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      The Mississippi River glistened from where I stood in the massive living room, looking out over the bank of windows, staring at the frozen surface. A thin layer of ice was all that covered the river, the force of the current far too much for anything more significant to have formed. Even from here, I could feel the power of the river, the ley lines that formed near the collection of water, and the power that it provided. It called to me, something of a taunt, beckoning to me.

      “How long do you intend to stand there waiting?” Gran asked.

      I didn’t turn back to her. I hooked my thumbs into the waist of my scrub pants, focusing on a bird circling above the river. “Am I not supposed to?”

      “You can do whatever you feel is necessary.”

      I chuckled. There didn’t seem to be much else to do. “How is she today?”

      “If that’s why you’re here—“

      “You know that’s why I’m here.”

      “Not to see him?”

      “Why? Is Aron here?”

      “No,” she said.

      I grunted. “I didn’t think so.”

      Aron had been gone for a while. Not just gone in the sense that he was no longer the person that I wish that he was, changed by nearly dying, but since we had stopped my mother from whatever it was she had planned, he hadn’t been around as much as he had been prior to that.

      “She’s little different, if that’s what you wonder.”

      “I suppose that is what I wondered,” I said. I wanted answers, mostly because I intended to go after them, and I wanted to know what I might face as I did. Gran didn’t intend for me to go after those answers, and I didn’t intend to tell her how I would go after them—or when.

      “Have you discovered anything?” I asked.

      “She talks a lot, but she doesn’t share much.”

      That sounded about right with what we had experienced so far. Most of the things she said were taunts, threats, and she dismissed the possibility of the mages posing any real challenge to her. Were she freed from her magical restraints, it was possible that there wouldn’t be anything that could be done, but as it was, she was bound by both mage council and dark council magic, power that had combined to hold her.

      “We need to know who she was working with,” I said.

      Gran smiled at me. “I understand, Katie. And we’re doing everything that we can.”

      “It’s not everything,” I said.

      “You know that’s not true.”

      “I don’t know anything of the sort,” I said. And I no longer knew who to trust. Losing faith in my grandparents was almost worse than having lost my mother. At least then, it hadn’t been a set of expectations that had failed me. I wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the woman they claimed was my mother, a woman I didn’t recall, certainly not like this, but Gran and Gramps seemed convinced that it was her.

      And if she was, and if she had been brought back by someone with the ability to manipulate death the same way I seemed to, I needed to understand it. It was the only way I might be able to understand more about myself.

      “We can’t let you see her today,” Gran said.

      “You can’t? Or is this the council who has decided that I can’t?”

      “She’s being questioned.”

      “By who?”

      “By the Carters.”

      The Carters were people of significant power who held the Veil. I knew only one Carter, and that was Ariel, though there would be one from the mage council as well as from the vampires. I wasn’t certain who served from either side. And maybe it didn’t matter.

      “They want to know how she crossed?”

      Gran joined me at the window. She twisted her hands together, and it was only then that I realized how concerned she was. “She’s been on the other side of the Veil, Katie. We haven’t detected anything that would indicate a crossing, so we need to know how—and when—she did.”

      “I think you know one time that she made a crossing,” I said.

      “We’re not sure if that happened then or not,” Gran said.

      “You think she just disappeared and left me?”

      That would be somehow worse than what I’d gone through. It might’ve been easier to continue to believe that my mother had died rather than being led to know that she had lived, only to have abandoned me.

      “I’m not certain. Something might’ve happened, and with the amount of power that she now has, it’s possible that someone held her from returning to us.”

      “To me,” I said softly.

      “She abandoned us, too,” Gran said.

      “And she left me with you. I know I should be thankful, and I am, it’s just that…”

      “I understand. I really do. You wanted more.”

      “I wanted normalcy. I never wanted any of this.”

      “And yet, you were born into it, Katie. This was a life you were meant to lead.”

      “I have been trying to avoid it my entire life,” I said. Despite that, despite having gone off to medical school, staying as far from the magical world as I could imagine, it had drawn me in, and now it claimed me completely. It wasn’t that I couldn’t return to work. In the days since returning from the island on Lake Minnetonka, I had continued working my shifts, but my heart wasn’t in it. I was distracted, and how could I do anything else when I was this distracted?

      Worse, there was a part of me—possibly most of me—that enjoyed the magical side. I welcomed the challenge, and there was something to be said about having power. The only issue I really had was not knowing what I was, and if my mother could answer that, maybe I could finally have some resolution to the one part of me, the one question, that had plagued me my entire life.

      “What do the Carters intend to do with her?”

      “It’s all about asking questions.”

      “Can I be there?” I turned away from the window, meeting Gran’s eyes. I didn’t hide the pain in mine. So much had happened to me over the last few months, and learning that my mother might still be alive was one more part of everything that I had experienced, but it was one part that left me reeling as much as anything. There were times when going to work, dealing with the complexity that was my time in the ER, was easier than understanding everything that had happened to me, and why it had happened.

      “The Carters don’t allow outsiders.”

      “I wouldn’t object.”

      I spun to see Ariel standing in the doorway. She was dressed—thankfully—in jeans and a t-shirt, a similar style as Aron had always worn. Her dark hair was pulled back in a ponytail.

      “You are only one of the Carters,” Gran said, hiding her shock at seeing Ariel appear better than I did. “The others—”

      “The others should recognize all that Dr. Michaels has done for them—and the Veil—in the short time that she has reacquainted herself with the magical world.”

      “Minneapolis isn’t the only city represented,” Gran said.

      “Does that matter?” Ariel stalked forward, a languid grace to each step.

      I marveled at the power she carried with her. It hadn’t been that long since I’d last seen her, but there was something different about her. Maybe it was the irritation in her eyes. It seemed to burn within her. Or maybe it was the change in power. It wasn’t that Ariel wasn’t powerful—she still definitely was—but since learning of how the different alphas borrowed power from the Great Ones, she had made the choice not to do so. I still wasn’t sure how that impacted things within the shifter community—or even within her pack.

      “It matters, Ariel. The others will blame you for losing control.”

      “Will they? And not you?”

      Gran stiffened, visibly bristling at the comment. “Me? Why would they blame me?”

      “She’s your daughter. Most would think that if anyone were to blame, it would be the parents. You had the opportunity to intervene long ago, but did not, even when you knew that she was chasing power that she should not.”

      “That’s enough,” I said softly, stepping between Ariel and Gran. The tension in the air matched the sizzling sense of power that began to flow, the buildup of magic coming from both of them. I doubted that either would attack—both were far too powerful and experienced to be baited in such a way—but the energy in the air made it seem as if we were just one stupid comment away from one of them loosing power. “The two of you work for the same purpose in Minneapolis. Both of you want to protect the Veil.”

      Ariel took a step back, and the power that I could feel from her eased. It took a moment before it did the same from Gran.

      “I will speak to them,” Ariel said, looking up at me and ignoring Gran. “You have every right to be a part of the conversation, especially as you were instrumental in her capture. Among other things.”

      “That’s not a good idea,” Gran said.

      “For who? Dr. Michaels wants to know what happened to her mother. How could that be a bad idea?” Ariel asked.

      It was more than that for me, but Ariel couldn’t know that. Or maybe she could. The way she looked at me, the heat in her eyes, left me wondering if perhaps she did know. Could she recognize that I needed to know what happened to my mother so that I could know whether there would be anything that could be done for Aron? Anna had experienced something that had left her without her memories, the same as Aron. Yet she had embraced the darkness, claiming power that way, nothing like what Aron had chosen.

      Ariel turned and disappeared down a set of stairs.

      “The Carters are meeting here?” I asked.

      “There is a place beneath here,” Gran started.

      “Of course there is. Tied to the river, I suppose?”

      “Most of these homes are connected. Sharon’s home is no different. With the connection they share, it only made sense for there to be a council hall here.”

      Beneath the members’ homes. And tied to the ley lines of the river. The council hall would be powerful—incredibly so. “Why would the other Carters willingly come here?” Doing so might diminish them. I didn’t know whether it would or not, but coming to a place of power for the mage council might put them in a position of weakness. That didn’t seem the sort of thing that Ariel or other shifters would do, let alone the vampires.

      “Because Anna is here. The power she can access is contained. There is no danger.”

      I found that difficult to believe. I didn’t know her all that well, but I had experienced the power of her magic. Someone like her would have a trick, likely something the others wouldn’t have any knowledge of, especially with the arcane nature of her power. It was the kind of power that had nearly redirected the ley lines.

      “You’re making a mistake if you think there’s no danger.”

      “We are prepared for the possibility that she might attempt to escape.”

      “Attempt? I’ve seen what she’s able to do. You have too! If she gets a hint of power, she will be able to do more than escape.” Here, in this place that was so close to the power of the council, she could pose a threat.

      And with the Carters gathering to question her…

      “Shit,” I breathed out.

      “Katie!”

      Reaching for my connection to magic, I let it build, flowing around me. “She wanted the Carters here, Gran.”

      I didn’t know that, but seeing the way that she had operated, and the way that she had manipulated things, it seemed to make the most sense. “How long has it been in the works to have the Carters come here?”

      “Not that long. Coordinating the schedules is difficult.”

      If it hadn’t been that long, then they wouldn’t have been able to plan much, but having experienced the way that Anna operated, I had to believe it wouldn’t take her all that long to prepare. Even more likely was a possibility that she had already anticipated this.

      Could it be what she wanted all along?

      No. She had wanted to redirect the ley lines so that she could use that to capture Solera, forcing her back across the Veil. All that was part of her plan, which meant that this was secondary, but what if she had anticipated the possibility that she would be captured?

      I needed to see her. Gran might not believe it, and might not even agree, but I needed to see her to know.

      “Where is she?”

      “I can’t allow it.”

      “I’m not asking permission, Gran.”

      “Kate, you’ve been allowed a certain degree of freedom, but that won’t be infinite. You aren’t a part of this.”

      “How am I not? I’m the reason that she was captured in the first place. If anyone has some role to play, it’s me.” I didn’t get into the fact that if anyone should be upset about their lack of involvement that it would be me, but I could tell from the way Gran looked at me that she must have realized my irritation. I did nothing to hide it. What was the point? It angered me that I was the reason Anna had been captured. I was the reason the ley lines had been preserved. And I was the reason the Veil remained intact over the last year, but despite that, the mage council continued to try and marginalize me. “If you want, I can go and speak with Barden.”

      The twitch at the corners of her eyes betrayed her irritation. I knew it angered her that I had gone to Barden in the first place. I had been willing to go to someone she still viewed as an enemy, a person that I knew was not.

      “He’s not a part of this, either, is he?”

      “Barden is not one of the Carters.”

      “He might not be, but she wouldn’t be here were it not for him, either. He was just as much a part of her capture as I was.”

      “Katie—“

      I shook my head and turned away from the window, heading toward the stairs. As I went, magic built. As it always did, it came as a cold surge along my spine. I glanced over my shoulder. “Is that you?”

      “I serve the council in this, Katie.”

      “You’re still my grandmother.”

      “And that will never change. But you need to recognize that I have to fulfill my role, too.”

      I held her gaze. I didn’t like the idea of the two of us being at odds. Until learning that the woman who they claimed was my mother still lived, I had only Gran and Gramps, two people who had always been there for me, protecting me over the years, helping to defend me from the council. And now they no longer needed to defend me. And now I no longer let them.

      I should feel more remorse at standing up to her, but in this, I needed her to understand that I wasn’t going to be a bystander. That simply wasn’t going to happen.

      “I don’t want to argue with you, Gran.”

      I continued forward, but a spell built. Faster than a heartbeat, the spell surrounded me, wrapping me in something akin to one of my barriers, holding me in place.

      “Please, Gran. Don’t do this.”

      “We can talk about it later.”

      “If you hold me like this, there won’t be any talking.”

      Gran approached, and the power from her continued to flow, surrounding me. She wrapped me in bands of power and I sighed. Reaching for my connection to magic, I hesitated.

      I hadn’t fought my grandparents before. In all the years that I’d grown up, I had always been the good granddaughter, the obedient one. The only thing that I had done that could be considered going against her and Gramps had been when I had chosen to go into medical school rather than finding some role in the magical world. That had eaten at her and Gramps, mostly because they didn’t understand why.

      And now I had to decide. Was I willing to let Gran continue to confine me or was I going to push against it, fighting back?

      The answer was easy. And I really had no choice.

      I pushed.

      Ever since connecting to my magic—really connecting to it—I had begun to understand that I was powerful. My magic was different than that of the mage council or even the Dark Council. I didn’t require spells or incantations; nothing of that sort. They helped. If nothing else, they helped me maintain a specific focus, and it was possible that with the right sort of spell, I might be even more powerful, but so far, I hadn’t discovered a spell that was more than simply focusing on an intent.

      In this case, the intent was to break free from the barrier Gran thought to hold me with.

      I didn’t even need a complicated spell. In order to do this, I only needed to use a connection to my barrier, magic that I already had mastered.

      With a surge of power, I shattered the spell Gran used to hold me.

      I turned to her. “Please don’t do that again.”

      “You aren’t one of the Carters, Katie.”

      “No. I’m something else, and it’s because of her. And if she intends to do something that might put others in danger, I’m not going to sit back and wait.”
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      Reaching the bottom of the stairs, I avoided the impulse to turn around and look to see if Gran followed me. Her power trailed after me, though that wasn’t a surprise. I expected her to hold onto the spell and didn’t know whether she would try to wrap me in another barrier as I went downstairs.

      The sense of magic continued to build.

      Down here, deep beneath the home, the sense of magic was powerful. Was this because of the number of mages, or was this something else, tied to the ley line flowing near us? Power from the Mississippi River would create an incredible connection, and had I not seen Anna manage to shift the ley lines with a rune and the spell, I might even believe that it was strong enough to hold her.

      And yet, I had seen what she was capable of doing. Her power was different, complex, and far greater than any single mage. She alone had overpowered a dozen mages all by herself, including me.

      Even the Carters, people of significant magical power, might not be able to stop her if she had some plan in place.

      The stairs let out into a wide hallway. Marble tile covered the floor, spreading up to the walls, giving it a cathedral-like feel, reminding me something of the Basilica. With the power that would be possible here, I wondered if perhaps that weren’t intentional. The Basilica had access to what they considered a connection to the other side of the Veil, a place where the Seelie queen could extend her reach across the Veil, and in doing so, exert some influence on this side.

      The council would be unlikely to allow that, especially given that magic flowed everywhere here. It was worked into the walls and the floor. Patterns were marked on each of the tiles, reminiscent of the runes that I’d seen. And here I had thought the council was not as well connected to the runes, but that didn’t seem to be the case. Small sconces set on the walls glowed with bluish light. Magical light. The air felt heavy, almost thick, and the sense of magic swirled within even that.

      “You can feel it, can’t you?” Ariel stepped out of the shadows, approaching me. Her eyes darted everywhere around her, as if unsettled. Her nose twitched, shifting from time to time as she studied the space.

      “I can feel the presence of magic.”

      “It’s more than magic. They built this intentionally, though the council doesn’t even know how to use it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This isn’t a place built by the mage council. They’ve co-opted it for their own use, but none of this was theirs.”

      “Then whose was it?”

      “You can’t tell?”

      “I wouldn’t be asking if I could tell,” I said.

      Ariel grunted. “I thought you might recognize the markings. After what we went through before…”

      “I recognize the runes, but not what their intent is. They are markings of power, though I didn’t know the mage council had access to such power.”

      “They don’t. Or they didn’t. This is a borrowed space.”

      “How is it borrowed?”

      “The ley lines are ancient. They’ve been running through these lands for millennia, far longer than any magical beings have existed here. There has always been a pull, a draw toward them. Here and in other places. The difference here is that it’s a confluence of ley lines, the kind of power that rarely collects. When it does, it allows for greater access to power on both sides of the Veil.”

      “There would be a desire for someone on the other side of the Veil to reach for power here?”

      “The Veil hasn’t always existed, Dr. Michaels. Before it was created, creatures from the other side would cross, though it wasn’t so much of a crossing as it was simply appearing. Think of all the myths you’ve heard over the years.”

      I looked around, feeling the power, breathing in the heavy air, knowing that everything around me was not quite right. Could this be from the other side?

      I had long known that creatures of mythology, legends that most people believed to be little more than stories, actually existed. Most of it included things like the vampires and the shape shifters, beings of supernatural power that existed in our world, hidden just out of view. That was the nature of magic. It existed to help separate those without power from those with it, to the point where those with no power tended to avoid those with it. Self-preservation and all.

      It was easy to go back and think about some of the myths that I’d heard, some of the legends that existed over the years. Stories of gods and monsters.

      “So this was created by people before?”

      “I’m not even sure who created it,” Ariel said. She breathed in again, her nose elongating for just a moment, long enough to sniff at the air. The shifting was subtle and brief and accompanied by a tingle of power. As I often did, I wondered why I should be aware of that power, especially from someone like a shifter. “This could be a creation of the fae, or this could be something separate from them. As you’ve heard, there are other creatures of power on the other side of the Veil, and all of them would be intrigued by the power of the ley lines.”

      I followed Ariel down the hallway, pausing briefly to glance back, but there was no sign of Gran. Her fear of angering the Carters overrode her desire and worry for me.

      “You didn’t say anything about my presence,” I said to Ariel.

      She kept her gaze focused straight ahead. “What’s there to say? You have every right to be here.”

      “Not according to some.”

      “You may not be a Carter, Dr. Michaels, but your connection to magic is unique. If something goes awry, I for one would be thankful for your presence.”

      “I worry that she intends to gather the Carters here.”

      “That’s my concern, too.”

      “And yet you came?” The hallway continued to stretch in front of us and my feet thudded off the tile floor, though Ariel managed to move quietly, her soft feet barely making a sound with each step.

      “Fearing that she might have planned something doesn’t preclude me from coming. It’s not as if I don’t have means of my own.”

      “I was there when she attacked the last time, Ariel. She manipulated the ley lines. The kind of power that was necessary in order to do that is…”

      “It’s incredible. I know. And yet, she failed. Always keep that in mind. Fearing something only gives it power.”

      “She has enough power on her own.”

      “Which is why you can’t fear her. Respect, yes. And yet, you should not fear something—or someone—who might know more than you. Search for ways that you can understand, try to learn what they know, but don’t fear them. That only gives them more power, emboldening them.”

      We reached the end of the hall. An ornate doorway blocked us from going any further. Strange shapes were carved into the surface, mixed with various patterns. Power swirled within the doorway, flowing outward.

      “It’s a barrier,” I whispered.

      “You can feel it?”

      “There’s power within the door. It creates its own barrier. It’s sort of like the barrier I create.”

      “Interesting.”

      “What’s it made of?”

      “I wonder the same.” Ariel traced her hand just over the surface and magic built from her, spreading from her hand out into the doorway. It was almost a caress, and her hand shifted, elongating briefly into her wolf form before retreating. “I doubt this is iron, unless they wanted to exclude the fae from coming here.”

      “You’ve never been here?”

      “When Carters have gathered before, we have done so on neutral ground. This is unique.”

      “Unique in the fact that it forces you to trust the mage council?”

      “Unique in the fact that they trust others to come into their domain. I think were there any other choice, they would not, but given the urgency and the concern that the rest of the council has, there is a need.”

      She pressed on the door, and considering that I could feel the barrier, I wondered whether it would even open, but slowly the door began to part, space opening up and bright white light filtering through the crack, growing even brighter as the doors spread open. Ariel braced herself, her entire body tensing, magic coursing through her, sending a tingle along my spine.

      Instinctively, I wrapped a barrier around myself. It was probably unnecessary, but considering how little I knew about this place and the intention behind it as well as what Anna might do, I thought having a barrier was the most sensible approach.

      When the door opened all the way, Ariel remained frozen for a moment. She clenched her jaw before nodding and heading inside. I followed her, not nearly as confident as she appeared.

      Ariel stopped just inside the doorway, pausing to look around. She made no attempt to disguise the fact that she had shifted, nearly her entire face elongating, giving her a protruding snout. She inhaled deeply, and I found myself mimicking her, breathing in the heavy scent within the air. It was a strange aroma, different than what had been outside in the hallway, but no less laced with power. The energy within the room crackled.

      “What is she doing here?”

      I spun and saw the head of the Vangalor family—an old, though youthful-appearing vampire by the name of Roland—standing in the middle of the room, watching as I approached. I ignored him, letting my gaze drift around the room. It was a massive chamber, reminding me of an old train station, something that I’d seen in movies and read about in books but had never seen in real life. Enormous arches curved off, leading into darkness all around us. The ceiling stretched impossibly high overhead, and I wondered if it weren’t magically created to appear that way, as we couldn’t have descended deep enough underground for it to be so high.

      “You disapprove of her presence?” Ariel asked. I glanced over to see that she had shifted back into her human form, a wolfish smile plastered on her face. Despite that, there was tension in her posture, and power surged from her, racing along her spine.

      “She is not one of the Carters.”

      “I didn’t know that the vampires chose you,” I said. I held onto the barrier, not certain whether Roland would attempt anything here but not trusting that he would leave me alone. He was impossibly old, which meant that he would be incredibly powerful. I didn’t dare risk myself against someone like that, not without knowing that I could effectively counter him. And if it were only about defeating Roland, I didn’t even know if I would be strong enough for that. Roland was incredibly powerful.

      “The choice of the Carters is up to each community,” Roland said. He forced a smile onto his face, and as I looked around, I chuckled. There were others nearby, and I ignored Roland to take a look at them.

      Many of the people in the room were easily identifiable. There was one, a man with pale white hair and deeply wrinkled skin, who held onto a spell, telling me that he was a mage. Even if I couldn’t feel the magic coming from him, it was the velvet blue robe he wore that gave it away. Mages were far too obvious with their clothing at times. Three others lingered around him, ignoring the other people in the room. Each of them was likely a mage from other places, locations of power much like Minneapolis was.

      The vampires were equally easy to spot. Not only were they well-dressed, much like Roland, but they were far younger than they had any right to be, which told me nothing about their age. At least with mages, someone who appeared old likely was incredibly old, much older than I would ever have guessed. With the vampires, it was impossible to determine an age. Having an idea of how old Roland was left me struggling to try and make sense of how old some of these others were.

      And then there were the shifters. Ariel stood apart, remaining close to me, something that would be surprising if I didn’t know the history around her and the shifters. Her gaze drifted around the room, darting from person to person, before settling on three muscular men standing apart. Each of them had similar features. They all had dark eyes, brown or black, and equally dark hair. All three of them had angular faces, and their muscular physique practically strained at their clothing.

      “You’re the only female alpha,” I said.

      “I’m one of the few female Carters,” Ariel said.

      As I looked around the room, I realized that was true. Most within the room were men. All of the vampires were men, though if they were as old as Roland, there would have been a more sexist culture at that time. Even the mages were all men, leaving Ariel and me as the only women in the room.

      “Has it always been like this?”

      “Sexism knows no boundaries,” Ariel said. “Too many believe that women can’t be as powerful as the men.”

      “The mage council doesn’t seem to have that same issue.”

      “Only because you’ve known it recently. Prior to the death of Finnaster, the council consisted mostly of men.”

      “What about Sharon?”

      “Sharon has been the exception. She has never hidden her desire for power. Even in the Iron Range, we’ve known about Sharon’s thirst for more power.”

      “Well, maybe we should—”

      I didn’t have a chance to finish. The door opened again, something that I didn’t necessarily hear, but I could feel the parting of the barrier formed by it. The magic created by the barrier was something distinct, and had I not been paying attention to the flows of power around me, I wasn’t sure that I would even identify it, but because I was in the room, it was easily identifiable. It was a change: distinct, almost audible.

