the bound and naked girls in front of her. "Or I could kill them unless you do exactly what I say." 
 Quan sighed. "See, this is what I'm talking about. You say things like that when we're all listening. So people are going to distrust you right off the bat, when you're living in someone's head, and decide to contribute to the conversation. But if you don't remember that, you're going to think that we're being mean for no reason. At which point, either you start getting resentful and dangerous, what with the murder and tortures on your soul, or you just generally become unpleasant for whoever you're sharing a body with." 
 "I don't want this!" said Amanda. Her wings flared out. "It was necessary, to survive, to be on my own here, for as long as it's been. But I don't want this!" 
 "Yeah, well, I don't want to be doing hostage negotiations with a fucked-up bird woman. Lynn probably didn't want to cut off Kasey's ear. But that's sort of been a theme, lately, doing stuff you don't want to do. When you're done, and when you're free and clear, you can decide on which memories you want to keep, and which you don't. But if we're going to reach a point where we all walk away from this, more or less, you're going to have to keep enough context for it to make sense." 
 Amanda paced angrily, her claws clattering against the tiles. "Fine. Fine! But it's you, not someone. I'll be in your head. And I'm going to be holding a knife to Bossy's throat the whole damn time." 
 "Me?" Quan had a startled look. "Okay, I guess. But the other one... you realize that the majority of your soul is going to be left in optimized murder body? And it's going to be pissed the fuck off." 
 Amanda turned and spat. "What are you suggesting, then? That I trust you?" 
 "Here's how we'll do it," said Quan. "I'm going to come down. I'll put my wand down in that rack there. Jordan goes back upstairs. Then Felicity comes down. She's done the most research on these spells, and she'll do the actual casting, so she keeps her wand. You still have four hostages, and it's only Felicity who'll come down armed. We go through what we're going to cast. If you agree that it'll do what we've said, you're going to have to give one of the wands back. Not mine. When the casting is done, the person with the wand you've given back is going to kill the bird body." 
 "Or she'll kill me first," said Amanda. "Why should I trust you? Why should I trust any of you?" 
 "You can trust us because you've been watching us," said Quan. "Maybe you were looking for weaknesses. Maybe that's what you told yourself you were doing, maybe that's what you were doing. But that wasn't all you were doing. You were that wolf that Lynn and Felicity found, weren't you? They were very weak then. You could have had all three of them, and you could have taken whatever secrets you wanted from them before showing up at our doorstep." 
 "So?" 
 "So you didn't attack when we were weak. Lynn and Felicity being weak didn't upset you. It was when we met up, when we started working together that you got mad and tried to kill us. You hate us because you want to be us. Maybe it's not a great idea, but you want this, and all you have to do is make that little jump." 
 Amanda's eyes whirled, wild yellow pinwheels, somewhere between human and bird. Didn't say no, didn't say yes. 
 "You can trust us because you used to be one of us," said Quan. "I don't know what Eris did to your class. But while there were probably different lessons, you were taught the same thing, and you wound up in the same place, cold and tired and lonely, and just wanting to go home. You can trust us because you know what we want. We're going to carry our scars, but we don't want them to be worse than they have to be. If we do this, we could betray you. But we don't want to, and we're going to hurt ourselves trying not to, and you know that." 
 "Do you promise?" said Amanda, and she sounded different than she had. When she'd been talking to Quan, she'd sounded like an underdweller. There was the same formality, the same odd phrases, odd pauses. And when she'd been torturing Lynn and the others, she sounded like an adult playing at being a kid. But just then, she sounded genuinely young. Very young. Eight or nine, sort of young. 
 "I promise," said Quan, not looking away from her. There wasn't any magic to it. No geas, and his power wasn't bound into his words. Just someone promising something to someone else. 
 "And it's going to be you?" she said. "I'm going to be in your head?" 
 "Yes," said Quan. 
 Amanda's hand tensed on her wand, and she drew back. If it was all going to fall apart, it would fall apart right then. Lynn kept completely still. From where she was lying on the floor, she could see Eileen squeezing her eyes shut, and Kasey keeping still and brave, and Jordan weeping on the floor, hiccuping between sobs. If Amanda changed her mind, right then, they would all die. 