      I glanced back and realized that I recognized the mage coming into the room.

      “Gran?”

      She walked carefully in, avoiding the gaze of others—including me—until she reached the mages.

      “It seems as if your grandmother has taken Finnaster’s place.”

      Gran would’ve been just raised to the council, so it surprised me that she would have been made the Carter, as well. That was an important role, especially as it provided a particular defense for the Veil.

      I stared at Gran, but she made a point of completely ignoring me.

      “You didn’t know?” Ariel asked.

      “Apparently that’s not something that is talked about.”

      “It’s not, but considering your unique role, I would have expected your grandmother to have at least shared with you her position.”

      I could only nod. I would’ve expected the same, but then, maybe Gran thought to protect me by not sharing. She didn’t like the fact that I had connected to the shifters and to Barden with the Dark Council, and I knew she didn’t like the fact that I was willing to put myself out there, allowing myself to be placed into what she considered to be dangers.

      Was it her way of protecting me?

      “Did they give you an idea of what to expect?”

      “Only that we were to wait.”

      “Wait for what?”

      “Wait for the summons.” Ariel turned and cocked a brow at me. “How is it that you knew to come at this time?”

      “I’ve been coming around the same time regularly.”

      “Because of Aron?”

      “Aron, and I wanted to know what the council has learned from Anna.”

      Ariel pursed her lips together in a frown before turning and staring at Gran. After a moment, her face spread into a smile. “Crafty, that one.”

      “What?”

      “I suspect she is trying to straddle a line of decorum, and probably doing it better than I would have managed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that she faked the argument upstairs. We were in the home of one of the councilors, so there would have been ears. She would have known that it was expected of her to oppose you coming down here.”

      “Gran doesn’t want me here.”

      “Cyn Michaels wants others to think she doesn’t want you here, but it seems to me that she isn’t nearly as opposed to the idea as she should be.” Ariel studied Gran for a while, shaking her head. “She’s one to keep an eye on.”

      It seemed difficult to believe that Gran would be responsible for something like that, but maybe I had been mistaken. Could it all have been for show?

      Gran knew that I wanted to know more about my mother. She would have known that I wanted to have a seat at the table, and hadn’t she told me that she would be there when I came?

      Could she really have set it up so that I would find out?

      It seemed beyond Gran, but at the same time, it somewhat fit.

      “What are we waiting for?”

      “The council is the one who summoned the Carters.”

      “And the Carters are willing to reveal themselves to the council?”

      “Under normal circumstances, I would say no. And yet, these are anything but normal circumstances.”

      “I didn’t think anyone was taking the threat seriously.”

      Ariel glanced over at me. “Anyone who possesses the power to redirect the ley lines is taken seriously by the Carters. The moment she managed to change the path of the power flowing beneath the river, we had already begun to react.”

      I hadn’t known that. And yet, they might have begun to react, but they hadn’t done so fast enough. It would’ve been nice having others with us, someone more than just the Dark Council.

      The door opened, once more the pressure pushing inward, the sense of power shifting, and I glanced back.

      A familiar figure strode inside, unmindful of all eyes turning to him.

      “Barden,” I said as he approached, relieved that he had made it. “You got the message?”

      He smiled widely. “How could I not?”

      Ariel frowned. “You sent word to the Dark Council?”

      “They might think this belongs to the Carters, but he was as much a part of everything that happened as I have been. And Barden deserves a seat at this table, too.”

      Ariel barked out a laugh. “You are an interesting one, Dr. Michaels. You have certainly changed the landscape of what happened almost as much as that mother of yours attempted to do.”

      I would’ve laughed, but there was truth to her words, and I had to wonder if perhaps what I was doing was right or not.
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      A bell tolled softly, but the sound carried.

      All eyes turned in the direction of the bell, and near one end of the room, the mage members of the council of Carters—I’m not sure if there was another name, but that seemed fitting—turned to face the rest.

      “We have summoned the Carters to this place to visit with a threat different than any we’ve faced before,” the gray-haired mage said. He had a deep voice. I didn’t know if it was the acoustics of the room or some spell that he used, but his voice carried easily, drifting across the entirety of the room. His gaze darted from one person to the next before it finally settled on me. When it did, the spell that he used continued to build, filling me, causing a tingling to work along my spine. “There has been a threat to the power on this side of the Veil.”

      “There have been threats before,” one of the vampires next to Roland said. He had dark black hair and a sharp, almost hooked nose. His face was narrow, his features almost delicate otherwise. Both arms were crossed over his chest and he stared at the gray-haired mage. There was no magic within the vampires, not naturally, but I wondered if this mage—like the others in Minneapolis—had borrowed power from others.

      “That would be Tolstoy Cherminski,” Barden said, leaning over to me.

      “You know him?”

      “Only by reputation. His home is somewhere in Eastern Europe, though the location eludes me.” The annoyance in his voice left me wondering if Barden thought about placing a spell to track everyone in the room. Considering Barden and his prowess, I wouldn’t put it past him, though if he did, it ran the risk of disrupting all the work that we had put into trying to maintain credibility to the Dark Council.

      “Don’t do anything foolish, Barden.”

      He grinned. “Such as summoning a member of the Dark Council to a meeting like this?” He smiled slyly. “Don’t worry, Dr. Michaels. I appreciate the summons, and I won’t violate the expected decorum of this place.”

      I doubted that Barden had any idea what the expected decorum of the council of Carters might be, though he probably had a better idea than I did.

      “There have been other threats before, but what we faced this time was a shifting of power. A single person managed to change the contours of the ley lines running beneath the city.”

      This came from Gran. As the local Carter, I suspected that she would be responsible for convincing the others, though would she be able to do so?

      “I was there. I felt the change in power and how it was directed to another location, an attempt to use that power as it was drawn across the Veil.”

      “The power of the ley lines can’t be drawn across the Veil,” one of the shifters said. His voice was raspy and deep sounding. Ariel bristled as he spoke. I glanced over at her, wondering what history the two of them had. It was possible that many of these different magical beings had history together, though I doubted I would ever learn the extent of it.

      “There is a place within the city that it could be,” Gran said.

      “No one would dare use the neutral ground in such a fashion,” Roland said.

      “You are here. How could you not have detected that shifting power?” Tolstoy asked.

      “There’s a difference between feeling the power and being able to know the intent behind it. I can tell you that there was no malicious intent. It was merely a pursuit of power, no different than any other we have encountered before.”

      “And yet, I assure you that it was quite different.” Gran motioned for the others to follow as she started down one of the arched halls, disappearing into the shadows.

      “Where you think she’s taking us?” I asked Ariel.

      “I don’t have any experience in this place.”

      “But you have to have some idea.”

      I would’ve imagined that Ariel and her shifter abilities would grant her some way of detecting what Gran intended, and where she was leading us, but Ariel only shook her head.

      “I don’t even know where this place is.”

      “We’re beneath the council home, near the river.”

      “That was where we started,” Barden said. “Passing through the doorway brought us… somewhere else. I anchored a spell on the other side of the door, and from what I can tell it is weak. Either the doorway has sealed me from it”—and the way he said it suggested that he doubted such a thing were possible—“or we have traveled. It would be no different than the way that you travel, Dr. Michaels, though having a place with such power able to transport us is quite impressive.”

      “If Ariel is right, then it came from a time long before the mage council existed.”

      “And I would concur. This doesn’t seem anything like the mage council would create. And they have remained ignorant—almost willfully so—about the nature of runes.”

      “You didn’t know anything about runes until we went looking for answers together.”

      “And in that time, I have vigorously pursued the use of runes, Dr. Michaels. Having ignorance and recognizing it is quite a bit different than choosing to remain ignorant.”

      I chuckled, nodding down at the ground. “What do you think of the markings on these tiles?”

      “If you notice, each of them is subtly different,” Barden said. His gaze barely drifted downward for more than a moment. “I have been cataloguing them in my mind as we go, but there are far too many. The entire place is tied together with these runes. I can’t even begin to fathom how, though if you notice, one tile is related to the next, which is related to the next. It carries power forward, and in doing so, it creates much more power than there would be otherwise.”

      I hadn’t paid that much attention to the difference in the runes, but now that Barden mentioned it, I could see that there were subtle differences. What purpose would there be in that? Could Barden be right? Could the runes carry power from tile to tile? If so, what was the purpose of the tiles in the first place? Why would they even be necessary?

      I continued to follow the line of Carters, us in the back, and as we went, there was a shifting sense.

      It came slowly, subtly, and for a moment I wasn’t even sure if I was detecting it correctly, but the longer that we walked, the more certain I was.

      It was power, though this was different than what existed within this space on its own. Whatever power I picked up on came from something else.

      “Barden, do you have some way of detecting magic?”

      “Not the same as you, Dr. Michaels.”

      “I don’t need it to be the same as me. I need to see what you might be able to detect.”

      “We are among some of the most powerful people in the entire world,” he said. “It’s not surprising that you would detect power such as you mention.”

      “This is different,” I said. I paused, frowning as I felt for the connection to power, but even when I did that, it wasn’t clear what I detected. It was definitely there, though different than what had pressed upon me when we first entered this chamber.

      “You think she’s trying to escape?” Ariel asked.

      “I don’t know how she could. If the council has some way of containing her, she should have no means of escape,” Barden said.

      “Or she’s waiting for the Carters to arrive in order to attack,” I said.

      Barden arched a brow while Ariel growled softly.

      “I doubt that she is capable of doing that. This place is unique.”

      “If it’s unique, then maybe she wanted to be here. If she failed, maybe this was the location she wanted to fail, thinking that the council would react in a specific way.”

      “You might be giving her too much credit,” Ariel said.

      I didn’t know whether I was or not. I remembered the attack, the way that she had moved from spell to spell, unmindful of the fact that we had deterred her before. It was almost as if she had backups planned and was prepared for the possibility that she would fail with specific spells, ready for the possibility that she might need another.

      And if that were the case, if she had prepared so much, who was to say that she wouldn’t be prepared for the possibility that she would fail in creating the change to the ley lines, and might not have planned for the possibility that she would come before the assembled Carters?

      And she was the one who had requested this. If she had requested it, why wouldn’t she want to use that?

      I paused. “None of this makes me comfortable,” I said.

      “You weren’t able to detect her magic before,” Barden said.

      “Which also makes me uncomfortable,” I said.

      “And yet, what you’re detecting now is something. If you worry that she is responsible, it seems as if you wouldn’t be able to detect her magic,” he said.

      I took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He was right. I hadn’t detected anything when it came to her, and now there was something, so it was unlikely to originate from her.

      We continued along the path, catching up to the other Carters. When we did, the vampires in front of us glanced back, Roland in particular leering at me, his gaze lingering far longer than was comfortable.

      The procession ended and we stopped before those in front of us began to descend. When it was our turn, I noticed a set of stairs, enormous and requiring me to practically jump from one spot to the next as we descended even deeper.

      “What do you think these were made for?” Barden asked.

      “Something not human,” Ariel said.

      We continued downward, the giant steps taking me down another thirty or forty feet, deep enough into the depths of the earth that I began to wonder if we were descending beneath the river, though I never felt the sense of moisture, nor did I ever hear any sound of water running. Other than the footsteps in front of us, everything was utterly silent.

      I paused on one of the steps, lingering a moment to look at it. At first, it appeared as if it were a blank stone step, slick and perfectly smooth. As I stared, I realized that there was something worked into the step. Another rune. This one was larger, and it seemed as if it were designed to blend into the background, making it difficult to see easily.

      “Can you feel the power from it?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t feel anything from it.”

      “Interesting. When I use a spell, I can probe into the pattern of the rune and I can detect the tracings of power, though not what content is behind it. And yet you cannot detect it.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “Because you have struggled with power from the other side of the Veil before, Dr. Michaels.”

      I hadn’t considered it in that way before, but Barden was right. I had struggled. When the Great One was freed, when they had created a void of power, I had been unable to detect it. And then when Anna had been using her magic, I had been equally unable to detect it.

      “I’m not sure why that would matter. I have a connection to power on the other side of the Veil, the same as others do.”

      “You have a connection, but yours is more direct while ours is indirect, if connected to it at all.”

      “You know what Solera said.”

      “Solera said what she wanted to convince you. I’m not convinced that we are connected to the Unseelie the way she would imply. And I’m unconvinced that the mage council is connected to the Seelie the same way. It’s possible she said that to manipulate you.”

      With Solera, I no longer knew what was true and what was not. She could have been manipulating me, and if she were, what would I know? And yet, she had wanted me to chase the answers on my own. She hadn’t wanted me to ask.

      The massive steps ended in a platform. We continued down it, and as he went, the strange sense of power I had been feeling continued to build. It was distinct, though different than the magic trapped within this place.

      “How much farther will you guide us?” somebody closer to the front asked.

      “Not much farther. We need to ensure that she is secure, and the only way that we know to do so is to keep her here.”

      “What is this place?” one of the shifters asked.

      “A place that existed before the Veil,” Gran said.

      A steady murmuring worked its way through the Carters and I shook my head. Did they not know that? How were they unable to detect that this place was unique, different, and that there was power trapped within it that was unusual, even for the Veil?

      Maybe they knew but weren’t able to understand, or maybe they believed the mage council capable of creating something like this.

      We stopped in front of a wide body of water that stretched in front of us. I leaned in to look, thinking that it had to be tied to the Mississippi River, especially as this was so close to the river. The power coming from it was different than that which was stored within the Mississippi. I was familiar with the energy of the ley line there, but this was not like it at all.

      The water had a silvery quality to it, completely opaque, and it rippled softly.

      A platform on the other side held Anna.

      I hadn’t seen her since her capture. They mage council had brought her away, isolating her, confining her with their magic, or so I had thought. It seemed the mage council hadn’t used any of their magic in order to confine her. It had been all about using the magic of this place, power that was borrowed rather than their own.

      When the Carters arrived, she turned to face them. She had a youthful face, one that suggested she was only a few years my senior, though if she really was my mother, she was at least twenty or more years older than me. She was dressed simply in a long-sleeved T-shirt and jeans and she regarded the council of Carters with amusement.

      “How does this confine her?” I asked.

      The rippling silvery water had an energy within it, though I couldn’t detect the source. It was there. The power flowed through that liquid, creating a barrier.

      “Who is she?” one of the vampires asked. He had a lilting accent, and I couldn’t quite place it.

      “Her name is Anna Michaels,” Gran said.

      “Michaels?” Roland asked.

      Gran turned to face him. “She is my daughter.”

      The murmuring that had been a steady undercurrent periodically throughout the journey down here intensified.

      “You shouldn’t be here, then,” one of the shifters said.

      “Perhaps not, but we are here nonetheless. She is the one who placed the spells that redirected the ley lines. She is the one who attempted to shift the power, and she is the one who poses a threat unlike any we’ve ever seen before.”

      “What threat?” Roland asked. It seemed as if he had decided that he would be the spokesperson for the vampires. He pressed his palms together, turning his attention to Gran. A concerned frown parted his lips. “How is she a threat? She is captured here.”

      The strange sense of magic continued, though I wasn’t certain what it was or why I should even be aware of it. It built, growing stronger.

      I made my way from the Carters, circling the liquid that created a barrier. As I did, Anna followed me with her gaze. The grin she’d worn when the rest of the Carters had appeared vanished, and heat filled her eyes.

      How was this place designed to hold her? Somehow it was serving that purpose, but I wasn’t certain what it was, or even why the mage council would believe this would be secure enough to confine someone of her power. And then there was the question of how they fed her. They would have to cross this liquid, which meant that they would have to part the barrier, creating some division, though if they did so, wouldn’t that weaken the barrier in a way that would make it ineffective?

      I studied the ground near her, half-expecting to see that she would have placed runes upon it, but there was nothing that suggested that she had. She wouldn’t have any way of doing so. There were no implements on that side of the silvery water, nothing with which she could have written.

      “They have allowed you to play?” Anna asked.

      “They have not allowed anything.”

      “Ah, then you are here as a guest. Why am I not surprised? You are inexperienced.”

      “Experienced enough to defeat you.”

      “Did you?”

      “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      “And what makes you think I didn’t always want to be here?”

      “Because you wouldn’t have known where the council would’ve brought you.”

      “Still so ignorant. You have power. I give you that. And yet, you have so very little understanding of this world. What is it that you do when you’re not chasing me?” She regarded me for a long moment. “You don’t have the look of a mage, and you certainly don’t dress the part of a mage. Which tells me that whatever it is that you are, whatever it is that you do, it’s outside of this world. Perhaps you shouldn’t have made the mistake of coming into this world.”

      “You don’t remember anything, do you?”

      “And what should I remember?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to remember. All I knew was that my grandparents remembered her, though my memories of my mother were faint, faded, little more than snippets that consisted of smells and songs and happy times. I could barely remember her face, and my grandparents hadn’t been the best at taking pictures, never having believed there would be the need. Why should they worry about it when once you reached the magical world, you barely changed?

      “Who are you working with?”

      “Did they give you permission to question me?”

      “I don’t know. Did they give you permission to speak to me?”

      She took a step toward me, and when she reached the edge of the silvery water, she stopped. I wasn’t sure whether she would or if she had some way of jumping across, only that I could feel the sense of the barrier formed by it. It seemed that it was enough to prevent her from doing anything more, and it held her on that side, preventing her from chasing after me.

      “I don’t know how long they intend to hold you, but I suspect it will be a long time.”

      “Perhaps, though it’s just as likely that they will release me.”

      “And why would they release you?”

      “Because the danger to them is too great.”

      “What danger?”

      “The danger of holding me.” She cocked her head, studying me. “You can feel it, can’t you? I can see it in your eyes. I can see it in the way that you stand there, the stiffness to you. You’re aware of the shifting power.”

      “I’m not aware of anything.”

      “Ignorance doesn’t suit you. I may not know you, but I recognize that you are no fool. Inexperienced, yes, but not the same fool that most of these men are.”

      “What’s the source of this power?”

      “The source is too interesting for me to reveal. I wouldn’t want to spoil the surprise. Besides, there’s no need for you to fear it, as it comes for us all eventually. Besides, it’s not that power that you need to fear.”

      Hating myself for getting drawn in by her, I frowned. “Then what should I fear?”

      “The coming war.”

      “What war?”

      “One you do not have the strength to withstand.”

      I took a step toward her, glaring and reaching for my magic. “What is it?”

      She stepped back and moved away from the barrier.

      The power continued to build, and now as it did, I was aware of just how powerful it was, the way that my skin and everything within me seemed to tingle.

      I hurried back to Ariel. “Something’s happening,” I said.

      She shifted, her nose elongating, sniffing at the air. “I don’t detect anything.”

      “I can feel it.”

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I ignored Barden, stepping forward, pushing my way through the vampires and the shifters to reach my grandmother. I ignored the eyes upon me, knowing there was an accusation within them, a question about why I was even here, but knowing that my presence might be crucial. And maybe Gran had known it.

      “Something’s coming.”

      “Who is this?” the gray-haired mage asked.

      “This is my granddaughter. She is the one who managed to capture Anna. She’s the reason we recognized the ley lines were shifting in the first place.”

      I ignored the sudden attention on me. “There’s power coming. I can feel it.”

      “There’s only one way into this place,” Gran said. “The doorway. That’s why we used it. We would know.”

      “Are you certain? I don’t know what is happening, but I can feel power building, and the longer we stay here debating, the more likely it’s going to come. And if this place is somehow apart from the rest of the world,” I said, taking a guess, “then whatever might be coming would be incredibly powerful. Is that what you want to risk?”

      Gran studied me. I held her gaze, wanting her to believe much the same way that I had wanted her to believe me when I was younger. This time, it was something that I could detect and I doubted that she would be able to do the same. I didn’t want to have to be right, but if they were unprepared, the consequences could be devastating.

      “We should go,” Gran said.

      “Just like that?” Roland asked, pushing his way forward. He glanced over at me, flashing a smile filled with his fangs. “You summoned the Carters and this is it? We come to see your captive and nothing more?”

      “It’s not safe to have the Carters in one place, not if power is coming as she says.” Gran motioned toward the massive stairs we’d come down. “We can talk about it back in the regular world.”

      “You would take her word for it?” Roland asked.

      “Yes.”

      The mages, arrayed around me, all looked over at me, power building from them. It burned along my spine, but it was nothing compared to the energy that had continued to build, racing up my back, leaving me nearly breathless.

      I might not know what was coming, but I could feel that it was happening soon. It was a steady buildup of power unlike anything I had ever detected.

      “Gran?”

      “Go, Katie,” Gran said.

      And then the floor shook. The strange silvery water surrounding the center island splattered outward, catching one of the mages and leaving him screaming. He staggered, falling toward the pool of water. He cried out as he disappeared beneath the surface.

      “I hate being right about this,” I said.
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      Power exploded, filling me.

      I hurriedly wrapped a barrier around myself, extending it outward, trying to include Gran, though I wasn’t sure whether she even needed my barrier or whether she had power of her own that she could use. I glanced briefly over at Anna. Had she somehow managed to get free? She remained standing, her gaze locked on me, amusement burning within her eyes.

      She had known.

      The sense of power was gone, but that didn’t mean that the danger had gone with it. It had made the room tremble, catching us off guard, and the remaining mages all took a step back from the silvery water, power bursting from them. The shifters had all changed into their wolf form. Only the vampires seemed unconcerned.

      Could they have something to do with it?

      A hand grabbed my arm and I jerked it free, spinning to drive my fist forward, uncertain what I might encounter.

      Barden raised his hand, cutting me off. “Dr. Michaels. I’m just thinking that perhaps you might back away.”

      “Back away from what?”

      “From whatever might come through here. If you’re right, and if there is some power that you can detect, and if it is from the other side of the Veil, then might I suggest you take a moment to remove yourself from the danger?”

      “I need to be here, Barden.”

      “How many times are you going to say that?”

      “I don’t know. How many times am I going to need to?”

      That steady power began to build again. This time I focused on it, looking to see where it was coming from, though I couldn’t pick up on anything other than the fact that power was there. I could not determine directionality to it at all.

      “It’s coming again,” I said.

      “There’s nothing here,” one of the mages said. He was an older-looking man, though not nearly as aged as the silver-haired man had been.

      “They’re trying to force their way in,” I said, looking around me to figure out where that power had come from.

      “This place should be impenetrable,” the gray-haired man said.

      “It should be, but it seems that whoever is coming knows a little bit more about this place than the mages do,” I said. Considering everything that I’d seen, that wasn’t too hard to believe, but I understood the mages struggled with the idea that anyone was more powerful than them. They liked to think that they were in control at all times, even when evidence proved otherwise.

      “If it’s from the other side of the Veil, then they might know a way in,” I said, looking at Gran.

      She nodded at me. “Go, Katie.”

      “Not without you. Not without her.”

      “You would protect her?”

      The hope in her eyes left me feeling guilty. Gran wanted nothing more than to see her daughter restored, and I knew that I should feel the same, that I should want to have my mother back, but having fought Anna, having seen the emptiness within her, and having attempted to restore Aron over the last few months, I knew there wasn’t much that could be done. Regardless of what we wanted for her, there might simply not be anything that could be done to bring her back to the person that my grandparents remembered.

      And even if there was, did she deserve it?

      She may not have known what she was doing, but did that mean there would be no consequences to her actions? If Aron did something now, would there be consequences? He might not be the same person that he had been, but he had full control of his magic, and even he still seemed to have a sense of right and wrong.

      “Gran,” I said.

      “No. It’s okay, Katie.”

      “We need her. Even if it’s to understand what’s been taking place and why there have been so many attacks in the Veil, we need to use that knowledge and see what we might be able to understand.” I turned my attention to Anna. She was watching me and Gran, amusement twinkling in her eyes. “She knows something about what’s coming. I can feel it.”

      “You can feel what’s coming, or you can feel that she knows something?” Barden asked, appearing at my side.

      Gran glanced at him, the irritation in her face barely masked.

      “She knows something. I don’t know what it is, and I don’t know the intent behind it, but she knows something about this.”

      Gran turned away from me and twisted her hands in a quick spell. As she did, a translucent bridge formed over the silvery pool. She walked across, and when she reached the edge of the bridge, she waved her hands in a circle, creating a barrier that wrapped around Anna. Considering how little difficulty I had in breaking free of the barrier Gran had placed around me, I wondered if Anna would have a similar ease or whether Gran had been holding back, knowing that I needed to get free so that I could come down here.

      She turned and pushed Anna in front of her, hovering her above the ground and across the bridge. When she reached this side, I wrapped my own barrier around Anna, sealing it off.

      Anna glanced over. “You don’t trust this one?”

      I blinked. My barrier had wrapped outside of Gran’s, and so for her to be aware of the fact that I had placed one suggested that Anna was far more astute magically than I had realized.

      “I’m just cautious.”

      Gran motioned for us to move, and the mages, along with the shifters, began to back toward the steps.

      “As I said, you should free me,” Anna said.

      “And as I said, I’m going to get answers from you.”

      “You won’t like the answers, and you’re not prepared for them.”

      The strange power continued to build, racing along my spine, and I clenched my teeth, hating how powerful it was, wishing that there was some way of ignoring it, but either there wasn’t or I didn’t have the necessary strength with which to do so.

      “You can feel it coming, can’t you?” Anna asked.

      Gran turned her attention to me, staring at me. “What is it?”

      “Like I told you, the power is building again.”

      When it struck, everything shook.

      The Carters were at least far enough away from the pool of silvery water that no one was splashed this time, and we didn’t lose any of them to a fall into it. I hadn’t given any thought to how diminished the Veil might be by the sudden loss of one of the Carters, not knowing where he might be from, but there would be time for that later.

      “Dr. Michaels.”

      I glanced over at Barden. His voice was far more calm than I was expecting, and far calmer than I felt.

      He nodded, pointing to the platform at the center. “Do you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “Where this woman had been standing.”

      I stared for a moment, and as I did, I realized that the silvery water was beginning to wash up over the surface.

      Was the level rising? Or had the platform at the center begun to sink?

      A shout from behind me caught my attention and I spun. The silvery liquid was washing up across the floor, and one of the shifters was caught in it. He attempted to jump, but even in his wolf form was unable to do so, almost as if the liquid held him in place. He howled, a piercing sound filled with pain and anguish. I could see him attempting to shift, trying to restore himself, but each time that he did, he failed, almost as if the liquid held him in place.

      The other shifters scrambled back, jumping free.

      I hurried forward. Someone grabbed me, but I shook them off. Twisting my connection to my magic, I wrapped a barrier around the shifter and pulled.

      Where my magic touched the silvery liquid, I felt a tingling. It was a strange sensation, almost as if it were intending to harm me, but I ignored it, continuing to pull upon the shifter. I needed to free him somehow.

      The shifter howled. His face continued to contort, shifting in and out from human to wolf, anguish burning in his eyes as he formed his human appearance.

      “Barden!”

      He appeared next to me, and a spell built from him. I was thankful that he didn’t need prompting. He wrapped his barrier around mine, and the two of us began to pull, but we weren’t enough.

      The wolf shifter continued to sink into the silvery liquid.

      “Dr. Michaels, I think we need to move.”

      “I’m not going to leave him.”

      “You can’t save him. He’s already gone.”

      As he said it, I looked at the wolf. His eyes had rolled up, the howl silenced, but I didn’t even need that for me to know that he was already gone.

      A burst of cold raced along my spine—that of death. As it came, it rolled through me, leaving me flush with power. It was the same every time death came for someone, the same sort of power I had grown accustomed to, but the sort of power I heated using. I didn’t want to draw upon the dying in order to strengthen myself. It left me feeling like some sort of magical vampire, or something worse.

      And yet, I let the magic fill me.

      What choice did I have? I wasn’t going to be able to save this shifter, not here, and not without being able to free him. Allowing that magic to fill me at least gave me the possibility of returning it to him, restoring him if we were able to recover him.

      I continued to pull, but the silvery liquid was stronger, drawing the shifter down, dropping him beneath the surface.

      I staggered back. Power continued to fill me, drawn from the shifter’s death.

      As I lay on my back, Anna frowned down at me. “As you see, you are too ignorant.”

      I motioned for Gran to move, and she and the rest of the mages continued to back away from the liquid. Barden helped me to my feet and I slowly backed up, noticing the rise of the liquid along with the steady buildup of power that indicated another attack was coming.

      “What is that liquid?” I asked Gran.

      “It’s power. We don’t really know what it is other than it serves as some way of mitigating another’s power.”

      “Then how are you able to create a spell over it?”

      “We have discovered a technique that is effective in crossing it, but there is danger in doing so.”

      “What sort of danger?” Gran didn’t answer, and I turned my attention to her, grabbing her arm and forcing her to look over at me. “What sort of danger?”

      “It requires a gift of power, Katie.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The spell caster must place part of their power within the pool in order to successfully cross it.”

      Anna began to cackle. “You really are fools. All of you. And here I thought she was the ignorant one, but at least she had the sense to stay away from it. The rest of you think to manipulate it, to borrow from it, and yet it’s the kind of power that none of you have the capacity to control.”

      “What is it?” I demanded. I forced Anna to look at me, to meet my gaze, standing on the other side of the barriers surrounding her, power rolling through me that begged for release. I held onto it, unwilling to relax, knowing that whatever I did with the power of that now-dead shifter deserved to be something useful, a way of honoring his sacrifice, but I was tempted to simply unleash it upon Anna. With her passing, I would have access to even more power.

      “If I tell you, then you might be tempted to draw upon it as well.”

      I growled and Barden grabbed my arm, pulling me back. He pointed to the ground, and I realized that the liquid continued to rise, getting closer and closer to where we stood.

      My gaze darted over toward the massive steps. I had thought that some sort of enormous person had been here, that to be the reason for the steps, but what if it were something else? What if the purpose of the steps was to mitigate the rising of this fluid?

      And was there anything that we could even do to stay above it?

      I breathed out, terror beginning to set my heart racing. I had no idea what was coming, and while I had felt out of my depth many times since beginning to use magic, the sheer enormity of what I was experiencing now, the nature of the power that rose up through this liquid, left me feeling almost helpless in a way that I was unaccustomed to.

      The other Carters reached the steps and scrambled up them.

      Power slammed once more, releasing with a burst, rolling through me as it had each time before.

      I staggered, thankful that Barden was there, keeping me on my feet. I glanced over, giving him a nod of thanks, and looked back, realizing that not everyone had managed to get away cleanly.

      Anna stood still bound by a barrier, but now it was only my barrier.

      Gran lay wrapped in the silvery liquid, her eyes wide, her mouth clenched as she fought back a scream. Power circled her, her reaction quick enough to wrap herself in a barrier, but the power from the liquid was already beginning to eat through it.

      “Go, Katie,” Gran said through her clenched teeth.

      Anger surged through me and I shoved Anna toward the steps, motioning for Barden to keep her, and he nodded. “Dr. Michaels?”

      “No. She’s not going to do this.”

      I turned toward Gran. The silvery liquid was near me, almost at my feet, and I unleashed the power that I had taken from the dying shifter. I poured it into the ground nearest me, letting it wash over the silvery liquid. I gifted that power to the liquid.

      As I did, a strange reverberation awoke within me.

      “Go, Katie,” Gran urged.

      I shook my head and pushed.

      I drew upon everything I had within me, every ounce of power that I could find, and poured it out, pushing against the rising tide of the silvery liquid, wanting to dam it off, trying to create some sort of barricade to prevent it from reaching me, but more than that, wanted to prevent it from eating through Gran’s barrier and the protection that she was able to hold.

      Had I not had the power of the dead shifter, I might not have been strong enough, and even with that, it felt as if the liquid attempted to resist everything that I poured into it. And yet, it retreated.

      I continued to push, sliding it out from underneath Gran, and grabbed her, reaching through her barrier and pulling her to her feet. With a surge of strength that I didn’t intend, I threw her toward the stairs.

      Gran groaned as she struck, but she was free, unlike the shifter who had died here.

      I darted back, dancing away from the liquid as it continued to rise, and let out a relieved sigh.

      When I scrambled up the step, Barden looked over at me, watching me with the strange concern that he sometimes did.

      “How were you able to do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “You controlled the liquid.”

      “I’m not sure that I controlled anything.”

      “Look at it,” Barden said. He pointed, and I followed the direction of his finger, looking down at the liquid. It remained pushed back where I had forced it. Had the power that I had released into it, power from the dead shifter, managed to hold it like that?

      Another surge of magic coursed through me and the ground trembled again.

      As it did, magic exploded once more and the liquid began to rise. I raised my hand, pushing again. I didn’t have the power from death this time, but I did have my own magic, and as I pushed, the liquid retreated again.

      “How are you doing that, Katie?” Gran asked.

      I glanced over. A gash had opened on her forehead but was already healing, sealing closed under her natural mage ability to restore herself. Blood stained her cheek and Gran blinked, wiping it away with the back of her hand.

      “I’m just pushing on it, Gran.”

      “You’re pushing your magic into it?”

      “I pushed my magic against it.”

      Anna watched me. “You are so ignorant.”

      “What is this?” I asked, turning my attention to her.

      “What is it? How can you not know when you are controlling it? How can you not understand what it is that you’re doing?”

      “Well, I can’t, so are you going to tell me what this is or do I have to beat it out of you? I’m more than happy to throw you down into it in order to get answers, and seeing as how we’ve seen what happens when a mage gets dropped into it, as well as a shifter, I have a sneaking suspicion that you won’t fare any better.”

      “And yet you’ve seen what happens and you still asked.”

      “What is it?” Barden asked. Everything within Anna went rigid, her eyes widening, and from the nature of the spell, I suspected he had placed the paralytic upon her.

      For once, I felt thankful for that spell. It wasn’t one that I enjoyed experiencing firsthand, but there were uses, and against someone like Anna, someone who seemed to be attempting to defy us, to withhold necessary information, it was only appropriate that he use it upon her.

      Only her eyes could move.

      “I can hold it indefinitely,” Barden said. “And I have practiced with it. It’s particularly unpleasant when the burning begins to set in. Most describe it as needles piercing the skin, though I like to think of it more like bees stinging, a swarm of them.” He regarded her with his dark expression, his eyes staring at her for a long moment.

      Her eyes widened abruptly and her breathing quickened. Whatever he was doing had to be awful and I tried to find it within me to feel some compassion for her, but I couldn’t.

      “Speak.”

      He released the spell and she sagged forward a moment, her face now white. It was the first time I’d seen Anna shaken, and it amused me that it would happen because of a member of the Dark Council.

      “How can you not know? You who can control death, how can you not know what it is?”

      “I don’t control death.”

      “No? Then how is it that you control his power?”
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      I remained frozen, staring at Anna, my entire body trembling. What did she mean that I controlled death?

      She stared at me, amusement written on her face. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “I believe that you’re telling me what you want me to think, but I don’t trust you.”

      “You don’t have to trust me.”

      “Dr. Michaels, now is not the time to be having this discussion,” Barden said, tapping me on the shoulder. I grunted, debating how much I should argue, but he was right. The sense of power, that strange sensation of something slamming into whatever barrier held us, continued to build.

      And we still didn’t know what it was.

      “We can go,” I said, glancing over at Barden.

      “You’re already too late,” Anna said.

      “Too late for what?”

      “Too late for you.”

      “I thought you said I control death.”

      “There are some things even death can’t control,” Anna said.

      I shivered, the strange words leaving me feeling hollow, empty, but I also couldn’t help but worry that she might be right. There was something else taking place, and somehow, whatever it was that came, threatening to attack, was coming quickly and with more power than what we could withstand.

      Turning away, I climbed up the next level, following Gran and Barden, and saw Ariel waiting for us. She had shifted back into human form and crouched fully naked.

      “Why is it that you’re always naked at the most inopportune times?”

      “Would you rather have me powerless?”

      “Nudity is your power?”

      “It doesn’t hurt,” Barden said.

      I shook my head. “You realize Darvish has the hots for her, don’t you?”

      “And I would not do anything to get in their way. I’m merely remarking on the beauty of her figure.”

      “You could be her father.”

      “At my age, I could be her grandfather.”

      I threw my hands up. “That doesn’t make it better!”

      The power continued to build, leaving my entire being trembling. As it did, I turned my attention back to the pool, watching for any sign of movement that might indicate that something else was coming.

      “You can’t control this indefinitely,” Anna said.

      “I don’t intend to control it indefinitely. And if you don’t shut up, I might throw you down there. I’ll see if you can control anything there.”

      Anna chuckled. “You think I fear death?”

      “You should.”

      “And who do you think summoned death?”

      I frowned. “You did this?”

      “It requires an offering, and when the council acted as predictably as they did, bringing power before me, I thought that perhaps my offering would be enough to permit death to bring me back across.”

      “You wanted death to bring you across the Veil?”

      “Not death. Death.”

      I glanced over at Barden. “Is there some mythical creature that I’m missing?”

      “It’s entirely possible that she does know Death.”

      “So this is real. Her connection to death could be something real?”

      “As real as anything else,” he said.

      The idea that there was some actual being, some entity, that existed as Death unsettled me, though why would it? I’d seen enough to know that the type of power that existed was remarkable, enough so that maybe there was some creature like that, and if there was, did I really want to run the risk of exposing myself to it?

      I didn’t. Especially not if I was somehow connected to death and that type of power.

      “We need to get her out of here.”

      “Do you think you can silence Death?” Anna asked.

      “I can silence you.” I wrapped a barrier around her, using it in such a way that it would constrict her, cutting off airflow. I held it for a moment, nothing more than that, letting her choke on the power for the briefest period of time until she fell silent. Only then did I release it. When I did, she glared at me.

      I should feel some semblance of remorse, but there was none in me. She might have been my mother once, but the person she was now was not the kind of person I could respect, and the person she was now was the kind of person who wanted to harm others, doing anything that she could to sacrifice them for her own gain.

      The ground began to rumble with a violent intensity. I looked around, searching to see who might be using magic, but I couldn’t feel anything coming from anyone other than what magic there should be.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I glanced over at Barden, studying him for a moment before motioning. “It’s time for us to go.”

      As I said it, the ground rumbled again, throwing me backward, toward the strange silvery pool. Distantly, I heard the sound of a shout, and the rumbling ceased.

      Turning around, I saw Anna lying on the ground, motionless. Gran crouched next to her, her hands on each shoulder, tears streaming down her face.

      “What happened?”

      “It… She hit her head.”

      I hurried over to her, rolling Anna’s head from side to side. Blood pooled out and her eyes were glazed. A cold chill began to work up my spine, a familiar sense that I had grown all too accustomed to knowing over the years.

      Death.

      “No you don’t,” I said, grabbing Anna. I borrowed from the power of her death, stealing it, and forced that power back into her. I wasn’t about to lose her now, not until we had more answers about what she had planned and why she was planning it. Until we fully understood what was taking place here, I wasn’t going to let her get away with this.

      Power surged, swirling around me, and it flowed into Anna, allowing me to feel the source of her injury, forcing it back into her, and as it did,  she sucked in a deep breath and her eyes fluttered before she looked over at me.

      “What did you do?”

      “I don’t think so. You’re not getting off that easy.”

      “What did you—”

      Gran grabbed her, dragging her away from me, and Barden stood waiting for me while I retreated carefully from the pool. As I went, I watched the pool of liquid, staring at it as it retreated, the level continuing to rise. I considered pushing power back into it, trying to force my way against it, but what purpose would there be in doing so?

      Instead, I climbed the stairs. When we reached the top, I paused. How long would it take for it to reach this high? Would it make it this time? Or would there be some way of preventing it from getting all the way up here?

      Barden waited for me and guided me away, power filling him as he did.

      “You saved her,” he said.

      “I did what was necessary.”

      “Was it necessary?”

      I glanced back at Anna. She was retreating, Gran escorting her. “I don’t know.”

      “You understand there may be consequences for what you did.”

      “Such as?”

      “I’m not certain, but I seem to recall you telling me that there are side effects to healing others in such a way?”

      “Only if I use the power of… Shit.” There were consequences, and I might have just triggered one, binding me to Anna in a way that I didn’t really want.

      It didn’t matter. It couldn’t matter. Not until this was addressed.

      As much as I hated it, the sense of Anna surged within me, much like I carried the sense of others I had helped over the last year, using a similar magic. That was the consequence of using power in this way that Barden warned me about.

      I could feel others I had healed. It had taken me a little time to understand what I was doing, but there was the sense of Aron, nearby and focused. There was the sense of Darvish, though he was more distant. And there was Jen. All of those sensations came to me, and I didn’t know if it was because we shared a friendship or if it was merely because I had used the power of their dying to heal them.

      And now it seemed the same had happened with Anna.

      “We should keep moving,” I said.

      “I’m not sure that I should thank you or curse you for inviting me on this journey,” Barden said.

      “Don’t worry. I’m going to curse myself plenty.”

      Yet, had I not been here, had I been unwilling to force my way down here, there was the possibility of even more danger occurring. It was possible that had I not been willing to risk myself by coming here, more might have happened. How many of the Carters would have been lost? More than two.

      “How long do you intend to remain?” Barden asked.

      “Only as long as I need to. I don’t want to remain here any longer than is necessary, but what happens if this level continues to rise?” I turned my attention back to the strangely rising fluid and had to question what would happen when the liquid reached the top of the stairs. Would it flow into the massive great hall that we had entered through? What would happen when it reached the doors? Would it overpower them?

      I had to know.

      I stood, every so often looking over to Barden, who had remained with me. I was surprisingly thankful for it, appreciative of the fact that he had remained, not certain how confident I would’ve been were I to have stayed by myself. And since Barden was willing to remain with me, I didn’t have to be by myself.

      Gran had gone away, leaving with Ariel and Anna, dragging my mother back toward the entrance. I worried that neither of Gran nor Ariel would be strong enough to hold her, and if she managed to get away from them, how much more damage could she do? If she had really summoned Death—and while it seemed impossible to believe, I didn’t know that I had much other explanation for what was taking place here, forcing me to think that might have been what happened—it was possible that she had connections to power that were significantly greater than we realized. If true, then we had to be very cautious.

      “Does it still rise?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t see anything, but—”

      “You felt it before.”

      I nodded. “I felt the power as it surged, but nothing more than that. At least, not until it slammed into us.”

      “Do you feel that now?”

      I focused on the magic, searching for any sign of a connection to power, but there was none. Either it was no longer building or something held it in place, keeping it from continuing to rise.

      “I don’t feel anything at this time,” I said.

      “Good. That’s what I was hoping for.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that the barriers around here, all of these spells and runes, all seem as if they carry with them a specific purpose. I thought that it was designed to direct power, and maybe that is what it’s for, but what if it’s meant to force power in a particular direction?”

      “You wonder if these are here to keep this liquid in place?”

      “You’ve seen what it can do. You’ve seen how deadly it is. What other explanation would there be?”

      I shrugged. I guess I didn’t have another explanation. And if that were the purpose, then it made sense. The power here was incredible, but then again, so was the danger. Having seen the way that the liquid worked, the way that it swallowed up people of tremendous power, I couldn’t help but think that there would have to be something equally powerful attempting to combat it.

      Maybe that was what this was.

      “That would explain the sheer amount of power funneled through here,” Barden said. “It’s overwhelming for me, and I can’t imagine what it’s like for you.”

      I could detect the channeling of power, but it wasn’t overwhelming. As I focused on it, I thought I understood the purpose, though. It was definitely guiding the sense of power through the entirety of this place downward, guiding it toward the silvery pool. Even the barrier outside the door had a purpose.

      “Why would the other side of the Veil create something like this?” I asked.

      “Without crossing over to the other side, I don’t know that we’ll have answers.”

      The liquid remained static, no longer rising as it once had. I stared, waiting and afraid that I might have missed something, but it didn’t rise any higher than it had, leaving a single step as all that stood between us and it.

      Power continued to push upward, though I didn’t know whether that was from whatever pushed this liquid to the surface or whether it came from some other entity. Would this place of power be enough to hold back whatever was threatening?

      Death, if Anna was right.

      And somehow, I had controlled it.

      It fit with what I knew of my powers, though it made me as uncomfortable as anything in the magical world had ever made me. If I did control death, what did that mean for the other half of me? Who was my father?

      I couldn’t take my eyes off the strange silvery liquid. It had definitely stopped rising, but that did nothing to change the strangeness about it. There’s something unsettling about liquid, more so now that I knew that it somehow was connected to death.

      “It is time for you to go, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      I looked back and noticed that Gran was farther along the hall, all of the other Carters with her hurrying away. Gran kept her hand on Anna’s arm, preventing her from moving off on her own. I didn’t like the idea of her being freed, yet there was no other option, not with whatever strangeness was taking place here.

      A burst of magic caught my attention and I made my way forward, keeping pace with Barden as we raced away. At least I no longer thought the strange silvery liquid would continue to rise, but the fact that it had reached as high as it did troubled me. There had to be some purpose to that, but what was it? Why would it have risen as high as it had? And what role did Anna have in it?

      Reaching the entrance hall, where the arches curved over us, I realized why I had felt magic. The Carters were missing.

      And there was no sense of Anna.

      There shouldn’t have been a way for them to disappear quite so quickly, so how had they? I slammed a barrier around myself, holding it as solidly as I could, needing to prevent anything from striking me. Barden worked a spell near me, though I couldn’t tell what it was.

      “What happened here?” Barden asked.

      The Carters—all of them—were missing. The only people in this room were Barden and myself.

      And Ariel.

      Her body was twisted strangely, her neck spun around, and for a moment I thought she might be dead. I raced toward her, already beginning to brace for power, reaching for it, fearing that she might have been lost, but there was no sense of death here. As I reached for her neck, she moaned softly. Her shifting came slowly, but her wolf form emerged, and when it did, she growled softly.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “She attacked,” Ariel said. Her voice was hoarse and the growl that came from her was angry and violent.

      “How was she able to attack?” Barden crouched next to me, looking over at Ariel and meeting her wolfish gaze.

      Ariel sat up, rubbing the back of her neck. “I don’t know. When I came upon them, she had already begun to move the Carters beyond here, and…” She shook her head, shifting from one form to another. “They’re gone.”

      I looked around, searching for the evidence of magic around us, but I couldn’t figure out whether there was anything that I could—or should—detect.

      There was nothing. Anna had the kind of magic that I wasn’t able to detect, and it didn’t surprise me that I wasn’t able to pick up on anything that she might have done, but in this case, I hated that I was unable to figure out where she had gone.

      “She wanted them to come here,” I said.

      “Of course,” Barden said.

      “Why?” I looked from Ariel to Barden, struggling to understand what had happened. “You think this is about destroying the Veil?”

      “I don’t know,” Barden said.

      “If it was about destroying the Veil, she would have killed them,” Ariel said, getting to her feet. “Considering how powerful she obviously is, there would’ve been no reason for her to have waited. Destroying them would have weakened the Veil immediately.”