 "Okay," said Amanda. 
 It went like Quan had said it would. Hostage exchanges, and then they worked out the spells. Amanda and Felicity agreed about exactly what was going to be cast and when. Then it was time for one of the hostages to get their wand back, and get ready to kill what was left in Amanda's body after they cut away a fraction of her soul, and her memories. 
 "Lynn?" said Quan. He looked exactly the way that he'd looked when he was an illusion. Calm, collected, and friendly, and not at all acting like he was about to have his soul carved up on behalf a monster. "Do you want to—" 
 "I'll do it," said Kasey. 
 Lynn was about to object, when Kasey looked at her. They were still bound, so it wasn't like they could gesture or talk about it, but Lynn could see the pleading in her eyes. "Sure," said Lynn. 
 Amanda wasn't nearly as sure. It was like trying to hand-feed a bear. Quan had sold her on the possibility of getting out of the trap she'd found herself in, and she wanted it, badly. But she hated them and feared them and didn't trust them at all. Kasey's ear was a gaping wound, still bleeding, stripes of congealed blood down her neck and her side. There were the hostages; Quan had given up his wand, and while Jordan had left, she still had his wand, along with Eileen's and Lynn's. But Felicity was carrying her wand, and if she gave Kasey's wand back, she'd be outnumbered. 
 Lynn could almost smell how angry and afraid Amanda was. But she let Kasey take her wand back. 
 If this was a fake, if they were going to try to attack Amanda... it might work. They'd have to tip Kasey off somehow, maybe. Or Lynn. They'd know that Lynn could order Kasey to act, and she'd follow through. So Lynn watched the whole procedure, watched Felicity explaining exactly which spells she was going to cast, watched Amanda take her seat, watching her, her eyes wide and untrusting. 
 She kept her hand on her wand, right up until the last minute. The spells were the spells they had agreed on. No tricks, nothing. If Ethan had been working on something, he might have been able to pull it out even at the last minute, even after Felicity had excised a portion of Quan's soul, and transferred it to Amanda. Then came the transfer, and that was done clean. Amanda and Quan both jolted, and Felicity knocked the wand out of Amanda's hand, when she was frozen. It skittered across the floor, and Amanda sat in her chair, for just a moment, talons flexing, eyes empty. 
 Kasey had her wand ready, but she didn't attack. It seemed like Amanda was wanted by the conclave, and she'd definitely been willing to turn them over to the goblins for the slaughter. It wasn't murder; it was killing. But she couldn't. 
 Quan shook his head, blinked, one eye brown, one eye yellow. Amanda looked at him, saw his eyes. And then she threw back her head, and howled. Not an attack. Kasey stood, ready, but it wasn't an attack, and if Kasey killed her, it wouldn't be in defense of herself or others. She couldn't do it. 
 Amanda slumped from her chair to the floor. There had been that one howl, and then another one, and then it was an empty wail, no air left, but she was still crying, everything gone from inside. "Lynn," said Kasey. "I can't." 
 The bird woman had the majority of Amanda's soul, and she had her memories, and if they let her go, Lynn knew that bird woman would want nothing more than all of their deaths, always, everywhere. If they let that bird woman loose, it would hunt them forever, and if she caught any of them, there wouldn't be any mercy, ever, at all. 
 But it was hurting so deeply and so obviously it hurt to look at it, and Lynn knew why it was hurting, what it was feeling, and how they'd done it. 
 Quan stood up, looked at his hands, at his wand. He walked over to Amanda, held her tear-stained cheek with one hand, his wand in the other. Kasey didn't know what to do; she looked at Lynn. 
 And Lynn could've done it. She could've ordered Kasey to kill, and Kasey would've, and that was what she'd said that she was going to do, and it would've been right. But she held back. The bird-woman looked into Quan's mismatched eyes, and nodded. He sent a killing spell right through her brain, smooth and fast. The bird woman's body crumpled to the floor, burnt out. 