      “Then she intends to use them,” I said. But how?

      I didn’t have a chance to understand. Power built behind me and I spun toward the rising sense. This was more than just a sense of magic. Whatever caused this, whatever power was building, came from deeper within this place. The sense of power felt distinctly different than others I had detected, and the enormity of it left me trembling.

      “We need to get out of here, Barden.”

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “More of the rising liquid?”

      I took a deep breath, focusing on the sense of energy, the magic or whatever sort of spell this was. “I don’t think so. I’m not entirely sure what this is, but it doesn’t strike me as the same as what we just encountered.”

      “Could it be Anna?” Barden asked.

      “It’s behind us. And whatever is coming is powerful.” And as powerful as it was, I wanted nothing more than to get away from it.

      “If we leave, we lose the opportunity to track the Carters,” Barden said.

      “I should be able to track them once we’re above ground,” Ariel said. “Now that I’ve been around them, I should be able to smell where they’re going, and I suspect that our friend Barden has placed a tracking spell on them.”

      I looked over at him, and he only shrugged. “It makes good sense,” he said.

      We hurried toward the door, and as we did, there was a power burst. I neared one and found another body, someone I hadn’t seen before.

      I crouched down next to Roland, disappointed that it was him and not Gran.

      “Come on, old man,” I said, grabbing him and heading toward the doorway. Before I had a chance to reach it, power exploded behind me.

      I spun, instinctively throwing up my barrier.

      I could see nothing, though there was power flowing from some place deep within this chamber. It wasn’t Anna. Her power wasn’t anything like this. I held onto my magic, keeping the barrier in place, and glanced down at Roland.

      “You need to get up,” I mumbled.

      I started away, grabbing for the door, when power burst, slamming me backward.

      I struggled to get my feet under me when something grabbed me from behind. I barely managed to look over my shoulder and saw Roland with his hand on my back, somehow standing once more. His face was pale—even paler than normal—and he stared at me with a strange expression in his eyes.

      “Get moving,” I urged.

      “What happened? Where are the others?”

      “I don’t know where she took them. And worse, I don’t know what she summoned.”

      “She summoned something?”

      “It seems that way. There’s quite a bit of power coming, and…”

      It surged again, though this time it seemed to be down one of the channels leading off.

      What was going on?

      Barden grabbed me, throwing me toward the door, and from there, he closed it, sealing it off.

      “Barden, I don’t know that was the right thing to do.”

      “Dr. Michaels, we need to keep moving. There was power, and if Anna escapes with the Carters, we need to find them before she uses them.”

      “What do you mean that she intends to use them?” Roland asked, staring at Ariel. “How is it that you have remained? Are you in on this, shifter?”

      “No more than you, vampire.”

      “Enough!” I said.

      We needed to get back above ground, and we needed to figure out what she had done and why she had done it. And then we had to go after the Carters. And Gran.

      If we didn’t, if Anna somehow used the Carters in whatever plot she had planned for them, how much worse would she make things?
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      I stared out the window, looking at the ice that was forming on the Mississippi River and feeling as if I were back in place, almost as if no time had passed. Exhaustion threatened to overpower me, and I countered it by drawing strength from the ley line running beneath the Mississippi River. Over time, I had discovered a connection to the ley lines and could use that power to augment myself. This time, it restored my magical strength, but my exhaustion was different.

      “There is no evidence of the Carters,” a familiar voice said.

      I turned around and came face to face with Aron. He was dressed in tight jeans and a T-shirt that accented his physique. Much about Aron might have changed, but much still hadn’t.

      “Anna has them,” I said.

      “We will find her,” Aron said.

      I forced a smile. At least he understood my personal reason for wanting to find the missing Carters. I didn’t believe that we would for a second, and I suspected if Aron were honest, he would tell me that he didn’t believe it, either. “Where’s Sharon?”

      “Sharon is meeting with the remaining council. They are debating whether they need to select another Carter.”

      “They can do so that quickly?”

      “Not so quickly, and only with their passing. The selection of a Carter involves a spell that binds them to the Veil.”

      “Making them powerful.”

      “If she had some way of using them, it would make her powerful.”

      Knowing Anna, I didn’t doubt that she had some way of using them, but for what purpose? We already had lost several of the Carters, and in doing so, the strength of the Veil was diminished.

      As much as I hated to admit it, it made sense that the mage council would work to choose another Carter, or several, if necessary.

      “I hope she’s not too angry that Barden has forced his way into the discussion.”

      “They are displeased by his presence, but there isn’t anything that can be done about it.”

      Displeased. The phrasing amused me, especially considering that I knew the council was probably more than just displeased. Angry might be a better way of putting it. They had resisted allowing the Dark Council to be a part of anything for so long, and even though some among the mage council had begun to recognize that there didn’t need to be the same separation, not all had come to that same realization.

      “I’m going after them.”

      “The council—”

      I turned to him, crossing my arms over my chest. “I understand that the council feels one way, Aron, but as I’ve made abundantly clear to the council, I’m not a part of them. I’m here on my own behalf, here because somehow I’m involved, but…” And I was here because I wanted to understand how this involved my mother, and whether there was anything that might involve me. Now that it involved my grandmother, I had no choice.

      “I need to know what that chamber is.”

      “That chamber is a connection to an ancient place,” Sharon said, appearing from a hidden staircase. She wore a long formal gown, and her graying hair was pulled back, tied with a band of silk. It made her appear even older than I suspected she was. I didn’t have an idea of how old she would be, though considering the fact that she appeared to be in her seventies, I suspected her to be well over one hundred, making her an incredibly old—and likely powerful—mage.

      Barden trailed behind her, and the worry creasing the corners of his eyes surprised me. I tried to get his attention and he made a point of ignoring me.

      What was that about?

      “What sort of ancient place? If you knew what it was, why would you have kept her there?”

      “We have used that place for dangerous mages for many years,” Sharon said.

      Barden stiffened and I thought that I understood. They had used it for dangerous mages like dark mages, and that might explain his sudden irritation. If the council had placed dark mages down there, trapped in a way that wouldn’t allow them to escape, subjected to the dangers of that strange silvery pool, I couldn’t help but feel as if he had a right to his anger.

      “For what purpose?” I asked.

      “For the purpose of obtaining information,” she said.

      I glanced from her to Aron and finally to Barden. “What sort of information were you acquiring down there?”

      “The kind that requires a certain determination and focus in order to obtain,” she said.

      “What were you using it for with her?”

      “We were using it to hold her. She is dangerous.”

      “I’m well aware that she is dangerous, but it seems that you placed your prisoner inside of a prison for someone else. Or, at least, something else. Now tell me what it is.”

      “They don’t know,” Barden said when Sharon didn’t answer. “That’s why I went with them. I wanted to see just what they might know, and it seems to me that they know nothing about that place or what it is and the purpose behind it. All they know is that it’s useful in containing those who possess power.”

      “How?”

      “There’s something about the platform.”

      “The platform?”

      “Tell her,” Barden said, looking at Sharon. “You’re the one who held her mother, and she deserves to know what you thought you might be able to accomplish in doing so.”

      “We thought to discover what she was doing. Nothing more than that.”

      I stared at her, trying to figure out what more Sharon might know, but the longer that I did, the more I realized that there wasn’t anything she could tell me. They didn’t know, and they had used that place despite their ignorance. I didn’t know whether to be annoyed, angry, or disappointed.

      “Do you have any way of finding the Carters?”

      “We are searching,” Sharon said. “As are the shifters. And the vampires. We will find them.”

      I shook my head. That meant I wouldn’t hear when they came up with answers. “Fine. While you’re searching, I’m going to leave.”

      I started to turn, but Sharon caught up to me. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to go and talk to my gramps. He deserves to know that his wife has been taken by his daughter—a daughter he thought was safely secured.” I glanced over at Barden. “Can I connect with you later?”

      He nodded and I sighed, heading out of the council home. Once outside, I reached my car, leaning on it and breathing heavily. I was tired. Using magic like that left me exhausted, and I was thankful that it was so near the ley lines that I wasn’t magically depleted, but I still felt wiped out. I needed to rest, recuperate, and yet I didn’t dare do so.

      I punched in Gramps’s number on my phone and got the voicemail. The sound of his voice brought tears welling in my eyes and I swallowed. “Gramps. I need you to give me a call when you get a chance.”

      After hanging up the phone, I climbed into the car. The passenger door opened and I glanced over, wondering if Barden thought to come with me, and was surprised when Aron climbed in.

      “You shouldn’t be alone.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I can tell that you are upset.”

      I laughed bitterly. “You can tell that, huh? I think I have a right to be upset, especially with what happened today.”

      “I wouldn’t dare say that you don’t have the right. I’m just remarking on the fact that you shouldn’t be alone.”

      “You don’t have to stay with me. I’m sure the council has other tasks for you.”

      “They might, but I’m going to go with you.”

      I considered arguing, but decided against it. Instead, I sped off, driving much faster than needed—something the old Aron would have appreciated—and headed west. Once I hit the interstate, the drive was easy.

      Aron stared out the window, saying nothing for a long time. “You aren’t going home.”

      “No.”

      “And you aren’t going to work.”

      I grunted. “No. Surprisingly, I have a few days off.” I had made trades to get those days off, rearranging with several of the other residents so that I could have a block of time free, which only meant that I would be forced to work a bundle of days in a row to make up for it. I dreaded that series of shifts, though I needed this break.

      “Where are you heading?”

      I glanced over at Aron, wishing that he could return to me in full. Each time I thought that I had moved past the change within him, each time that I thought that I could adjust to the fact that the man I knew was gone, I was faced with times when having Aron—the Aron I first met—would make things so much better. Certainly easier. With his knowledge and experience, I wouldn’t have to worry nearly so much about what we faced. Wouldn’t have to worry about who would help, and I wouldn’t have to question who had my back when things ran the risk of getting out of control.

      Losing him had forced me to make alliances that were different than the ones my grandparents approved of, but it had also integrated me more deeply into the magical world. I had connections to the Dark Council now. I had connections to Ariel and the shifters. And I even had experiences with vampires, though none of them were necessarily good.

      “I’m going to see Solera.”

      “Is that wise?”

      “When it comes to Solera, I don’t know that anything is necessarily wise, especially as she’s not the most trustworthy, but seeing as how I saved her, I think she isn’t a threat to me.” At least, I hoped that were true. With Solera, it could be difficult to know. She was one of the fae, powerful in her own right, and with Anna escaping, one person I thought needed to know. And she might be able to tell me what purpose Anna might have in abducting the living Carters.

      I veered off the interstate, taking the exit into Wayzata. It was an upscale community along Lake Minnetonka, and the nearest place for me to gain access to the lake. I needed to reach Big Island quickly. I could transport myself, but doing so would take enough power from me that I would struggle to recuperate, and I didn’t want to risk that. It was better to drive, conserve my power, and be ready for whatever might come up.

      “I remember”—I tensed as Aron started, thinking that maybe Aron might remember something for the first time in a while—“the last time we came here that you said she wasn’t to be trusted.”

      “She’s not. The old you would have remembered that, as you were the one who gave me that warning.”

      “As I’ve said, there are times when I can almost recall those days.”

      “I don’t mean to sound so bitter,” I said, looking over at Aron as we pulled up to a lakeside park. The parking lot was empty, not surprising considering the late hour, and moonlight glittered off the lake. “It’s just that I need that Aron to deal with this.”

      “It seems to me you are managing quite well.”

      “I’m managing out of necessity.”

      “If you fear her, why not bring others?”

      “Because I don’t want to confront her. I need to make an ally of Solera, not an enemy.” I’d already had her as an enemy, and the idea of keeping her that way wasn’t something I desired. We needed to work together, especially as both of us had need with the connection to the other side of the Veil.

      I sat in the car for a long moment before climbing out. I wasn’t dressed for a trek across the lake, but that wasn’t going to stop me.

      “You can drive,” Aron said.

      “What?”

      “Across the water.”

      I didn’t know quite what he was getting at until I looked out across the lake and saw the dozen or so ice houses stationed along it. Trucks were parked near some of them.

      “I guess I can.”

      The ice must be thick enough now, though it had only been a few weeks since we had last come here. In that time, winter had set in fully, the bitter cold more typical for February than for the middle of December.

      “I’m not sure the car is the best option for driving across the lake.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” Aron said.

      “Why? Do you intend to steal a truck?”

      “Is that something I would have done before?”

      “No, and I shouldn’t really joke about it, as you don’t have the memories that you need.”

      He climbed out and paused near the rear tires. Magic built from him, a spell that focused on the tires. He moved up to the front tires and did the same thing.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      “That is about you being able to drive across the lake.”

      “Did you give me magical snow tires?”

      He shrugged. “It will provide some traction. I can hold it until we reach the island, and then I might need to release it.”

      “The dark mages have a way of sealing off their spells,” I said.

      “How is it that you know this?”

      “When we were facing the vampire threat, Darvish used some way of sealing off a confinement spell. I’m not entirely sure how he did it, only that I could feel it.”

      “Perhaps that’s something I can learn from them.”

      The idea of any mage learning from a member of the Dark Council would have been laughable even two years ago. And I doubted that others on the council, including my grandparents, would be willing to consider the possibility that mages of the Dark Council could teach them anything, but Aron was something of a blank slate. He might be allied with the mage council, his memories forcing him to remember that, yet he had shown a willingness to consider alternatives.

      That wasn’t all that different from the way he’d been before. That Aron had been open-minded enough to maintain a willingness to protect me.

      I climbed back into the car and took a seat at the steering wheel, shifting into gear and heading toward the boat launch. I drove down, and when we hit the ice, a part of me expected to slide, to have the tires shift from underneath me, but they didn’t. The spell Aron used gave enough grip that we bit into the surface of the ice and I began to accelerate, more and more confident in the magical snow tires’ ability to hold us.

      “You know, in all the years I’ve lived in Minnesota, I’ve never driven on ice.”

      “No?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve not even gone ice fishing.”

      “It’s my understanding that is something of a pastime for Minnesotans.”

      “Maybe for some. I’ve never really been much of a fisherman even in the warm weather months. I don’t mind lounging on the water, but I really haven’t had the time.”

      “Have you not had it, or have you not taken it?”

      I shrugged, turning carefully to angle toward the island. It was a smear of darkness in the distance. “I suppose I haven’t taken it. There hasn’t been time when I’ve been so focused on my studies all these years.”

      “I find the lake peaceful.”

      I glanced over, arching a brow. “You do?”

      “I can see how the water would be relaxing. I might not remember much about the person that I was, but I do feel a certain ease when out here.”

      “Even near Solera?”

      “Hers is a connection to power, but it’s not necessarily malicious. From what I can tell, magic isn’t good or bad. It’s the intent of the practitioner that makes a difference.”

      “It’s interesting that you have lost your memories, that you work for the council so closely, and yet you have recognized something the rest of the council still refuses to acknowledge.”

      “I have learned that trying to incorporate the Dark Council into the mage council goes against centuries of tradition.”

      “It goes against centuries of abuse. And even though the Dark Council continues to help, the mage council struggles to admit the wrongs they have committed over the years.”

      I started to slow as we neared the island. The tingle of magic worked along my spine, a subtle sense that I had detected the very first time I’d come here. It was the same now, a pressure that I felt, and I focused on that connection, listening to the energy, searching for understanding. What sort of spell might Solera be using?

      But then, it was possible she wasn’t using a spell at all. Solera had a different connection to magic, one that was more akin to mine than it was to the mages. Hers was a natural sort of magic, the kind that flowed from her, drawn from her collection of power on the other side of the Veil, and much stronger than any others on this side.

      Aron reached across and touched my hand.

      I squeezed back, easing the car forward until we reached the shore. I pulled up on it, threw the car into park, and turned off the ignition.

      Taking a moment to gather myself, I sat in place, breathing deeply. I pushed away the sense of tiredness, forcing back the fatigue, trying to gather my thoughts. Facing Solera required that I have as much clarity of thought as possible to go along with my control over magic.

      What I really needed was a cup of tea. A jolt of caffeine would help to wake me up, and it might be just the thing to get me into the place that I needed to be.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      As I stepped out of the car, magic washed over me. Aron and I started forward, the line of trees in the distance drawing us. When I reached them, I met resistance.

      Shaking my head, I pushed forward against the sense of magic.

      “Are you certain you should do that?”

      “Can you feel what I’m doing?”

      “I’m aware that you are pushing through a sort of barrier.”

      I glanced over at him. “Are you using a spell to detect magic?”

      He shook his head. “No. It’s more that there’s an edge of tension within you.”

      I frowned. “What sort of tension?”

      “I don’t know how to explain it, only that I feel it.”

      That troubled me a little. When I had saved Jen, she had formed a strange sort of connection to me, one where she could detect my mood. I hadn’t known that Aron had a similar ability. Was that why he’d come with me?

      It was something to consider later.

      “There is tension here. A barrier of sorts. And I’m going to push through it to get to Solera.”

      As I pushed, the power parted and I stepped forward.

      And then I couldn’t move.
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      Magic held me.

      There was no other way for me to describe it other than that. Magic surrounded me, the kind of power that I could tell came from the other side of the Veil, and the kind of power that left my entire body tingling, sizzling with the strength of it.

      “Kate?”

      Aron’s voice was muted and I struggled to turn to look at him, but I couldn’t get my head to work. Whatever magic Solera had used on me prevented anything more than my ability to breathe.

      “I’m stuck,” I said.

      “I can’t reach you.”

      “And you would not be able to, Archer.” Solera’s voice came out of the darkness, drifting from within the trees.

      Straining against the magic, I turned my attention toward her. She strode forward, her dress a pale white that glowed with moonlight, matching her skin. “Dammit, Solera. I’m here to talk to you about Anna.”

      Even getting those words out had been difficult. I couldn’t move my mouth, so I spoke through my lips like some sort of magical ventriloquist.

      “I learned from the last time you came to my island, Kate Michaels. There will not be the same mistake as the last time.”

      “Anna escaped the council,” I said.

      “The council would never have been able to hold her for long. For all you know, she wanted the council to capture her.”

      “That’s my thought, too. At least as a backup plan to whatever she wanted to do with the ley lines.” It was getting easier to speak and I suspected Solera eased back on her hold to allow me to speak. She’d probably held me as tightly as she had at first to ensure I couldn’t do anything and now that she knew I was helpless, she relaxed.

      “Why come here? There is nothing I can do to assist with her recapture.”

      “She attacked the Carters.”

      “Do you think I should care about them?”

      “She didn’t kill them. I thought… I thought I would warn you.”

      Solera stopped in front of me. She was slightly taller than me and had an ageless quality about her. It was difficult to guess her age, though considering that she was one of the fae, she was probably hundreds—if not thousands—of years old. Power radiated off her, the sense of it racing along my spine.

      “You came to warn me or to take my power to capture her?”

      “Why would I need to take your power when I can use the ley lines?” I met her gaze, demanding that she look at me. “I came to warn you and ask for help.”

      “I have no reason to help. Certainly not to help you.”

      “I saved you, Solera. I thought that even you would recognize that was worth something.”

      Power built from her and she glared at me. “Even me? Do you think me some ungrateful sort of mage?”

      “I think you some ungrateful sort of fae who refuses to acknowledge that someone else has done something to help her.”

      The magic eased and I could move again. “You made a mistake in coming here, Kate Michaels.”

      “Maybe I did, but I need answers.”

      “What sort of answers?”

      “The sort that you might be able to provide, if you’re not too stubborn.” I glanced back at Aron. He remained where he had been, still not moving. Was he frozen with magic or did he just prefer to wait? “The sort of answers that could explain the space the council has to hold dangerous mages near the river.”

      “It’s not surprising the council would have such a space. With the proximity to the ley lines, there are many reasons—”

      “This wasn’t created by the council. This was a prison, meant to hold something in, and it used the power of the ley lines to succeed. The council made the mistake of thinking to benefit from the extra effects it had, that of separating a mage from the ability to use magic, but I think they didn’t really understand what they were doing—or what they had.”

      Solera flicked her gaze from me to Aron. “Come with me.”

      She turned away and headed back into the trees, quickly disappearing from view in the darkness.

      As I started forward, Aron grabbed my arm. “Are you certain you want to go in there after her?”

      “She knows things that we need to know.”

      “She’s dangerous.”

      I smiled at him. “Is that something you remember or something you can tell from her on your own?”

      “I don’t need my memories for me to know that she’s dangerous. The power she held you with was incredible.”

      It was, but I hadn’t tried everything in my power to break free. It was possible that I wouldn’t have been able to, that Solera having time and desire to make preparations would have come up with some spell or way of holding power that would restrict my ability, but I wondered if I might have figured something out. There was a part of me that longed for the challenge, the way I’d once longed for the challenge of a difficult medical case.

      Did I still?

      “She might be the only one who can provide us with the answers we need,” I said. “And it’s not like we’re going in unprepared. We know what she is and how powerful she is.” And I needed to know what she might know. The place the council used had to have come from the other side of the Veil, which meant that it was the kind of place that Solera might know about.

      Taking the trail leading into the trees, the darkness enveloped us quickly. Even without leaves, the branches arching overhead managed to obscure the night from us, blocking out the light and making it so that I had to fumble along the path. It wasn’t until Aron cast a pale white light that I was able to make my way more confidently.

      “Thanks,” I muttered.

      Strange movement in the shadows of the trees caught my attention and I did my best to ignore it. There were other magical creatures within these woods, though I had never seen them up close. Nymphs were here, though there might be other creatures too, especially as we were close to the power that came across the Veil.

      The path meandered through the trees, not taking a direct route. It seemed to be a different pathway than I’d traveled when here before, as if Solera had shifted the trees somehow. Had I not known how powerful she was, that idea would seem ridiculous. Even knowing how powerful she could be, the idea seemed strange.

      Smaller shrubs lined the path, some of them evergreen, their darker shapes looming until Aron’s light managed to reach and illuminate them.

      “Where did she go?” I whispered.

      “I cannot sense her.”

      Neither could I, which suggested that she hid her magic from me. I’d been able to detect her use of magic before, so the fact that I now couldn’t told me that something about it had changed.

      There was the sense of magic all around. It came as a pressure, a chill along my spine, and were it not for the December cold, it might be more prominent.

      Shaking my head, I summoned my sword.

      It was a magical blade, filled with power, more like a beam of light than a sword. The summons had many uses, not only as a weapon. With it, I was able to push back darkness and see masked mages. If Solera thought to mask herself and hide in front of us, it would reveal her.

      There was nothing but the trees.

      The path stretched onward and I continued to follow, winding first to the left and then to the right. The island wasn’t that large, so I had no idea how far we were walking. For all I knew, the path meandered back and forth, not bringing us any closer to reaching her. It was the kind of thing I expected from her.

      I stepped off the path.

      As I did, everything around me changed.

      The night lessened, the darkness that had been pressing upon us shifting. Moonlight trickled through the branches, making the light from my sword less useful. The clearing I knew contained her home became visible in the distance.

      Hurrying toward it, I found Solera standing near the pool at the center of the clearing, her head bowed as she looked down at the water. There was something magical about the pool, a connection across the Veil, and I wondered if she used that now.

      “A spell? You thought to confound me with a spell?”

      “A delay, nothing more than that, Kate Michaels. I doubted that would ever hold you for long. Your archer friend, on the other hand, would likely wander indefinitely.”

      Aron stood next to me but said nothing. The glowing from his hands had eased, but he maintained a spell, ready for whatever Solera might do. I was thankful that he stayed prepared.

      “Why a delay?”

      “I needed to collect my thoughts.”

      “That’s not what this was about.” I hurried forward, joining her at the edge of the pool, and looked down. The image that was there wasn’t a reflection of the trees surrounding us, though it had almost never been when I had come here. Instead, there was a shifting quality to it, a sense of a massive chamber, water flowing through it…

      Not water.

      The silvery liquid that had consumed two of the Carters.

      “What is that place?” I asked.

      She looked over at me and sadness rimmed her eyes. “Is that what you saw?”

      “It wasn’t like that at first. It was open, the water level lower, but it began to rise, climbing higher and higher until it forced us out.”

      Solera turned her attention back to the pool, her gaze lingering. The image stayed the same for a moment before shifting, once more a reflection of the trees around us touched my moonlight. The suddenness of it was like changing the channel while watching TV.

      “The council should not have been using that as a prison,” she whispered.

      “What is it?”

      “They were waystations.”

      “Waystations?”

      She tipped her head and the water in the pool rippled again. This time, I could feel it as it rippled, the shifting currents flowing across the surface leaving me with the belief that I could almost make out what she intended it to show.

      “They are ways to travel through my world. Passages from one realm to the next for those with the power to do so.”

      I blinked. “What? Why would the council have access to something like that?”

      “It would be the ley lines. The waystations have always been tied to power, as that is required to allow us to travel. The power on this side of the Veil is no different than it is on the other side, though the power of the other side of the Veil is more difficult to reach. The waystations tapped into that, allowing those with the necessary abilities to borrow from that power as they traveled.”

      “Why would they be necessary? Can’t you all just transport yourself?”

      Solera looked over at me. “Not all of us are capable of such things. Even for those who are, it is considered respectful to use the waystations rather than other means of travel. Or, it had been.”

      “Had been?”

      “The waystations have been closed for… a long time.”

      “Why?”

      “The same reason all things change.”

      “Which is?”

      “Some thought to use them for a different purpose.”

      I stared at the water, trying to remember what it had looked like. With the proximity to the ley lines, and if they did tap into it, there were likely only a few reasons that anyone would want to take over and use the waystations. Power.

      But that wasn’t what the waystation had been used for where we had been.

      “The one beneath the Mississippi had a different purpose.”

      “Perhaps now, but not at first.”

      “It served as a prison. There was a barrier around it.” That had been the first thing I had noticed when reaching it, though I still didn’t know what it signified. I had thought it protected us once we were there, but after having seen the way the liquid rose, and the power that slammed into it, I suspected there was a different—and darker—reason for it. “And what is that silvery liquid?”

      Solera turned away from me. “That is what has closed off the waystations. The spell used for that is a dangerous and deadly sort of power, consuming all who attempt to use it.”

      “My mother said it was death.”

      Solera glanced over. “Did she call it death or Death?”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “All things die, Kate Michaels. As a human healer, I suspect you know that. But Death is a different entity. Power. One that can be summoned.”

      “Is Death a creature on the other side of the Veil?”

      “Not like the fae or the daemons, if that’s what you fear. Death is a power, much like life is a power. It was summoned to the waystations.”

      “Why?”

      “The same reason all power is summoned.”

      “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      “There has been a war on the other side of the Veil for many years. People of power chase more power.”

      War. That was what Anna had mentioned. “Like the fae?”

      “Even among the fae, there are the Seelie and the Unseelie. Similar, but different. Light and dark. Both powerful, but different.”

      “And do they battle for power?”

      “For many years,” Solera said.

      The way she said it left me thinking that she had a very distinct experience with the fighting between the Seelie and the Unseelie. I realized that I didn’t know enough about Solera. She was fae royalty and had been deposed, but I didn’t know the reason—or what kind of fae she was. I’d always assumed that she was Seelie fae, but what if that was wrong?

      “Which are you?”

      She cocked her head as she studied me. “You can’t tell?”

      “Seeing as how I avoided the magical world for as long as I did, and that I haven’t spent any time on the other side of the Veil, I can’t tell. If it’s not a polite thing to ask, then tell me. I mean no offense by it, only that—”

      “I am of the Seelie fae,” she said softly.

      “Why were you banished here?”

      “Now you begin to ask impolite questions.”

      “Is it relevant to what we’re dealing with?”

      “All things are relevant, Kate Michaels.”

      “Then why won’t you tell me?”

      “It’s a point of shame.”

      Silence fell between us and I didn’t push on the issue. “We need to find where Anna went now that she has escaped. She has the Carters, and I still don’t know what she’s after.”

      “There’s no need for you to search for her. You won’t find her.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She stole from me the same as you, Kate Michaels. I understood her intent when she did. Don’t let your mother’s mistakes become your own.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “What it means is that you shouldn’t allow your mother and her issues to become yours. She chose her path. She chose her pursuit. You, on the other hand, can choose a different way.”

      “I’m not going to lose my grandparents.”

      “Even if she crossed the Veil?”

      I hadn’t considered it, but I should have. Maybe that was why Ariel had such a hard time finding them.

      As I thought about it, I considered Solera for a moment. There was something about the way that she said it that struck a chord.

      “You don’t want me to go after her. Why?”

      “I do not care whether you go after her. I’m merely offering advice.”

      “It’s been my experience that you don’t offer advice,” I said.

      “In this case, I have chosen to do so. You would prefer I not?”

      “I would prefer that you tell me why you don’t want me crossing the Veil.”

      “You’re dangerous, Kate Michaels.”

      “Dangerous to you? Or dangerous to something that’s on the other side of the Veil?”

      “Dangerous. And with that danger, you pose a real risk to those who deserve protection rather than what you might offer.”

      “And what might I offer?”

      “Death.”

      I started to laugh before cutting off as I realized Solera wasn’t joking. “You just said that death was a power.”

      “And I’ve also said that you seem capable of wielding it, Kate Michaels. As I’ve said, you are dangerous. Those with you are in danger.”

      I still didn’t feel as if I had any real answers from her. I’d learned that there were waystations and that they had somehow allowed people on the other side of the Veil to travel, but nothing more than that. For some reason, those waystations were important to Solera. Even more than that, she mourned their loss.

      “What’s it going to take for you to share with me why you’re here?”

      “More than you have to offer,” she said.

      Solera turned away from me and I let her disappear. She faded into the darkness, swallowed by the shadows—or possibly by shafts of moonlight. I wasn’t really clear which it was. When it came to Solera, it could have been either.

      Aron approached and stood next to me, looking down into the pool. “Is this the source of her power?”

      “This is the source of some power, though I’m not sure that she would even claim it to be hers. When you brought me here the first time, I was able to access her power, though I’m not sure what that means. All I know is that I somehow have a connection to the other side of the Veil.”

      “If you do, then you won’t be helpless when you cross.”

      “What?” I asked, turning to look at him.

      “Isn’t that what you intend?”

      I breathed out heavily. Was that what I intended? I didn’t know what would happen if I attempted to cross the Veil, and I didn’t know what I might encounter, nor did I know even how I might find the Carters when I did.

      Not if. Already, my mind seemed made up. I was already considering that I was going to go, but I still didn’t know the point of doing so.

      “She’s after something with them,” I said to Aron.

      “Which is even more reason for you to go.”

      “You’re not going to try and talk me out of it?”

      “For what point? Anna is a dangerous woman, but she is still a woman. She comes from this side of the Veil and somehow managed to acquire vast knowledge that has made her powerful enough to confront many mages at one time. She alone managed to incapacitate all of the Carters.”

      “That’s the kind of power that we need to understand.”

      “Or it’s the kind of power we need to fear.”

      I didn’t need to tell Aron that I feared it. Everything about me trembled at the idea of crossing the Veil and facing not only the horrors that I might find there, but facing the risk of whatever dangers Anna might pose. And that was counting on the fact that I might be able to discover something from her.

      The only thing I thought that I might be able to use would be the passage of power, and perhaps using the demon sword that I had reacquired from her. With that, I might be able to track her somehow, but if I did, and if I encountered something deadly and dangerous, what would I do?

      “I need to know how to make the crossing,” I said.

      “There are some who would know this.”

      “Those who would know won’t share,” I said.

      “Perhaps they would,” Aron said. “If you tell the council what you intend, they might offer the knowledge necessary.”

      I thought about going before the mage council, begging for permission to gain the knowledge needed to make a crossing over the Veil, and decided that didn’t suit me at all. The vampires wouldn’t provide me any sort of information, not that I could blame them. That left the shifters, and though I knew the shifters had a way of opening a connection from this side to the other, I didn’t know whether Ariel would be able or willing to tell me how she had done it. Even if she did, what did I hope to accomplish?

      “It’s a good thing I have a few days off,” I said.

      I only hoped that a few days off would be all I needed, because if it took longer, I would run the risk of losing my place in my residency when I was so close to the end.
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      “You’re going to do what?”

      I sat next to Jen on the sofa in my living room. The TV was muted, and images from the show she was watching flashed on in the background. This was a new show for her, reruns of The Goldbergs, a show I had never taken much interest in, though in the time that Jen had been staying with me, I had seen her watching it often enough.

      “I don’t have much choice,” I said, resting my hand on the demon sword. It was strange having it back. After having lost it for months, having learned to summon magic in a different way and no longer dependent upon it, I thought that I understood what Ariel had once told me about using it as a crutch. It had been a crutch. Losing it might’ve been difficult, but it had also forced me to become something else.

      The entire blade was black and slick, markings worked along it that I once had believed made up some demon language, but now I wasn’t as certain. What if they were nothing more than runes? I had already seen the power of runes, what the mages believed to be an ancient and arcane form of magic, and if there was that sort of power trapped within those runes, then it was fitting that they would be placed on a weapon like this.

      “How do you even know she’s made a crossing like you described?” Jen asked.

      I sighed, leaning back on the sofa. In the time since her apartment had burned and she had decided to stay with me, I found that I enjoyed having a roommate much more than I ever would have imagined. For so long, I had wanted to be on my own, but maybe that was because I’ve never had the right kind of roommates. And now with Jen knowing about me, knowing about my magic, it was nice to be able to come home and at least share something about what I’d been going through.

      “Because I can’t detect her anymore.”

      “You were able to detect her?”

      “When we were beneath the council, she fell, hitting her head, and—”

      Jen took my hands. “You helped her? Why would you have done that?”

      “I wasn’t about to let her get away with it. I needed to have answers.” And what I didn’t tell her was that if Anna was my mother, then how could I allow her to die? “Now I have the same sense with her as I do with others.”

      “You can feel her, which means she can feel you.”

      “She might not know what it is.”

      “And you don’t detect her anymore?”

      “No. At first I thought it was because she left that room and that the barriers around it somehow prevented me from detecting her, but now I’m not as certain.”

      “You think she crossed the Veil.” I nodded. Jen shrugged. “That doesn’t mean anything. It could mean that she’s trapped somewhere.”

      “I don’t think she’s trapped, and with her taking others of considerable power”—I wasn’t able to fully explain the Carters to her, though she did understand the Veil—“there is real danger. I need to find her, and with this connection to her, I might be the only one who can.”

      “You even know how to do this?”

      “Not so much. I went to Solera to see what she might know—”

      “You went to her again?”

      “Considering what we’re dealing with, and the nature of the place the council had used to contain her, I thought that she might be the only one who would be able to help.”

      “Oh God, Kate. And here the worst thing I was worrying about was whether or not I would be able to get through the next three days of my shifts. What can I do to help?”

      “I’m not sure there is anything that you can do to help. Besides, I’ll get the joy of feeling the same connection to you while you work.”

      Jen paled. “Which means I’ll know what stupid things you’re doing. Don’t tell me you are going to go alone.”

      “There’s not much choice. I don’t have anyone I can trust.”

      “What about your gramps?”

      I had considered asking Gramps, but I didn’t want all of us, the entirety of the remaining family, to be trapped on the other side of the Veil. It felt wrong, somehow, though maybe I needed to at least broach the topic with him. Gramps might want to go, especially with Gran having been abducted.

      “Maybe Gramps.”

      “There’s something more.”

      “I think that I am going to hate the fact that you are somehow attuned to my emotions in this way.”

      “I’ll admit that it’s not always easy. When you were facing whatever it was the other day, all I could feel was your fear. It was overwhelming.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I said.

      “Don’t be sorry. I was worried about my friend. I’m just glad that you made it back out.”

      “I don’t know what I’m going to encounter when I make the crossing.”

      “Probably more terrifying shit.”

      “That’s my thought.”

      “Well, I’m glad you have your sword back.”

      “Me too.”

      “And you still haven’t told me what else you were hiding.”

      “Fine. I think Aron intends to go with me.”

      “I thought he was a faithful servant of the council now.”

      “That’s just it. I think he is a faithful servant of the council, but at the same time, I think he feels as if he needs to accompany me.”

      I didn’t know quite why he would feel that way, and while I wanted to let myself hope that he had some memory of what we’d gone through, I wasn’t sure that was it. Maybe it was nothing more than the fact that he had connected to me in a way similar to what had happened with Jen. And if he had, he might feel as if he needed to come with me, if only to avoid wondering what I was going through.

      It was an awfully cynical reason, but what other reason would there be?

      “And now you’re feeling sorry for yourself,” Jen said.

      “You need to stop with that.”

      “If only I could.”

      I breathed out, squeezing the sword. “Even if it’s Gramps and Aron, I don’t know enough about the other side of the Veil to feel as if I will be prepared well enough.”

      “Then don’t make it just the three of you.”

      “Who else could I ask?”

      “How many people have you helped since you started to embrace your magic, Kate? I can count them off on my fingers. There’s the Little Mermaid, the hot older Frenchman, his karate master second-in-command, an entire vampire family, your hunky ex-boyfriend, and—”

      I waved my hand, cutting her off. “You’re making your point.”

      “I’m just trying to make sure it sinks in. You can be kind of thickheaded when it comes to things like this. And for some reason, I think you have heard this before: You’ve struggled with trying to balance yourself, but you’ve done a much better job than you give yourself credit for.”

      It was sort of the same thing that Ariel had once told me. She had advised me to figure out a way of balancing the medicine and the magic within me, and I had struggled with it, though maybe I needn’t have. It was because of my connection to medicine that I had been brought into the magical world, and it was because of that same connection that I had succeeded.

      “Even if I bring everyone with me that I’ve helped, it still might not be enough.”

      “You don’t know unless you ask. And you don’t know unless you try.”

      “No funny quips?”

      “When it comes to this, I don’t know that I have any jokes that I can offer you.” She tipped back her glass of wine, finishing it in a gulp before setting it on the coffee table. “How long do you think you’ll be gone?”

      “Not long.”

      “If you need me to, I’ll cover for you.”

      “I hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “Me too, but just know that I am there for you.”

      “You’ve always been there for me.”

      “Yeah. Just remember that when you start thinking about charging me rent.”

      “Now that you mention it, you are a few weeks overdue. I could really use the extra cash.”

      “Why? You don’t go anywhere, you certainly don’t spend it on clothes, so—”

      “Hey!”

      Jen grinned. “How about some more wine?”

      Wine sounded tempting, but I could already feel the effects of the single glass I’d had and didn’t want my mind to be hazier than it needed to be.

      “So that’s a no,” Jen said.

      “Are you using that strange connection between us?”

      “I don’t know if it’s the strange connection or if it’s the look on your face. You’re already starting to plan for what you need to do. I’ve seen it on you before, though usually when you’re heading into a trauma situation and you’re starting to calculate what needs to be done to keep the patient alive.”

      “You know, it’s surprisingly not that dissimilar. In both cases, you have to make quick judgments and react.”

      We sat for a moment in silence. “Have you finished your application?” she asked.

      “You know that I’m not sure I want to dedicate another year.”

      “It gives you more time to figure out what you want to be,” she said.

      I smiled at Jen. The ultrasound fellowship she had applied for was mostly time spent teaching, though there was a part of it where she would get to work with some of the attendings, to ease into more of a responsibility, a safety net of sorts. Neither of us spoke much about it, but she wanted that safety net, and I thought that I understood.

      For me, there was some advantage in not pursuing a fellowship. Not only was I able to finish sooner, but I could have more control over my own schedule, and if things came up—sort of like this—I wouldn’t be beholden to a work schedule that I needed to coordinate. If I applied for—and was offered, since it wasn’t a guarantee—the trauma fellowship, I would be spending another year as something more than a resident but quite a bit less than an attending.

      “At least apply,” Jen suggested.

      “And then what? What will I say when they bring me in to ask me about my goals?”

      “I’m sure you can come up with something. You are pretty good in pressure situations, after all.”

      “You want me to lie, Dr. Stone?”

      “If that’s what it takes. I’m serious, Kate. At least apply for the fellowship. Even if you decide you don’t want to take it, you don’t want to miss the deadline and not have an opportunity to apply for it later.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Think? Kate, you’ve only got another week to get your application in.”

      Could it already have come up so quickly? I hadn’t paid that much attention to it, though partly that was because I didn’t care, not the way Jen did, and probably not the way Dr. Roberts had cared when he had applied for the same trauma fellowship. He had wanted it, though I think he also wanted to remain in academia so that he could let the residents do all the work for him and he could sit back in his office much like Dr. Locks often did.

      “Okay. I’ll take care of it when I get back.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise. I’ll apply, I will go to the interview, and I will lie my ass off when they ask me about my long-term plans.”

      “You don’t have to lie about that.”

      “No? I should tell them that I have magic and that I don’t intend to stop using it, especially now that I no longer fear the kind of magic I have?”

      “Well, maybe you need to conceal some of the truth.”

      She headed into the kitchen and came back a moment later with another bottle of wine. She set it on the table and began working with the corkscrew to pry the top off. My cat Lucy followed her out of the kitchen, meowing softly and rubbing up against her. At least I didn’t have to worry about anything happening to my kitty if something happened to me. Jen would take care of her. She would take care of everything here, and with the protections on my condo, this place would be safe.

      Was I already starting to think like I wasn’t coming back?

      I had every intention of coming back, but maybe I was trying to be realistic, too.

      “Kate?” Jen asked, pausing as she was pouring out a glass of wine.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know. Wherever your emotions went got… dark. I didn’t like it.”

      “I didn’t like it, either.”

      “Get help. Don’t be stupid.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You know that I don’t mean it like that. You are the smartest person I know. Which is why I don’t like it when you’re stubborn. Get help so that you can succeed with whatever you intend, and get this over with so that you can get on with the next part of your life.”

      I forced a smile. The only problem was that I didn’t know what the next part of my life was going to be. In that, I was no different than any other student, only in this case, I was a student of both medicine and my connection to magic. Somehow, I had to master both.
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      It was strange going to the Dark Council warehouse on my own. Each time I’d been here, someone else had been with me. Either Derek, Jen, or Ariel had accompanied me when I’d visited. Coming alone left me feeling as if I were somehow doing something I shouldn’t be.

      Strangely, I hadn’t come to the warehouse with Aron before. Even when he’d been intact, his memory his own, we hadn’t come here together. I always avoided bringing him, almost as if I were going against what he wanted by coming to Barden for help.

      The overcast sky filtered the moonlight, giving an almost surreal quality to the night. A biting wind gusted, easily slipping through my coat, leaving me shivering. I stuffed my hands into the pockets of my coat, wishing for gloves and much warmer clothing, but I hadn’t prepared well enough for what I might encounter here.

      I sat in the car, staring at the windshield, looking at the nondescript exterior of the warehouse. It was a long building with a single door on the outer face. An industrial light glowed softly, creating enough illumination to brighten a semicircle around the entrance to the warehouse, but it didn’t penetrate much beyond that. Remnants from the last snowfall we’d had were shoveled out of the way, leading to a path up to the doorway. Footprints had compressed that path. I focused on the sense of magic coming from the warehouse, feeling its distinct tingle as it washed along my spine, though it was faint, as if the Dark Council intended to hide their intention from even me, though from what Barden had said, they weren’t able to mask their magic from me effectively.

      Why did I come to Barden first?

      Maybe that should be the answer I had before spending much more time here. There had to be a reason I chose him rather than Gramps—someone who was much more intimately involved in this. I went to Barden even before I went to Ariel, and I felt as if she and I had a greater connection than most within the magical world.

      Then again, it might be best that I didn’t spend too much time trying to figure out why. If I did that, it would only lead me down the path of even greater uncertainty and might leave me second-guessing what needed to be done. I came to Barden because I thought he was the most likely to help, though even that wasn’t guaranteed. He had no stake in this, nothing other than the fact that I would be the one asking. The more that I thought about it, the less certain I was that I would be enough to motivate Barden to participate.

      A tap on my window caught my attention and I jerked over to look out. Darvish stared through the window at me, grinning slightly.

      I pushed open the door and stepped outside.

      “Dr. Michaels. I wasn’t expecting you to be here, especially after what Barden says you went through earlier.”

      How had he snuck up on me? Had I been so focused on my thoughts that I wasn’t able to pay attention to somebody’s approach? I knew better than that, especially around here, where there were others with significant magic.

      “Is he here?”

      “He’s here. He was pretty shaken up by what happened, though you know Barden, and you know that he wouldn’t be likely to share that too openly.”

      I smiled. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “I know that you won’t. He trusts you.”

      I shut the door and slipped the lock button on the key fob, ignoring Darvish’s pointed look as I did. He guided me along the snow-lined path to the doorway and tapped in a code to lead me in. As we entered, I chuckled softly.

      “What is it?”

      “Just a realization that I’ve never come in and not broken in first.”

      “We’re well aware of that, Dr. Michaels. We’ve had to change the locks multiple times, and there is only so much that we can do to restrict your magic.”

      “Why would you want to restrict my magic?”

      Darvish arched a brow. “Ever since you first came into our lives, we have known nothing other than challenges, Dr. Michaels. I can’t say that I don’t find it interesting, intriguing, even. But in some ways, it is even more difficult than what we once struggled with while being chased by the mage council.”

      “I’ve never threatened you with burning off your magic.”

      “Not that, but we’ve risked death more times than we ever had before.”

      We paused at the door leading into the back hallway. I barely looked around, not paying much attention to the cubicles that filled the entirety of the warehouse, and I looked over my shoulder, realizing that quite a few of them were occupied now. Each time I came here before, the cubicles had been empty, though rows of computers filled them, some part of Barden’s dealings, though I wasn’t entirely certain what those dealings entailed. He alluded to the fact that he participated in some underground work, and considering everything I knew about him, that wasn’t altogether surprising. And yet, Barden didn’t strike me as a typical mobster type. He was well-informed, leaving me to wonder if the purpose of all of this was to acquire information.

      After Darvish tapped in another code and the door snicked open, he stepped aside as I came through, closing it and pressing his hand against it, using a quick spell to seal it closed once again.

      “Is that necessary?”

      “We take every precaution here, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Does the mage council still harass you?”

      “They haven’t spent much time pursuing us as they once had, though there are the occasional knights who either haven’t received the warning to leave us alone or who have ignored it.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Darvish shrugged. “That is not your fault, Dr. Michaels. In that case, you have done absolutely everything possible to help ensure our safety. We don’t blame you when it comes to that.”

      “What do you blame me for?”

      “Personally, I blame you for nearly dying twice, but the others don’t hold the same grudge.” Darvish continued along the hallway until he reached the door that led into Barden’s quarters. He tapped on the door, and while we waited, I touched Darvish on the arm.

      “I’m sorry about that, Darvish. You didn’t deserve that happening to you.”

      “Challenges strengthen us, Dr. Michaels. How else would we know what we’re capable of if we aren’t pressed to learn more?”

      The door opened and Barden stood on the other side, his gaze immediately going to me. He tipped his head in a nod to Darvish, and for a moment, I thought that he might dismiss Darvish, but he stepped aside, waving both of us in.