 Lynn felt pretty tottery herself. It was necessary, and it was over, but. 
 "If that was murder," said Quan, and it was his voice, not Amanda's, "and if murder leaves a stain, that was a murder that I started when I came down those stairs." He sighed. "I...well, let's get you guys untied. And, I mean—we decided not to go in wands blazing, even though we saw what she was doing. It might've worked, but it might not've, and—" 
 "And you made a decision and acted according to it," said Eileen. She was still white-lipped, still looked frail, but her voice was steady. "It's what we're supposed to do, and you did it." 
 "Yeah," said Quan. "But that doesn't mean that I'm not allowed to feel bad about it." 
 "Feelings," said Eileen. 
 "Yeah." Quan shrugged. "I mean, yeah. I have them. I feel bad about watching that, and not doing anything until the last minute." 
 "Thanks," said Lynn. Kasey was working at the ropes that held her ankles together. When she'd lunged forward, she'd gotten them even more twisted up than they had been, so that was work. "I appreciate it." 
 He smiled at her. "Thanks. I just—" 
 There was a moment of dislocation, and then they were back in Eris' classroom. She was at her usual place, behind her desk, with Andrei at her side. Kasey's ear was still cut off, and Lynn's legs were still tied together, and they were still naked. Everyone else was the way they'd been, just at that moment; winter fatigues, looking hungry and worn, and their wands were instantly out, ready. 
 Eris smiled at them. "Well," she said. "I would say that the substance of the fieldwork has been completed. And it seems that at least part of you has decided to return to my tutelage, Ms. Gibson. An interesting choice, and I look forward to renewing our acquaintance on these terms." 
 Lynn's wand was on her desk. She picked it up. It was warm to the touch, and it was hers. 
 "So," said Eris. "Let us see if you can summarize for me what you have learned, during your time abroad. Mr. Greenberg, begin." 
 Ethan stood. "For problems that need to be addressed as a team, we need to work as a team. And we cannot allow ourselves to relax our guard when things seem to be getting comfortable." 
 Lynn was still naked, and it was cool enough in the classroom that it was uncomfortable. Not cold, though. Not even cold the way it had been when she was fully dressed, back at the island, where her face would be out in the cold, and her body would be warm, and her boots would leave her feet colder than they should. Just cool, just a little uncomfortable. Lynn had to fight back tears at that. At everything else from the last day, at everything else from the last month, at everything else in her life. But at that moment, it was about it being a little chilly in the classroom, but not too bad. 
 "An excessively brief and useless summary," said Eris. "Five." 
 Ethan sucked in a breath, as the first lash fell. "Ms. Sullivan." 
 "I learned that I need to have more self-control," said Eileen. "This is the second time people have suffered because I allowed myself to do what I wanted to do." She paused, took a deep breath. She was looking forward, not at Eris, face set. "Sex is compelling; more compelling than it was for me in the past, and more intense. But that doesn't mean that it is necessary to pursue it when circumstances require my attention. Some of the techniques we were using relied on sex as a motivating force. They worked, and they are powerful, but they are distracting. I intend to see if I can use similar techniques to limit the compulsion sexual desire currently has over me." 
 Lynn could see Eris smiling at that. 
 "Interesting," she said. "Mr. Scott. Your experiences did not parallel the others' precisely. What would you say that you've learned during your time away from my tower?" 
 Jordan had a blanket wrapped around him; there were still the bits of fur at his wrists, which meant that he was probably wearing the goblin fetish wear under that. He looked up at Eris, opened his mouth. And then he started weeping. Hiccuping, snotty weeping, too much of it for him to say anything. 
 "I see," said Eris. "Well, it is somewhat more informative than Mr. Greenberg's lackluster reply, but scarcely as articulate as I would prefer. Three." 
 When the whip spell hit, Jordan didn't even flinch, just kept crying. 
 "And now, Ms. Kennedy. Please summarize what you've discovered." 
 "First," said Lynn, "We were being monitored throughout. You pulled us out because you believed that we had solved the problems presented, and would have been able to protect ourselves from the dangers of that place, and continue in our research." 