      “Have a seat, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      The fire at the back of the room invited me. It was more fitting to this time of year than others, though it had been my experience with Barden that he had a fire burning in the hearth nearly at all times. There was something warm and welcoming about it, though I wondered if perhaps there wasn’t another purpose to it. Knowing Barden as I did, it was likely that the fire somehow was tied to a protection, though it would be one I knew nothing about.

      “If you don’t mind, I thought that I might stay,” Darvish said.

      “Of course,” Barden said.

      Darvish went to the hearth and leaned on the mantle, staring at the flames. I leaned back on the cushion of the comfortable sofa, sinking in, well aware of the fact that I might easily drift off to sleep but forcing myself to stay awake and maintain that focus.

      “You intend to cross the Veil,” Barden said, taking a seat across from me.

      “You’re just going to dive in?” I asked.

      “When it comes to this sort of thing, I feel that being direct is the only course of action.”

      “I appreciate that, and yes. I intend to cross the Veil.”

      “Is this about your mother or your grandmother? I doubt it is only about the Carters.”

      “Does it have to be one or the other?”

      “I suppose it doesn’t, but I know you, Dr. Michaels. You think that you can somehow help her.”

      “That’s just it, Barden. I don’t think that I can help my mother. The woman that she was is no longer.”

      “How certain are you of that?”

      “I can see it in her eyes. She has the same sort of blank expression that Aron now has, and there isn’t anything that can be done for him.”

      “You think she was brought back from death the same way as the archer?”

      I didn’t really know, and I got the sense that wasn’t exactly what Barden was asking. There was more to it, especially as Aron wasn’t the only person I had brought back from death. I had helped Darvish, and in spite of that, he hadn’t been altered in the same way as Aron. For that matter, I had brought Jen back, and she was changed, but her memories were still her own. She wasn’t a different person.

      “It’s possible,” I said.

      Barden leaned forward, pressing his palms together, steepling his fingertips. “If you’re right, it is interesting that she shares a similar experience.”

      “Why is that interesting?”

      “You’ve been looking for connections, Dr. Michaels, and I have, as well. Ever since meeting you, at least understanding who you were, I have chased understanding. I thought it was the best course of action, especially as I had been manipulated in a certain regard.”

      “How were you manipulated?”

      “I was manipulated the same as others like me. We have been brought up to believe that we were something else, when in reality, we are no different than the mage council.”

      I laughed darkly. “Barden. Don’t lump yourself in with them. You are quite a bit different than the mage council. You’re better than them.”

      Barden flashed a smile. “Dr. Michaels, I would almost think that you care about us.”

      I did, and that was the reason that I had come here first, now that I began to think about it. It wasn’t so much that they were dark mages, it was the fact that they had come every time I had asked for help. From when I had needed their help with the Great One to needing help with the vampires, they had willingly come along, even when doing so would put them in danger.

      But I had a hard time thinking that they would agree to accompany me now. What I asked this time was different, deadlier, and possibly not even something we would be able to accomplish.

      “I didn’t take you for the kind of person who needed proof,” I said.

      Barden smiled. “It’s always nice to feel wanted.”

      “I need to understand what she’s after. Somehow everything is tied together, much like what you’re implying. She’s been behind all of these events, and…”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. And all of the events had involved me in some way.

      Had that been coincidental or had there been someone behind it, guiding me toward them?

      I sat up, a cold washing through me that was different than magic or death.

      Why hadn’t I given any thought to that before?

      What if Anna had wanted my involvement? What if she had somehow tried to bring the demons and the knights into Minneapolis, where I would be forced to notice them? And what if she had been reason that I had come to understand the gorgon? At that point, I had already become involved in the magical world, so it would’ve been easier to manipulate my involvement with other aspects, especially including the Great Ones.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Barden asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m just thinking.”

      “You seem troubled,” Darvish said.

      “It’s like what you said. If all of this is somehow tied together”—and Anna had been the one who told me that it was, confirming suspicions that I had even before encountering her—“then we don’t really understand what she’s after. She wanted to redirect the ley lines, but even in that, we don’t know what she was intending to do. And now she’s on the other side of the Veil and I won’t be able to track her until I cross over.”

      If it were only about power, there were other ways to gain it.

      Was there anything that I could understand from what I had heard from Solera?

      “She was intending nothing more than death and destruction,” Darvish said, continuing to stare at the fireplace.

      Death.

      That seemed to be the connecting feature, didn’t it?

      Even when it came to me, death was the common feature.

      Why was that? And why was it that Solera had made a point of sharing with me about death?

      Not just death. Death.

      It might not be a person, but it was an entity, and strangely, it was the entity that my chosen career had led me to try to oppose. Everything I did was about attempting to keep people from death, to do everything that I could in order to protect them, to ensure that they pulled through whatever reason brought them to the ER.

      But everything with my magic went against that. It had always been destructive, and while it had some restorative properties, that might’ve been more about me than about the magic.

      “What if this is all about death and destruction?” I whispered.

      “That’s what I said,” Darvish said.

      “No,” I said, looking up at him before turning my gaze to Barden. “He’s right. Everything that we’ve encountered has been tied to death and destruction. Everything, including me, has been tied to it. But why?” I stood and started pacing, needing to get my mind working, and sitting just wasn’t going to do it. I needed to be moving. “Something Anna said troubles me. She mentioned war—and so did Solera.”

      “You went back to the exile?” Barden asked.

      “I needed to. The chamber the council has hidden is tied to the fae somehow. I’m not entirely sure how it is, only that it wasn’t a place of our world and it wasn’t connected to our magic. You’re the one who pointed that out, Barden.”

      “The runes,” he said.

      “The runes. Everything there was directed power, trying to hold whatever was there in place, and yet Solera called it a waystation.”

      “A waystation?” Barden asked.

      “She said they were used to travel, and that they had been lost.”

      “How would they be used to travel?” Darvish asked.

      “I’m not really sure, only that they allowed them to travel from one place to another on the other side of the Veil.”

      “Those fools,” Barden whispered.

      “What?”

      “You were worried about crossing the Veil, and I suspect you came looking for help, possibly even someone to come with you.”

      I nodded. There was no use denying that, especially as I still thought that I needed Barden and his assistance with this.

      “But from what you’re saying, and if it came from Solera, it’s likely the truth, then it seems the council has made the mistake of maintaining a presence on the other side of the Veil.”

      I gasped. He was right. For the waystation to have worked the way Solera implied, the room where the council held Anna had to have been on the other side of the Veil. Could it really have been so simple to make a crossing?

      It seemed difficult to believe, and yet, it seemed so likely that was what had been done.

      “I thought crossing the Veil was more difficult,” I said.

      “It should be,” Barden said. “Perhaps the proximity to the river is what has allowed them to make it a less taxing process. And yet, why would they have maintained it?”

      “They didn’t know,” I said.

      “They didn’t know, and they didn’t care to try and understand,” Barden said. “All they knew was that it was a place of considerable power, and in their minds, that was all they needed to understand about it.”

      We had the same experience with the council, and both of us recognized that the council wasn’t necessarily the most trustworthy when it came to safety and trying to understand what was actually taking place.

      “If that’s a way across the Veil, then it’s probably also the way that she disappeared,” I said. And if that’s how she disappeared, could she have used one of the waystations, could she have traveled somehow and disappeared in that manner? And if she did, where would she have gone?

      All we knew was that the waystations were a way of traveling between places on the other side of the Veil, and I knew that the waystations had been damaged, lost because of some danger on the other side, though not what else.

      “We need to go back down there,” I said.

      “Are you sure that is the right thing to do, Dr. Michaels? You saw what was coming.”

      “And I was able to redirect it,” I said. If nothing else, that provided some advantage, though I wasn’t sure that I wanted to have an advantage that involved me redirecting death. And I didn’t even know if doing so would allow us to remain safe.

      Maybe Anna remained within the waystations, trying to travel. Could we have time?

      And if we did, maybe we would be able to find her and stop her before she reached whatever destination she had in mind.

      “I’ll go with you,” Barden said, “but I don’t like it.”

      “You can’t go if it’s dangerous. Let me go,” Darvish said.

      Barden smiled at him. “This is one that I think I must do. Besides, if something happens to me, I need you to be here to continue to run our organization.”

      I was relieved that Barden was willing to come with me, but a part of me had hoped that I would have more with me than just Barden, and maybe there still could be. I still hadn’t gone to Gramps, and I needed to.

      And it was possible that a smaller group would be able to move more effectively on the other side of the Veil and be less likely to draw notice than a larger group.

      “There’s another person I need to talk to before we go, but I think we shouldn’t waste too much time,” I said.

      “I agree,” Barden said. “Your grandfather, I presume? And when you finish, I think we need the help of a few others.”

      “Who else?”

      “Let me handle one, but I think you need to contact your shifter friend.” I glanced over at Darvish. I knew that something had happened between him and Ariel, and wondered what he might say if he knew that we intended to ask her to come with us, but he didn’t say anything. I wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.

      “Meet at the council home in an hour?” I asked Barden.

      “I might need two.”
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      Reaching Gramps had been much harder than I had expected. I had sent him a message and had left him a voicemail, neither of which had seemed to get his attention. I didn’t know if the council had already alerted him about what had happened, but if they hadn’t, I didn’t want to tell him over the phone about Gran’s disappearance. He deserved more than that.

      And he’d been troubled by the sudden reappearance of my mother. Gramps wouldn’t say it, especially as he tried to put on a strong and resilient front for me, but I think that it got to him far more than he wanted to let on.

      And so I sat in front of the council home, my car parked on the street, waiting for someone—anyone—to get back to me. Ariel still hadn’t responded, and I didn’t want to risk drawing on my magic to travel to her, especially as I wasn’t sure how much power I might need when we went back down to the waystation. It was possible that I would need to be fully powered. Traveling with magic took considerable energy and I didn’t want to risk wasting any that we might need to use later.

      It left me at the mercy of Ariel’s decision to accompany us, much like it left me at the mercy of my grandfather’s response. If only there were an easier way to reach her.

      The night was getting late, and it might be a mistake that we were planning to do this so late, leaving me wondering whether we should perhaps wait until morning, giving me a chance to rest, but at least I had experience staying awake.

      Wind gusted. Would it be this cold on the other side of the Veil? Solera made it seem as if our world was a pale reflection of the world on the other side, and that the forest on the island in which she now resided was little more than a reflection of the power available there, but I had a hard time believing that it could be so much different, though having seen the waystation and having recognized the power present, I had to believe that there was something more. How could there not be?

      Magic surged, the sensation flowing along my spine, and I got ready to manifest a shield, preparing to wrap it around myself, but didn’t need to.

      My passenger door opened and Barden climbed in, glancing over at me.

      “What about the others?”

      “I haven’t been able to reach the others,” I said.

      “That is unfortunate.”

      “Why?”

      “I just don’t know what might be required on the other side of the Veil, and having others with some experience would be valuable to us.”

      “What sort of experience do you think we need?”

      “The sort that you and I can’t provide.”

      “What have you been doing the last few hours, Barden?”

      “Negotiating.”

      I held his steely gaze. “Negotiating?”

      “For this, unfortunately, I was forced to negotiate.”

      “For what?”

      The backseat door opened and I tensed, uncertain who might enter, and shocked by who got into the car.

      With his dark hair and striking features, there was no mistaking Roland. He was dressed in slacks and a button-up shirt, clothing that would have been fitting for an office job, not for where we were heading.

      “This was what you spent the last two hours negotiating?”

      “I thought we could use the assistance of a vampire,” Barden said. “Much like I thought having a shifter and a mage of the council would be beneficial. I’m not entirely certain what we might come across, but having some variability in our powers can be helpful.”

      “What did you have to do negotiate for?”

      Roland smiled broadly. “Your friend committed to a considerable price,” he said. “Though he didn’t need to. Finding the other Carters is as valuable to me as it is to you.”

      I doubted that. Turning my attention to Barden, I stared at him. “We didn’t need you to commit to a considerable price,” I said.

      “Perhaps not, but I would prefer to be overprepared than underprepared, and considering that neither of us knows exactly what we might be facing, having as many with us as possible would be beneficial.” He folded his hands on his lap. “Now. We must either wait for your grandfather and the shifter or we must decide to go on without them, though I’ll admit that I’m not thrilled with venturing out without additional help.”

      Even if Ariel had come, I wasn’t sure that it was a good idea. Roland was one of the Carters, as was Ariel, which ran the risk of weakening the Veil even more. Two had been killed during the escape and Gran had disappeared, diminishing the Veil considerably. How many more losses could the Veil sustain? How long would it be before there wasn’t enough strength remaining within the Veil to serve its purpose?

      When the backseat door opened again, I barely turned, slamming up the barrier that seemed to matter very little.

      Ariel slid onto the seat, immediately going tense as she took in the sight of Roland. “You have interesting companions, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Tell that to Barden,” I said.

      “The Dark Council now directs your help?”

      “The Dark Council is willing to help, which is all that I can ask.”

      Ariel frowned, staring at Roland before turning and smiling at Barden. “Where’s the mage?”

      “At present, we don’t have a mage,” Barden said.

      “But your intention was to have one?”

      “That was the intention,” Barden said.

      “Which mage?” Ariel asked.

      “Her grandfather. Considering what she’s lost, he would be a valuable asset.”

      “Possibly, but I wonder if perhaps he is the wrong mage.”

      “Who would you rather us bring?” Barden asked.

      “The archer.”

      I swiveled so that I could look at Ariel. She was fully dressed, which told me that she hadn’t shifted her way here, though maybe she had some way of carrying clothes with her when she traveled. When we crossed the Veil, we would have to be cognizant of the fact that her powers would be different, and I wasn’t certain how her nudity would be tolerated. Considering what I knew of Ariel, it probably didn’t matter.

      “Aron doesn’t remember enough to be of much use.”

      “I suspect he knows more than what we’re giving him credit for,” Ariel said. “Besides, we need someone with power, and while your grandfather is talented, power isn’t his strong suit. Your grandmother, on the other hand, would be incredibly beneficial, but seeing as how she’s the reason we need to cross the Veil…”

      “I thought my grandfather had power,” I said.

      “Don’t get me wrong; he is a talented mage. I’m just suggesting that he isn’t the most powerful mage the council has. His is more cleverness rather than outright power.”

      “Couldn’t we use cleverness?”

      “You’re taking it wrong,” Ariel said.

      “I’m not trying to be antagonistic,” I said. “But where we’re going, we need someone who can think creatively, and with what Aron has gone through, I don’t know that I trust him to be as creative as we might need.”

      “She has a point,” Barden said.

      I glanced from Ariel to Barden before finally looking at Roland. He’d been silent the entire time that he’d been in the car, and I wasn’t sure whether his silence marked concern on his part or something else.

      “Go ahead. Say what you need to say.”

      “You don’t want to hear what I have to say,” Roland said.

      “You’re here, and that means that I do want to hear what you have to say.”

      “It seems to me that you don’t approve of my presence.”

      “I trust Barden and his judgment, so if he feels that you need to be here, then you need to be here. Tell me what you think about all of this.”

      “I think that there is considerable power on the other side of the Veil, and regardless of who we bring with us, we may need to counter strength with strength. I know that you have considerable strength, Ms. Michaels, but the others feel as if the archer would be a better fit, and I would have to concur.”

      “It’s doctor,” I said.

      Roland frowned at me.

      “Dr. Michaels. Not Ms. Michaels. I didn’t go to four years of medical school and now several years of residency for old nasty vampires to refer to me as Ms. Michaels.”

      And Roland was just the type to be offended by the idea of a woman in a position like mine. If he was as old as Barden suggested, he would likely have the typical sexism associated with that, and I wasn’t about to put up with it, not when I didn’t have any need to. It was better to nip it in the bud now than to continue dealing with that and running the risk of him treating me as if I was some subordinate.

      “Is she always like this?” Roland asked.

      “You need to know how to talk to a woman,” Barden said, smiling as he looked over at me.

      “Careful,” I started. “You’re dealing with two women who could both kick your asses.”

      Ariel smiled and Barden only shrugged. “I would enjoy the challenge,” he said.

      I looked over at Roland. “Now, if this is going to be an issue, maybe Barden was wrong in bringing you along.”

      I wouldn’t mind getting rid of the vampire, though I didn’t know what Barden had negotiated with him. It was something I would need to find out later. If the terms were dangerous for us, then Barden would need to share, though I suspected that if anything, the terms were worse for Barden than they were for anyone else. He was the kind of person who would take it upon himself, even though it wasn’t necessary.

      “There will be no issue, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Good.”

      I glanced down at my phone. There was still no response from Gramps. I wouldn’t even know where to begin to look for him in the city, as he didn’t live here. Chicago was his home most of the time, though lately, he and Gran had been spending quite a bit more time here, ever since she’d been promoted to sit amongst the council.

      Could they have settled in one of the homes along the river? I wouldn’t know where to begin looking, though maybe I could detect the use of Gramps’s magic, though I wasn’t sure that I would be able to pick out which home was his just based on his magic.

      And I knew where to find Aron. Ever since the injury—and his resurrection—he had stayed with Sharon Ogilve. She had worked with him, doing what she could to try and restore him, though she hadn’t been able to do anything more than I had managed. I had the sense that bothered her, though to be honest, it bothered me just as much. I didn’t like having a weakness, certainly not when it came to taking care of someone I cared about, but even less so when it came to what I considered a mixture of my potentials, that with magic and with the ability to heal with medicine.

      Letting out a frustrated sigh, I pushed the car into drive and started up the long driveway. When we reached the front of the house, I climbed out and waited for the others to join me. All had been here, so it wasn’t as if I were betraying some trust of the council, but it did feel odd coming at this time of night and not having anyone on the council with us.

      When we reached the door, I tested it, finding it locked.

      Power coursed along the doorway, the sort of magic that I could easily detect, and I pushed against it, debating whether I would overpower it, before deciding to turn to Ariel. “Can you use your shifter magic to get past this?”

      “It depends on who placed the spell,” she said.

      “Let’s just assume that it was placed by Sharon. Do you think that you can outsmart her?”

      Ariel growled softly. I shouldn’t taunt her in such a way, and I knew that she didn’t need the prompting, but she turned to the door, focusing on it as she pressed her shifter magic into it. It came steadily, growing as a building energy that raced along my spine. It flowed out from her and into the door. For a moment, light crackled along the doorway. Then it faded, becoming nothing more.

      As it did, Ariel stepped back. She waved her hand.

      “It’s all yours,” she said.

      “Just like that?”

      “Just like that? Do you have any idea how difficult that was for me to manipulate?”

      “Not really, no.”

      Ariel flashed a smile. “Well, you should know that it was incredibly difficult. And there are probably only a few shifters who would’ve been able to open it.”

      “Even without your other connection?”

      “I never needed that connection to be strong.”

      I supposed that she didn’t. I had always known that she was a powerful shifter, and it was that power that had allowed her to become alpha in the first place.

      “You would be quite useful in my other business venture,” Barden said.

      “I’m sure that I would be,” Ariel said.

      “I imagine you aren’t interested.”

      “Consider me not interested,” Ariel said.

      I stepped into the doorway.

      As I did, power built suddenly and I threw up a barrier, barely managing to block the suddenness of the attack.

      “Damn,” I whispered.

      Stepping forward, I hurried into the room, holding the barrier around me, bulging it forward. A barrier like this didn’t take all that much energy, but the longer that I held it, the more spells that I had to deflect, the more power it would draw out of me. The closer that I got to the Mississippi, the easier it would be, as I could draw from the ley line as well, though I wasn’t sure whether this other person had the same capability.

      Could it be Sharon?

      I’d never opposed her, though I’d never really tested the extent of her power, either.

      “It’s Kate Michaels,” I shouted, relaxing my barrier just enough to allow my voice to drift out.

      As I did, another spell hit, and it required me to solidify the spell, though I wasn’t sure if I did it in time.

      Sparks rained around me and it seemed as if I had cut off the spell as it passed through the barrier.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I saw that the other three watched me. Ariel had shifted partially, mostly in her claws, letting elongated nails stretch out from her palms. Her nose had shifted slightly, as well, and she sniffed at the air.

      “She’s not the only one here,” Ariel growled.

      “Great,” I said, turning back toward the house. How many of the mage council would be here?

      If they thought that we were breaking in—and we were—they would defend themselves, something I couldn’t even blame them for doing, but I needed to get through here and gain access to that other space, and then we could figure out the rest of it.

      “Dammit, Sharon. I’m just going to see if I can find out where she took my grandmother. Stop attacking.”

      Another series of sparks struck my barrier, and this time it came from a different direction.

      More than one attacker.

      I didn’t want to hold onto this indefinitely, and I also didn’t want to drag out this attack, so I shifted tactics. Likely whoever was here had masked themselves. I had one way of unmasking assailants that had proven foolproof, though I don’t know that I had ever tested it against one of the council. Summoning my sword, I held onto the barrier at the same time, drawing just a little bit of magic through myself, pushing it into the magical sword that resembled the demon sword I wore sheathed at my side.

      Darkness was pushed back and I surveyed the entrance.

      Five mages surrounded us, none of them familiar.

      Where was Sharon?

      “I’m Kate Michaels, granddaughter of Veran and Cyn Michaels, and I have been welcomed here by Sharon Ogilve before. Stop your attacks.”

      Another series of attacks struck my barrier.

      This needed to end, and quickly, so I changed my approach. Rather than holding onto a barrier around all of us, defending ourselves, along with maintaining my connection to the sword, I wrapped the barrier around each of them, constricting all five of them at the same time.

      I stalked forward, reaching the nearest person. He was only a few years older than me by appearances, which meant that he probably was ten to twenty years older than me in reality. I hadn’t begun to take on that ageless quality, not the same as other magical users, and considering that my magic was different, I wondered whether I ever would take on that same appearance.

      He had shaggy brown hair and deep brown eyes. He was lean and muscular, somewhat reminding me of Darvish. Only then did I realize that he wore a sword sheathed at his side.

      Archers.

      Knights didn’t carry swords, generally. They were responsible for dealing with dark mages, though I wondered what responsibility they would have now that the need to combat dark mages was gone. Maybe they would be folded into the same category as the archers, especially if there wasn’t any reason to chase down demons. Then again, I didn’t know if that were true or not. Ever since embracing my magic, I hadn’t paid as much attention to the possibility of demon crossings, though they had been frequent enough to warrant someone like the archers’ existence.

      My gaze drifted across each of the others. All of them carried swords sheathed at their sides. All of these men—and they were all men—were archers?

      Why had they come? And where was Sharon?

      “What are you doing here?”

      The man continued to fight, thrashing against the barrier.

      “I can hold this far longer than you can fight it,” I said, realizing now that it was true. The closer that I got to the river, the more the power that I drew came from the ley line rather than from myself. It was a strange realization that I had what felt to be nearly limitless power. Perhaps it wasn’t limitless, but in some ways, it felt as if it were. “All I want to know is who you are and where Sharon Ogilve has gone.”

      The nearest archer said nothing. His gaze lingered on me for a moment before drifting past and going to Ariel and then to Barden and finally to Roland. With each one, his eyes continued to widen.

      “Don’t look at them. Look at me. They have been invited to this place before and are all here in service of the Veil. Can you say the same?” When he didn’t say anything, frustration got the better of me and I reached through the barrier, grabbing him. “Where is Sharon?”

      “She’s gone,” he said.

      “What do you mean she’s gone?”

      “The entire council is gone.”

      “What? How?”