 Eris sighed. "I believe that you were told to summarize, not fully elucidate." 
 "In summary," said Lynn. "In addition to what Ethan said, we're doing better at working as a group. Because we were distracted during the run-up to our field work, we didn't prepare properly. More research in long-distance translocates and secure translocates could've allowed us to choose somewhere more pleasant for our fieldwork, and a longer distance version of the yo-yo spell that we've been using on our wands could have allowed us to bring along the tools we had prepared. However, once there, we didn't do as poorly as we might have. Based on the evidence that we've seen, we've done better than average, for the classes to which you've given this assignment." 
 Lynn paused, but Eris didn't tell her to stop or to go on, and she couldn't read anything in her expression. So, go for it. "Up until this point, we've been reacting to the assignments we've been given, and making mistakes because of those assignments. However, the mistakes that we made during our field work were mostly mistakes that we made because of us. For instance, we were told to change Eileen, and we changed her. When she attacked, it was because of what we made her. This time, we weren't told what to do to her, and what not to do. We chose to involve her in our activities, and those distracted her." 
 "So," said Eris, and there was a warm satisfaction in the way that she said it, "Do you think that you are prepared to graduate from my tutelage at this point?" 
 Lynn shook her head. "Whether or not we're ready, we're not going to be graduating for months. I assume that you have more lessons planned, and I don't know what they are, or how well we'll do at them without your help. I assume we'd do poorly, because that's the way they're designed. Also, we've had only a very basic understanding of every topic that you've taught us; I assume that this would hold true for the topics that are coming up on the curriculum as well." 
 Eris laughed. "Very cautiously spoken. And a sufficiently complete summation. There are certainly points which you've missed—Ms. Gibson is going to have to spend at least five years in her current situation, for the conclave to count her as deceased, for instance—but once you have leisure to discuss things with her, I believe that she will confirm several of the assertions that you have made. My expectations are limited and the tests I pose are fair, but while I would not describe your performance as having been a series of triumphs, a great many of my other students have not yet managed even the limited successes which you have achieved." 
 Parry shifted uncomfortably at that, and he wasn't wrong. That speech was the sound of a trap about to close. Maybe if Lynn had said something else, they could have avoided it, but Eris was a mandala beneath the snow, and Lynn didn't have anything on her to let her see the trap before it sprung. 
 "In the normal course of things, the next lesson is on the revivification of the dead, and the complications that arise in the pursuit of that goal. However, rather than providing us with suitable vehicles for experimentation, you have managed to return in greater numbers than those in which you went forth. So to achieve this goal, I shall be opening up my larders, to a small degree. As you have discovered, not every student who has walked in through my gates has returned to the world beyond them. And while I do enjoy my collection, the amusement from any particular resident does pall, after a time." 
 Lynn swallowed. The difficulty of a resurrection was supposed to be connected to how long the corpse had been dead. And there were people in Eris' graveyard who'd been there for decades, more. 
 "Just so, Ms. Kennedy. But this is an opportunity that so rarely comes, for those who wait beneath the ground. I shall give you a selection of possibilities, and after you have made your choice, you shall have the opportunity to bring out the prisoners from the prison, and them that sit in darkness out of the prison house, and return someone from my halls to the world beyond." 
 Then she gave them one of her smiles. "If you believe that this task is beyond your capabilities, you have practiced sufficiently to be trustworthy judges in that respect. If you decline the assignment, I will direct your course of study along other lines. If not, the list of names from which you will be allowed to select a subject is in your dormitory; I urge you to make your selection before too long. For now, let us consider the problems inherent in healing a body that is lacking a soul; how this can be accomplished if the body is decayed in parts, rather than in the whole, and what measures need to be taken to avoid allowing malignant spirits and fragments of souls to colonize in the body before the spirit which had previously animated it is returned to the corpse." 
 They could save someone. Maybe. If they could bring them back from the dead. It was... no, it was a trap. But refusing the assignment was also a trap. Lynn was naked, and Eris' halls were too cold for that to be comfortable. That wasn't why she shivered. 
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