      “That’s what we would like to know. We came to defend this place until we managed to uncover the reason and the people involved. Never would we have imagined that the vampires and shifters would be working with the Dark Council.”

      “You do realize that the mage council has been working with the Dark Council?”

      The way that he glared at me told me that he might not have been aware of it.

      Crap. We had only a little time and I didn’t want to deal with archers following us, but I also wondered if we needed to deal with the possibility that something had happened to the council—a council that had been trying to select new Carters.

      Withdrawing my hand from him, I continued to squeeze on the barriers. I solidified them enough, knowing that doing so would eventually suffocate them. I could hold them long enough that they would pass out, and then we could decide what we would do next. Considering they were archers, I suspected they would recover fairly quickly, which meant that we would have to decide what to do with them the moment they were out. Either that or we would have to move past them and continue where we were heading.

      As cold began to drift along my spine, telling me when death was starting to approach for each of them, I released the barriers.

      One by one, each of them sagged to the ground, dropping.

      Barden was there, and he wrapped each of them in a spell, sealing it off.

      I needed to figure out how to do the same thing.

      “How did you know when to stop?” Roland asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “How did you know when to stop to prevent yourself from killing them?”

      “I feel death.”

      “Feel it?”

      “When it comes. I can feel the power.”

      “And so you chose to withdraw?”

      “Why? Would you have had me do otherwise?”

      “No, only that your ability is somewhat unique.”

      “You’re telling me. I’ve been dealing with that for the better part of a year or more, and still haven’t figured out what it means.”

      “Even with the help of all of these?” he asked, looking from Barden to Ariel.

      “We aren’t withholding anything from her, if that’s what you imply,” Barden said, straightening.

      “Interesting.”

      “Why? If there’s something that you know—”

      “I don’t know anything more than what you do, I’m afraid, but I wonder if perhaps your ability might be the most useful as we cross the Veil.”

      I glared at him for a moment before turning my attention to Barden. “What do you think happened to the rest of the council?”

      “I don’t know.”

      And we didn’t really have time to spend trying to understand, something that Barden didn’t need to tell me. Both of us understood the stakes, and the fact that the longer that we took, the more time we wasted, the farther away it might have gotten.

      It was time to make our crossing, head back into the waystation, and see what we might be able to uncover.

      Only… It seemed as if we would be doing it without any mage. For some reason, now that we had reached this place, that troubled me. I hope that Barden would be enough of a mage to provide whatever we might need, but considering that his magic and that of the mage council magic was different, it was possible that we would need more than just him.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I shook my head. “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “Good. Because the house is shaking.”
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      As soon as Barden said it, I realized that he was right. The trembling that he mentioned was growing stronger and stronger. The entire house had started to shake, and power that flowed from it left me trembling.

      What would be causing that?

      Whatever it was seemed to be coming from deep beneath us. There was great power there, and we needed to figure out what it was coming from, if only so that we could avoid it.

      I focused on my magic, searching for any sign of power that might be flowing, but I didn’t feel it.

      Either it was power that I couldn’t detect—and there wasn’t so much that I couldn’t detect it, especially the better that I focused on my own magic—or this was non-magical.

      “Something’s not right,” Ariel said.

      “Why?” I asked.

      “I feel it. It feels something like a shifting, though even that isn’t quite the right description. Whatever is coming is powerful. Dangerous. And I think… I think that we need to act quickly.”

      I hurried toward the stairs near the back of the house and raced down them, summoning my sword. I kept a residual barrier wrapped around myself, barely enough to do anything other than defend if it became necessary, and when I reached the bottom of the stairs, I looked back to wait for the others. Ariel had kept pace, easily keeping up with me, and Barden had done the same, leaving Roland coming up behind us. For a moment, I wondered if that were a mistake, but he followed, though slower than I thought he should be able to. He was a vampire, which meant that he should be able to move quickly, though I didn’t know the extent of the Vangalor family abilities.

      “I didn’t feel it before, but this place practically hums with energy,” Roland said.

      “I thought you couldn’t feel magic,” I said.

      “That is one of the gifts of my family,” Roland said. “We are able to determine when magic is used around us, and in this case, I feel a great storehouse of power, practically filling us, leaving me on edge.”

      “That’s the magic from the other side of the Veil,” I said. I couldn’t feel it, not quite the same way that he seemed able to, which bothered me. I thought that if anyone should be aware of the magic on the other side of the Veil, it would be me.

      As I looked from Roland to Ariel and finally at Barden, I hesitated. The shifters had power from the other side of the Veil, drawn and given to them by the Great Ones. It was my belief that both the Dark Council and the mage council had magic of the fae, power that descended from their ancient and strange magic. I had no idea what the vampires descended from, if anything.

      “Who were the first vampires?” I asked.

      Roland cocked his head to the side, frowning at me. “Is this really the time?”

      “It has to be the time. We need to understand what we’re dealing with, and—”

      “And you feel that you need to deal with the vampires?” Roland grinned, spreading his hands off to the side. “The vampire families are ancient and noble families.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “You doubt our nobility?”

      “I doubt many things. The shifters come from the Great Ones, and the mages come from the fae. I’m only trying to understand what the vampires might be descended from.”

      “What makes you think they descend from anything?”

      “You would have me believe that vampires aren’t affiliated with the Veil? Everything is tied to the Veil, all the power that exists. And because of that, I want to know who the vampires come from. I think it’s necessary, especially if we intend to have you along with us.”

      Roland smiled. “We are unique.”

      “You are something,” Ariel growled. We had reached the massive double doorway leading into the waystation. I stood before it, feeling the effect of the barrier spell, trying not to let the power that radiated through it make me too uncomfortable, but I couldn’t deny the power that I detected. It was immense, and it created enough of a barrier that it should hold anything out—or anything in.

      This was the threshold across the Veil.

      Somehow—and some way—whoever had created these waystations had created a doorway across the Veil. It was an easy way to transition from one side to the other, and it would make for an easy way in and out, but why should it be here? And why should the mage council not have known about it?

      “He doesn’t know,” Barden said, and when I glanced back, I saw him smiling tightly. “For all of his years and all of his knowledge, he doesn’t know where the vampires come from. Isn’t that interesting?”

      “What’s interesting is that you think to know more about my people then you know about your own,” Roland said.

      “Enough,” I said. “I’m sorry I brought it up. I was just trying to understand before we transitioned across the Veil. The moment we open this door, the moment we step across, we will transition from our side to the other. And if that strange deadly liquid remains active, we may have to close this quickly and find another way across.”

      “About that,” Roland said, still smiling at me. “I saw what you did.”

      “You didn’t see anything,” I said.

      “I saw how you pushed back the liquid. You used it to save your grandmother.”

      “I used magic to free her. Nothing more than that.”

      “Hmm. It will be interesting to see if that is accurate or not.”

      I wasn’t about to tell Roland that I had used the power of death in order to save my grandmother, but it might involve someone dying for me to save another person in the same way. If I were to choose, I would rather Roland die than anyone else with me. I respected Ariel and I had come to appreciate Barden, despite my better judgment.

      I pushed magic against the doorway. The barrier bulged and then parted. As the door opened, I readied for whatever might come out, prepared for the possibility that I might need to erect my own barrier, but there was no need.

      The strange glowing lights that had been here before continued to illuminate the waystation. I held onto my barrier but released the sword, no longer needing it to light the way. When all of us were through, I pushed the door closed, tensing as I felt for the possibility that the barrier might fail, but it fell back into place, holding us inside.

      “It looks the same,” Barden said.

      “It looks the same, but why do I have the sense that it shouldn’t?” I asked.

      “Only because you fear what came through here,” Barden said.

      “And rightly so,” I said. “What happens if that liquid continues to rise and prevents us from coming back through here?”

      “Then we find another way across the Veil,” Ariel said.

      “You think the four of us would be able to open a crossing?”

      And maybe it was three. I didn’t know whether vampires had any way of creating an opening across the Veil. And if they didn’t, it would only be Barden, Ariel, and myself attempting to do so. While I had no idea what would be required, and didn’t know whether Barden knew, at least Ariel had some experience with creating a separation across the Veil.

      “If it comes to it, we will do everything that we need,” Barden said.

      “Which way do we need to go?” From here, the arching tunnels that reminded me of a train station opened up in front of us, leading down into darkness in multiple directions. Straight ahead would take us back to that strange platform in the pool of silver liquid, and I was tempted to return, if only to see whether the liquid had retreated at all.

      I didn’t need to just be tempted. I needed to know. If it hadn’t retreated, then we needed to understand what purpose it had and why it was here.

      Racing forward, I ignored the others’ hollering after me. When I reached it, I looked down the steps and saw the silver liquid still at the same level that it had been before. It had climbed no higher, though there was something about it that had changed. No longer did it have some translucency to it. Now it was nearly completely opaque, and the silver within it reflected back at us, almost a taunt.

      “What is it?” Barden asked when he reached me.

      “There’s something here that’s changed,” I said.

      “How?”

      “Look at it. It looks different.”

      “It looks the same as when we are here the last time,” Roland said, barely looking down at it.

      “It looks different,” I said. I stepped forward, getting closer to the liquid, and took a deep breath, inhaling deeply of it. There was almost a scent of rot, though that seemed more an undercurrent than anything else. I had been around decaying and rotting flesh a few times, and it was an odor that you never forgot. With everything that I had seen over the years, it was one of the most memorable. It was a stench that I hated, reminding me of times when I had nearly gagged on the stink. “There is a little more thickness to it.”

      I wished that I had something that I could touch with the liquid, though I wasn’t sure what I trusted to put in there.

      Could I use the demon sword?

      I didn’t know whether it would damage the blade or whether anything would happen to me if it were dipped into the liquid, but I wanted to know if the liquid had changed as it appeared to have.

      Withdrawing the sword, I held the tip of it into the silvery liquid.

      It parted, but it did so slowly, almost as if I were penetrating something solid rather than a liquid.

      “What are you doing?” Ariel asked.

      “I’m just trying to understand.”

      “You will damage your blade if it does anything like what it did to the others.”

      “I’m not so sure,” I said and withdrew the sword. The liquid separated, dripping from the blade, and I pulled it back. The dark metal gleamed dully, no differently than it had before. It almost seemed as if nothing had changed.

      “What is it?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      I reached for my magic, holding onto the hilt of the blade, and called it forth. As I did, it sparked, but something else occurred at the same time.

      Cold raced along my spine.

      It wasn’t the cold of magic. This was the cold of death.

      I released my hold on the magic.

      Setting the blade down, I called for my magic again, summoning my magical blade. This time, it flashed into existence, and thankfully, there was no return of the cold of death.

      I let out a heavy sigh.

      “What happened?” Ariel asked.

      “I’m not sure. It’s as if something changed, though to be honest, I haven’t tried drawing magic through the blade ever since Anna took it from me.” And maybe I should have. I had been content using my magical sword, the one that I summoned, but when it came to dealing with what we might face on the other side of the Veil, I might need the extra boost of power the demon sword would grant me.

      “Now that you’ve convinced yourself that nothing has changed, can we continue onward?” Roland asked.

      I glanced from him to the others before nodding. I didn’t want to linger here any longer, either, and I understood the desire to move, especially after having seen what happened to the other Carters. I suspected Roland feared the liquid, though I feared it as well.

      We climbed back up and headed back into the main chamber. From here, where the various tunnels stretched out, I looked around, searching for anything that might tell us where we needed to go.

      “She could have disappeared anywhere,” I said. “And I don’t really know which way will lead us across the Veil.” There wasn’t anything that I could feel of Anna, either.

      But this was where I suspected we’d find a way to cross.

      “How will we know which way we need to go?” Barden asked.

      What I needed was something that would guide us, but was there any way of determining what it was? Unfortunately, there might not be. The only option we might really have would be to chase down each tunnel, and from there figure out what she might have done.

      “This will take too long,” Barden said.

      “I don’t know what other options we have,” I said.

      “There might be something,” he said. He leaned down, poking the end of his finger with a knife, and a small droplet of blood appeared on his skin. He made a small circle, barely enough to stand in, and power shimmered around him. Barden closed his eyes, and magic built rapidly as he created his spell. I had no idea what he intended, though there was considerable power drawn through the spell. Anytime a mage used their own blood in a summoning circle, there was considerable power.

      Roland watched him with a hungry look on his face.

      “Don’t get any ideas,” I said.

      “Do you fear a vampire’s bite?” he asked.

      “I fear what you might do with his blood.”

      “There’s no reason to fear it. And the bite is not painful, not once you get past the first part. If you would be interested, I would be more than willing to show you.”

      “Gross,” I said.

      Barden continued to make a circle, spinning in place. As he did, his magic built.

      I waited, half afraid that saying anything might distract him.

      When he released his spell, power fading, he looked over at me and shook his head. “Unfortunately, there is nothing that I can detect.”

      I didn’t like the idea of searching each of the tunnels, hoping for evidence of Anna and Gran’s passing, but there didn’t seem to be any other choice.

      “This is some sort of waystation, according to Solera, so we should be able to use it to figure out where it takes us.”

      “I imagine that those who want it used understood the ways it would work,” Barden said.

      “They probably did, but wouldn’t there be some sort of signage that would show those who might not know?”

      “Perhaps there once was, but how long do you think it’s been since this place was used?” Barden looked around, his gaze taking in everything, and he sighed. “All of the runes seem to guide us toward that platform, which leaves me to wonder if perhaps the platform itself weren’t important, at least once.”

      “What if it’s not,” Ariel asked. She stared at the floor for a long time before lifting her gaze and looking toward the tunnels. “You said these markings are tied to runes.”

      “They are,” Barden said. “At least, from what I can tell. The runes provide power, amplifying it, so that whoever placed them initially probably didn’t have to put nearly as much energy into it as a mage would have. With the power they possess, only a small trickle of power would be required.”

      “What do you know about them?” I asked Roland.

      “I can’t say that I know anything with much certainty about the nature of these markings. I’m not a rune expert.”

      “You were enough of an expert that you were able to use them to place marks on various mages. That seems to me a sort of expertise.”

      “Ah, but those are not our work.”

      “No. They were made by someone by the name of Odian.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I won’t deny that we did learn something from him.”

      “Who was he?”

      “Only someone with much knowledge. He offered to share, and the benefits of his sharing were significant. We willingly accepted.”

      “Of course you did. You were able to steal from members of the Dark Council,” Barden said.

      “As we have already discussed, your people were not protected. You were not a part of the Veil.”

      “No. And yet, I wonder if perhaps we should have been. Maybe the vampires are extraneous. Maybe all the shifters in the mage council needed were members of the Dark Council.”

      Roland smiled, spreading his hands off to either side. “Perhaps. You would be certainly welcome to test that theory upon our return, though I imagine the mage council would be reluctant to have any willingness to do so.”

      “You’ve placed these runes before,” I said to Roland, drawing his attention back to me. I wasn’t about to have him and Barden arguing, and when it came to this topic, I had to admit some surprise in Barden’s willingness to have Roland here. “You must have more than a passing familiarity with the purpose behind them in order to place them.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      I crouched on the ground, motioning to the nearest rune on the tile. “What do you see here? What is it that you can pick out from this that we might be able to use?”

      “Use? These markings have already been placed, and there would be no way for you to use them.”

      “Fine, maybe use was the wrong word, but all I’m looking for is some way of understanding what they might mean and how we can better understand them.”

      “As Barden has said, these markings are all subtly different, and they funnel power. In doing so, there is nothing more to them. I’m afraid that I don’t know much more than that. Now, if you might have other markings that you could show, perhaps I would be of more use.”

      Ariel growled and stormed off, reaching the mouth of one of the tunnels before returning. She shook her head at me. “There’s nothing. I thought that perhaps…”

      If the tunnels didn’t have markings, then how were we to figure this out?

      Barden smeared his hand across the circle, disrupting the blood that he’d placed there.

      As he did it, I realized that he wasn’t disrupting it. He was completely removing it. He watched Roland as he did, amusement glittering in his eyes. “I wouldn’t want you to find some way of gaining control over me.”

      “You really hold a low opinion of me.”

      “I hold you in quite high regard, Roland Vangalor, but I do understand the nature of your abilities and what you might attempt with me. I have no intention of allowing you to manipulate me, nor do I have any intention of letting you use my own blood against me.”

      Roland and Barden stared at each other, neither of them looking away.

      “We’re here, but we don’t have any way of figuring out where to go. We need to stop wasting time and try to understand what it is that we need to do in order to find Anna.”

      “Perhaps there is nothing that can be done to find her. And if that’s the case, then perhaps we need to return.” Roland turned his attention back to the door, and I wondered for a moment whether he would even be able to open it. Without any magic of his own, it was possible that he would be trapped here.

      “We’re going to find them, even if it means searching each of the tunnels,” I said.

      Ariel suddenly tensed and her nose elongated. She began to sniff at the air, her head swiveling from one side to the next before she shifted suddenly and went racing down one of the tunnels to our left.

      Barden and I met each other’s gaze and he shrugged. “Perhaps we follow the shifter.”

      “What do you think she detected?” Roland asked, his lips pressed tightly as he breathed in deeply.

      Cold suddenly surge along my spine. It was magic, but more than that, it was magic that I recognized.

      “Aron?”
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      I hurried along the tunnel, my boots clattering off the tile. The same sense of power continued to build, the spell that I felt coming from what I knew to be Aron continuing to rise, getting more and more powerful. Barden hurried along next to me, and once again, Roland brought up the rear. As I ran, I created a barrier around me, solidifying it somewhat on the off chance that something had happened that would make Aron unreliable. I didn’t like to think like that, not wanting to believe that he could somehow be a part of this, but I didn’t have any other choice.

      “Are you sure it’s the archer?” Barden asked as we ran.

      “From what I can tell, it is. I’m not sure what he’s doing here, but the spell I detected had his signature.”

      “It could be someone who is trying to convince you otherwise,” Barden said.

      “I intend to be prepared for that possibility, too.”

      And if that was the case, I would be ready, though maybe Aron had come down here, thinking that he would figure out what had taken place with the council.

      In the distance, there was the flash of fur.

      I slowed, approaching more carefully as we got closer and closer to Ariel, ready for the possibility that she had come across something. I didn’t detect anything else, which I took as a good sign, though I wondered if perhaps that weren’t the case.

      Magic built from Barden, flowing out from him, becoming increasingly potent.

      “Make sure nothing happens to Roland if it comes down to it,” I said.

      “I can take care of myself,” Roland said behind us.

      “Fine, then take care of yourself. I just thought that we could work together here.”

      The tunnel curved slightly, and as it did, a slumped figure became evident. Ariel had shifted back into human form and crouched over the other figure. She was naked, and she looked up as we approached.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “I smelled him,” she said.

      I leaned down, looking to see if there was anything about Aron that would explain what happened. He was unconscious, and I checked his pulse and found it solid. He was breathing regularly, which reassured me. Using a flutter of magic, I sent it pressing through him and found an injury to his stomach. It wasn’t significant, already healing, which suggested that he had begun to restore himself. I pushed a hint of power through him, adding to what he was doing, and he gasped, his eyes opening quickly.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I nodded. “What happened?”

      “The council…”

      “What happened with the council? When we reached the council home, five archers attempted to stop us.”

      “I’m not certain. There was a burst of power and everything started to tremble, and then the councilors disappeared.”

      “How would they have disappeared?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t know.” Aron was trying to get up so I hooked my arm underneath his, lifting him to his feet. I held onto him, prepared for the possibility that he might need extra help, but he stood in place, not unsteady at all. His gaze darted from me to Ariel and then to Barden before finally settling on Roland. “You have come after her.”

      “We’re going to try to, but I’m not sure whether there’s anything we’re going to be able to do. I know she’s crossed the Veil and since I healed her, I should be able to detect her…” Though as I thought of it, I hadn’t detected Aron when he was here. Did this place deaden my ability in some way?

      “The councilor is this way,” Aron said.

      “Were you able to follow someone?” Barden asked.

      “I followed a tracking spell.”

      “You placed a tracking spell?” Barden asked, grinning.

      “We have tracking spells on each of the councilors.”

      “Wait… what? If there’s a tracking spell, why couldn’t we just use that to find Gran?”

      “The nature of the spell disappeared after she did,” Aron said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I tried to find her, but there was nothing. Any evidence of her went wherever Anna took her.”

      “Then how are you able to track the councilor this way?” Barden asked.

      “I can only suspect that I chased her the moment that she disappeared,” Aron said.

      “How did you know that she disappeared?” Barden asked.

      “Because I placed protections around her.” He looked over at me, and I wondered if he worried about how I might react. “When the other councilor disappeared, we decided to take precautions, placing protections around them so that we would be notified if anything occurred. The archers were summoned, prepared for the possibility that anything might take place, especially as we continued to feel the effects of spells.”

      “You were feeling spells?”

      “We were able to detect the nature of the spells used, though not the intent. I tried, but I’m not as skilled with that sort of magic as perhaps I might have once been.”

      At least we understood why the archers had been there, though what purpose would there be in dragging councilors down here? If it was all related to what Anna had done, then we needed to try and understand, but if there was another reason, if it was someone else—something else—then we needed to be prepared.

      “What happened to you?” I asked Aron.

      “I was hit by a spell,” he said.

      “What sort of spell?”

      “I don’t know. I came through here and before I knew it, something struck me and knocked me out.”

      For me to have felt his magic suggested that he couldn’t have been too far ahead of us, but that didn’t help me understand where he’d been or what he’d been after. “Do you know what might have captured the members of the council?”

      “I haven’t been able to determine it. The magic is nothing like I’ve detected before.”

      And I wasn’t even able to detect it, which more than anything suggested that this was tied to Anna. If Anna were involved, then why had she remained behind? What had she intended to do?

      He gave me more hope that we would be able to rescue Gran, though somehow we had to connect through these tunnels.

      “This place is considered a waystation for the side of the Veil. Magic would be involved in movement.”

      “That’s not necessarily true,” Barden said.

      “Why not?”

      “If this is a waystation as Solera said, then magic might not be required for traveling. It could be that those who created this place did so in order to avoid the need for magic. We don’t know what powers others on this side have, so it’s possible that not all have the ability to use magic.”

      I hadn’t given that much thought, but it made sense, especially as the types of power on this side of the Veil would be different. It was possible that others had different types of magic and that the waystation had been created to help those who didn’t have the same connection.

      “If that’s the case, then we would need to figure out how to power it if we wanted to travel,” Ariel said.

      “Unless they’re closed, as Solera said,” I said. Turning my attention to Aron, I used another surge of magic, sending it coursing through him, looking to see if he needed any more help or if he would be able to continue walking. I couldn’t find any injury within him and hoped that his connection to his magic was enough to help restore whatever had happened to him.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to keep going?” I asked.

      “I need to find the rest of the council.”

      “You’re after the council and I’m after my grandmother.”

      “What are they after?” Aron asked.

      “The Carters.”

      “I understand why the shifter and the dark mage are here, but why the vampire? Can you trust him?”

      “As much as you trust anyone, Archer.”

      “How can we know for certain?” Aron asked.

      “Because the dark mage, as you call him, has agreed to particular conditions.”

      Roland started off down the tunnel, followed by Barden. Ariel hesitated, watching Aron for a moment. There was something in her eyes that saddened me. I suspected it had to do with Aron referring to her as the shifter rather than by her name. I didn’t know how much time she’d spent around him since his restoration, but probably not enough to become accustomed to the fact that he didn’t have the same memories as he once did. And she had a relationship with him long ago, enough of one that his sudden loss of memories would be even more striking to her.

      “I don’t like that one,” Aron said.

      “The vampire?”

      He nodded. “I don’t trust him.”

      “I don’t think we’re supposed to trust him. I think that whatever Barden agreed to is meant to bring him here, but the price might not be one that we would be willing to pay.”

      “Are you sure he is someone you can count on?”

      “If it comes down to it, no. I don’t trust him, but then again, I don’t think that I need to trust him. I need to trust the others, and if you’re willing to come with us, I would trust you, but he represents another magical branch, and one that we wouldn’t necessarily have a connection to without him.”

      Aron started forward, moving slowly at first but with increasing speed. “Why would you trust me?”

      “We’ve been through this before, Aron.”

      “I know we have, but I’m not that person that you remember.”

      “I know.”

      “That doesn’t frighten you?”

      “It terrifies me. That doesn’t change the fact that I am willing to try to trust you,” I said.

      “I don’t want to let you down.”

      I smiled. “I don’t know that you would ever be able to let me down.”

      “My motivation is different.”

      “Than mine? It’s always been different. Even when you had your memories, you served the council. You are an archer, after all.”

      We reached Ariel and continued around a curve in the tunnel. In the distance, the sound of running water caught my attention. Could we have found a place where the Mississippi poured through? It wouldn’t surprise me, especially with the proximity to the ley line here, but that didn’t make complete sense. If the water dripped through, what purpose would it serve?

      “I don’t know that I can serve as an archer,” Aron said.

      “Why do you say that?”

      “I no longer feel as if it fits me.”

      “And what does fit you?”

      He studied me for a moment. “I don’t know. I’ve been told that I serve the council and that I need to obey their directives, and when I first awoke, that made sense. It fit with what I could tell of myself, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But the longer that I’m awake, the more I begin to wonder if that’s quite right.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that it doesn’t feel right.” He looked over at me and forced a smile. “I don’t know how to explain that any more than that, and I can tell that disappoints you.”

      “It doesn’t disappoint, Aron.”

      “It seems as if the council has tried to force a pathway on to me, though it doesn’t seem as if it’s one that suits me.”

      “I suspect that you felt that way before.” When he looked at me, I could only shrug. “When I met you, you served the council as an archer, but you also were felt to have gone rogue and were believed to have violated the needs of the rest of the council.”

      “You’ve told me this. This was when we met.”

      “It was.”

      “And yet, from what you’ve told me, I hadn’t gone rogue. I had been serving a councilor, and one of the Carters.”

      “You had, and yet you didn’t share with the council anything about me. You could have. Considering what you discovered about me and the fact that I didn’t have the same sort of mage magic as would be expected, you could have gone to the council and reported me, but you didn’t. You held back that information, choosing to go against the council until you understood.”

      “So you’re saying I’m not so different.”

      “I guess not. Each version of you does whatever you think is right.”

      “I’m not sure that I know what’s right.”

      “What do you want to do now?” I asked. Ariel had caught up to Barden and Roland, and they were a good twenty yards ahead of us, giving Aron and me a chance to talk, though every so often, it seemed as if Ariel tipped her head to the side. She was listening, I was certain of that. She probably didn’t even have to shift in order to eavesdrop, though nothing I was saying to Aron would be anything I cared to keep from her. Whatever had passed between the two of them was over by the time he and I had met.

      “Since I awoke, I wanted to understand who I was. It’s taken me a while to remember, but I think that it’s there, buried beneath whatever happened to me.”

      “I’m sure that it is,” I said.

      “And what if I never uncover it?”

      “Even if you never uncover it, you will continue to discover who you are. And from what I can tell, you’re not all that different than the person that you were before.”

      “You seem disappointed.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not, though. I’m happy.”

      And I meant it. It was strange to think that I could be happy for this version of Aron, a version who didn’t remember me and didn’t feel for me the way that we had—I thought—begun to feel for each other. And yet, he wasn’t all that different. He was there, but he was also not. Perhaps this blank slate had given him a chance to discover who he was meant to be.

      “What is that?” Ariel asked. Her voice carried, echoing off the curved ceiling that stretched high overhead. I hurried forward and when I reached her, I came to a stop.

      The tunnel ended, and from here, there was an opening, like a cave mouth, and a vast expanse of darkened land stretched out in front of us.

      Water raced nearby, the sound of it splashing over stones, and I craned my neck and realized a stream trickled along the wall, washing down a slope before heading in toward the vast expanse down below us. I couldn’t take my gaze away, as the sudden change was enough to surprise me.

      Barden reached forward, pressing his hand outward, and magic surged from him. His eyes fluttered closed and as he stood there, reaching outward, he moved his hand in a small pattern. Power continued to build, and when it released, it washed outward, toward the distant landscape.

      Barden’s eyes snapped open. “I can’t believe it,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Step forward, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Barden?”

      “Just trust me.”

      And I did trust Barden, but I didn’t know where we were, so the idea of trusting him for this troubled me. I took a step forward and looked back, but the tunnel had disappeared. Barden, Roland, Ariel, and Aron were suddenly gone, with nothing more than a blank rock face in front of me.

      “Barden?”

      “We’re still here,” he said. His arm suddenly appeared, as if stretching out through the rock itself, and I grabbed his hand while he dragged me backward, pulling me back into the tunnel.

      I spun around, gasping.

      “What is it?”

      “That, Dr. Michaels, is the other side of the Veil.”

      I took a step forward once again, disappearing out of the tunnel and into the rocky landscape around me, and couldn’t help but stare as I did, marveling at the fact that the tunnel that had been all around me had suddenly disappeared. It didn’t make sense, but then, much about this didn’t make sense.

      “Reach for your magic,” Barden said. “And see if you can find her.”

      I glanced over. He had joined me, stepping out of the tunnel and onto what appeared to be nothing more than a narrow rock ledge. Small shrubs grew near us, nothing like I had ever seen before. Their ends were barbed and the leaves were thick and waxy. Wind gusted, a warm breeze, nothing like the cold air that had been in Minneapolis before.

      “Your magic. Humor me, please,” Barden said.

      I did, and power surged within me, flowing outward. It was incredible, strength that I had only felt a few times before, and always when I had been in places that connected to the other side of the Veil.

      I gasped and Barden nodded knowingly. “As I thought.”

      “You thought that I would have more power on this side?”

      “You seem to have a connection to this side of the Veil, even when we are elsewhere. I’m not surprised that you would be able to reach it so easily here.”

      “Why? What is it about my power?”

      “I don’t know, but I do know that you have confirmed at least that one theory.”

      “Great.”

      “It does beg the question as to why this waystation has been hidden,” Barden said.

      “Maybe it’s not hidden to them.”

      “Look at it, Dr. Michaels. When you do, you would notice that whatever it is that’s here is hidden from this waystation. Had we not come through it, we wouldn’t have known where it was.”

      “What do you think it is, then?”

      Ariel joined us, followed by Aron, and once again Roland brought up the rear.

      “I’m not sure, but you said Solera called the waystations a way for others on this side of the Veil to travel.”

      “That’s what she told me, but as you know with Solera, sometimes the truth is a little different than what she would like us to believe.”

      “Quite so, but I wonder if perhaps she revealed more than what she intended.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What if this was only a way for the fae to travel?”

      “That’s not the way it seemed,” I said. It seemed as if the waystation was for anyone, especially if it didn’t require magic in order to utilize its power. But then, maybe the fae didn’t all have magic. Maybe there were some among the fae who weren’t able to use power of their own.

      It would be something more to ask Solera the next time I came across her, though it was the kind of thing I doubted she would answer honestly.

      “What do we do now? If this is the other side of the Veil, and if this is where Anna disappeared, I’m not sure how we can expect to find her.”

      “I might be able to track members of the council,” Aron said.

      “But where? Everything here is extremely spread out. Even this place seems like it’s too much for us to navigate across.”

      Which left me wondering what purpose Anna would have had in coming this direction.

      Unless she hadn’t.

      What if this had been nothing more than a redirect? What if she had used this to lead us astray, to force us to search with no hope of coming across her?

      And yet, unless we knew otherwise, we had to act as if she hadn’t done that. We had to act as if this were the direction that she had headed.

      “You were attacked in here somewhere?” I asked Aron.

      “Something attacked me,” he said.

      “And you don’t any memory of it?”

      “Nothing that would be of much use,” he said.

      It just didn’t make sense. We had crossed the Veil, and now that I was here, I found it much less remarkable than what I had expected to find. Worse, it seemed far too extensive, though that shouldn’t surprise me, especially as I had known that there were plenty of places on this side of the Veil, and many of them were incredibly powerful.

      And there was no sense of Anna.

      I stared, not knowing what else to do, not knowing what else I could say, when everything started to shake.

      I looked over at Barden, hurriedly wrapping us all in my barrier. He was frowning.

      “What is it?” I asked him.

      “From what I can tell, the stone is alive.”

      As he said it, the rock itself curved up, wrapping around Barden, and began to squeeze.
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      Summoning the magical sword, I slashed at the stone, trying to cut through whatever it was that now curved around Barden. When my magic struck the stone, it parted and Barden came crashing to the ground, already springing up and holding onto a spell. The surge of his magic flashed along my spine.

      Ariel had shifted and, as stone reached for her, she slashed at it using enormous claws. She snarled, ripping at the rock, and a part of me worried that she would break off all her teeth trying to tear through it, but I pushed those thoughts away. Ariel was a shifter, after all, and it seemed likely that she would be able to restore herself if that were what happened.

      “Demons,” Aron said.

      “This is a demon?” I asked, holding my barrier out. Where the stone tried to crash on to me, it bounced off the barrier.

      “This is a stone demon. Powerful.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I’ve faced one before.”

      I frowned at him a moment, but only a moment. He slipped his sword out of its sheath and began hacking, sending magic through the blade. I noticed that he didn’t use his blue lightning spell, and appreciated that he didn’t. He only had power for a few of those, and considering we had encountered a demon the moment we stepped onto this side of the Veil, I had to worry that it wouldn’t be the last time that we would do so.

      “Barden, keep an eye on the vampire, if you would?”

      “You worry about him, Dr. Michaels?”

      “You were the one who negotiated whatever agreement you did with him, so I think that you need to be responsible for him.”

      Barden snorted. “Fair enough.”

      I darted forward, carving with my magical sword. It cut through the stone again, freeing Ariel. She landed on four legs and snarled. “I had that,” she said.

      “I’m sure you did, but we need to keep moving.”

      I started toward the edge of the rock, but Aron grabbed me, jerking me back. “I don’t think this is the right direction,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “If a stone demon is here, this would be the demon realm, and one of the more dangerous ones. They are incredibly hard to kill.”

      “You said you faced them before.”

      “I have, and I’m not entirely sure why I suddenly remember that, but this is not a large stone demon.” As he said it, an that enormous arm stretched outward, gripping Barden and Roland in one massive hand. Barden held a barrier, keeping the demon from crushing the two of them, and his eyes were narrowed as he worked at it. How long would he be able to maintain his spell?

      As I jumped forward, swinging my sword across the demon’s arm, a memory of something Solera had said to me came back. They were daemons, not demons. There was a difference somehow, though I wasn’t sure that I even understood.

      And this wasn’t anything that I wanted to spend time cutting through. I didn’t want to destroy these creatures, especially as we had been the ones to have come here, not the other way around.

      “If we can’t go forward, then we need to go back.”

      “That’s a marvelous idea, Dr. Michaels, but now that we have freed ourselves from this creature, I’m afraid that the entrance is difficult to find,” Barden said.

      “Great.” I quickly surveyed the rock wall that seemed to be in the direction from which we’d come, but the demon kept getting in the way, slowly separating itself and rising to its feet. The creature was massive, probably thirty feet tall, and all enormous and interconnected rock. I had seen a demon like this before, though it had been smaller.

      “We faced one of these together,” I said Aron. “Only it wasn’t this size.”

      “They are compressed when they come across the Veil,” Aron said.

      “You seem to have quite the knowledge about demons all of a sudden,” Barden said.

      “As I said, I’ve faced them before.”

      “You have, yet you have no memory of anything else. Why is it that you should have memory of this?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I wondered if it came from the fact that he had spent so much of his life facing demons. Maybe all of that time had changed something for him, making it so that a memory of them wasn’t surprising.

      “We need to find a way back into the waystation,” I said.

      “It will mean facing these creatures,” Barden said.

      “Creatures?”

      He motioned, and I nearly groaned. All of a sudden, we were no longer alone with the enormous stone demon. Others were making their way toward us, each of them the same size, and each of them all of the same strangely disjointed stone. My magic had worked against them, at least when using the sword, and I wondered if I might be able to use it to wrap a barrier around them, perhaps even to pull them apart, if only to slow them.

      The creature reached for Ariel and I wrapped it in a barrier.

      It slowed the demon, but then it managed to squeeze through the barrier. Magic slammed back on me, throwing me to my knees. Barden and Aron were both there and they lifted me, getting me to my feet.

      “Thanks.”

      “What was that about?” Barden asked.

      “I tried to confine the demon in a barrier.”

      He began laughing.

      “I don’t find it all that funny.”

      “If you understood what you just said, you might. You actually believed that you could trap a creature like this?”

      “It works on the other side of the Veil.”

      “Yes, I’m sure that it does, but at the same time, this creature is pure power here. You should not have the ability to wrap it in your barrier. The fact that you were able to encase it and slow it at all is impressive.”

      I jumped forward, summoning my sword, thankful for the fact that magic on this side of the Veil strengthened me, but at the same time, I wasn’t the only one strengthened. The demon was equally as strong. I wouldn’t be able to manage all that easily here if all creatures were this powerful.

      As I carved through the demon’s arm, it reformed, quickly taking shape once again, and I brought my sword around again, trying to catch the stone, but each time I did, the demon seemed to repair itself, almost as if it were a shifter.

      “This isn’t going to work,” I shouted, not certain who might even be there and listening to me.

      “Try your other sword,” Barden said.

      “Why would that be different?”

      “Maybe the fact that you draw magic through it differently makes a difference,” Barden said.

      I didn’t know why that should be the case, but what if it was true?

      I released my hold on my magic and shifted, grabbing for the demon blade, and brought it around to connect with the demon’s arm.

      The force of the blade striking sent my arms shaking, reverberating from the effort. The blade rung, the sound coming off it something like a bell, and I couldn’t help but fear that it wouldn’t hold up to this sort of abuse. Maybe this was a mistake.

      Where the sword struck, the stone cracked and began to sheer off.

      I jumped back, barely avoiding the demon swiping at me with his other arm. I held onto my barrier, prepared for the possibility that he might attack me again, and if he did, the force of the blow might throw me back, but thankfully, it missed.

      Waiting for the stone to come back together, I watched the demon, afraid that even the sword wouldn’t be enough.

      Where the stone sheared off, there was nothing but a blackened stump remaining.

      I let out a relieved sigh but didn’t have the opportunity to take that long. The demon focused his attention on me. Now that I had managed to hurt him, he must have realized I posed something of a threat.

      I continued to hack at the demon, but this time where my blade struck, it bounced off. It wouldn’t be enough to attack the demon that way.

      Could I infuse magic into it, use it as a combination of both my magical blade and the demon blade?

      I sent a surge of power through it, fearful that I might feel the same effect that I had earlier, but it didn’t return. Power reverberated and sent a thrill racing through me.

      I almost dropped the sword.

      It wasn’t a thrill. It was a chill. Cold worked along my spine, the cold of death that I recognized.

      I continued to swing at the demon, afraid to do anything other than what I was already doing. Where the sword struck, power flowed out from my blade, and I held my breath, worried that it wouldn’t be enough, that it wouldn’t work, but somehow and some way, it sliced through the stone, cleaving off the arm reaching toward us. The same blackness remained behind that had been there the first time, but this time it seemed to spread, working through the demon, quickly enveloping the entirety of the demon’s body until it crumbled, falling apart in ash.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Barden said. “We could use your help.”

      I spun around and saw him working against another demon. Three more had appeared, each of them the same size as the last, and Barden held onto one, trying to work his magic while Ariel fought another, Aron jabbing at it with his sword, though not making any headway. Surprisingly Roland had the easiest time with the demon, his vampire speed and strength allowing him to rip through the creature, pulling off hunks of stone that would reform, but not before Roland managed to grab another part of the demon and tear it off.

      I joined Barden, holding onto the summoned sword mixed with the demon blade, and sliced through the demon’s legs. I darted back, getting out of the way, and the blackness surged through the demon before turning it to ash much like it had the last.

      When I turned to Aron and Ariel, I discovered that they were both thrown off, flung free as the demon managed to toss them off to either side. I used the opportunity and jabbed forward, catching the demon in the midsection. The blade went straight through and I pulled up, trying to slice as much as I could, and as I did, the stone separated, cleaved free. There was nothing but darkness that quickly turned to powder.

      That left only the one demon that Roland was facing. The demon had both arms torn free and Roland was rolling, trying to get down to the demon’s legs, when the creature tumbled forward. I reacted.

      A barrier formed, wrapping around the demon, and I pushed, flinging the demon free before it could fall on Roland and crush him. The demon went tumbling down the hillside, the sound of an avalanche, an earthquake of power that rolled away from us.

      “I would’ve had that,” Roland said.

      “I believe that you would have,” I said. “You seem to be faring better than the rest of us.”

      I couldn’t imagine tearing a demon limb from limb the way that Roland was doing, and the fact that he had done it so easily troubled me, though I had defeated a vampire before. Would I be able to do it again if it were to come to it? After seeing the way Roland fought, I wasn’t so sure.

      “We need to keep moving.” I looked along the rock face, but there wasn’t any sign of where we needed to go. Somehow, we had to find the opening to the waystation. There had to be some connection to power that would allow us to detect it, but what was it?

      “Dr. Michaels, I think you need to come here,” Barden said.

      “What is it now?”

      “Nothing other than the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen,” he said.

      I joined him along the ledge, and we looked out. It appeared that a building was rumbling toward us. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust and for me to realize that it wasn’t a building but an enormous tower of a demon, probably fifty feet tall, and it moved much more quickly than anything that size had a right to do. Coming in its wake were nearly hundreds of slightly smaller creatures.

      “What are the odds that we came out here in a demon stronghold?” I asked.

      “We chose the tunnel,” Barden said.

      “We took a tunnel that Aron guided us along,” Ariel said. She turned her attention to Aron, watching him.

      “What are you implying? Do you think Aron is somehow in on this?” I asked.

      “Perhaps not intentionally,” Barden said. “The fact is that he was there, and it can’t be a coincidence.”

      “Whoever attacked him wanted us to believe that he was here?”

      “Whoever attacked him—or whatever attacked him—wanted us to come down in this direction,” Barden suggested.

      If they had, they wouldn’t have known that we had some way of overpowering the demons. Which made it likely that it wasn’t Anna. Anna would have known about the sword, especially as I took it off her, and though she might not know that I could mix my magic sword with the demon sword, it had to have occurred to her, especially given how powerful she was. She would have likely known about the possibility, which made it seem as if it wasn’t her who had sent Aron in this direction.

      And if it wasn’t Aron, then who could it have been?

      “That is an army,” Barden said.

      My breath caught. An army.

      War.

      That was what Anna had said was coming.

      Could she want this?

      But why?

      The demons were approaching even more rapidly, and we needed to keep moving. When they reached us, we would be forced to attack, and with so many, it seemed quite unlikely that we would be able to survive an attack.

      “We have two options,” I said.

      “No,” Aron said.

      Ariel watched him suspiciously before looking away and glancing at me. “You would suggest that we face them or we run.”

      “I would suggest that we try to find the opening to the waystation. If we can’t, then we need to escape. I don’t think facing them is an option.”

      “There has to be some way of detecting the access to the waystation,” Barden said.

      “After all of the fighting, I am more than a little bit turned around,” I said.

      “Unfortunately, I am as well,” Barden said.

      “I can smell where we’ve been, but it’s distorted here,” Ariel said, her mouth and nose shifting, elongating, before snapping back into her human form. “Unfortunately, I don’t know that I’ll be able to help us determine where we need to go.”

      If only there was some spell that we could use, though I didn’t know of anything. There had to be some way of using power from this side of the Veil, but what was it?

      With my magic, it was always about focus and intent. A spell could help me hone my magic, but it didn’t always work the same way that magic for one of the mages would work. I could try, and in this case, I wanted to try, but I also worried that I wouldn’t be able to discover the secret to succeeding fast enough.

      That left running, heading out across what appeared to be the demon lands, and seeing if we could find a way of escaping, of disappearing into their realm and somehow finding a way to hide.

      I didn’t think that would work.

      We needed to find a way out.

      There was only one thing that I could think of that might unmask something like that, as it had to be similar to a masking spell.

      I summoned my sword, drawing magic out into the purplish blade, and it flowed from me, stretching out into the sky. The blade was longer than it normally was, and the power coursing out from me was more than I normally could command, but on this side of the Veil, that might be the kind of power I could wield.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Barden said. I turned and faced him, and realized as I did that the demons racing toward us had picked up the pace, the magic flowing from my sword drawing their attention.

      Crap. We would have to make a choice, and quickly, or soon we wouldn’t be left with much of a choice at all.

      I focused on the sword, pushing even more power through it, funneling energy, drawing from this side of the Veil, and pushed outward with my intent and desire, wanting to separate the masking that I knew had to be here.

      Power surged. It was enormous, more than I had ever drawn for this type of thing before, and it exploded outward.

      The explosion was blinding, and when my eyes cleared, when I could finally see again, I noticed the opening in the face of the rock.

      “I see it,” Barden said. A spell built from him, and it streaked toward the opening.

      At first, I wondered why he would do that, but as the power retreated, I realized that the masking returned, once again concealing the entrance to the waystation. Barden kept his jaw clenched and scrambled up the face of the rock, heading toward the tunnel opening. He motioned for us to follow and I did so, watching Aron and worried that he might linger, but needn’t. He followed Barden. Ariel hurried up, shifted into wolf form, scrambling up the rock faster than any of us. Roland made a leisurely approach, climbing along the rock until he was at the same level.

      “They are nearly upon us,” Roland said, watching with a calm interest as the demons approached. He seemed far calmer than he should, given the circumstances.

      Barden lunged, disappearing into the opening. Ariel followed, with Aron behind her. Roland turned to look at me, and he smiled.

      “They don’t recognize the danger you pose to the Veil, but I do,” he said.

      “I’m not a danger.”

      “Not here, you’re not.” With that, Roland kicked. His feet caught my chest and I went tumbling, rolling away from the opening, down the face of the rock wall, and toward the enormous demon creatures coming toward me.
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      As I fell, I managed to catch myself, grabbing onto a section of rock, but I wasn’t able to slow my descent nearly as much as I wanted. I continued to fall, rolling over and over, my body slamming against the rock, and I did everything in my power to try to contort myself so that I wouldn’t end up cracking my head against the stone or breaking any bones.

      Even as I bounced, there was a part of me that wondered if I could break anything. I’d been in accidents before and had healed quickly. At the time, I had believed that I was only lucky, but now that I understood the nature of magic and the fact that it tended to protect the magic user, trying to heal them even without command, I wondered if that were even true.

      It was all I could do to keep some semblance of a barrier around myself. I think that more than anything else saved my life. As I tumbled, rolling down the side of the rock, toward the demons, anger surged through me.

      I had never really had a temper, or I had done everything in my power to ensure that I didn’t have a temper. And even now, I didn’t think that I had much of one, but anger at what Roland had done, his betrayal, filled me. Could he somehow be responsible for part of this?

      My fall began to slow and I scrambled to my feet, amazed that nothing seemed broken. Pain throbbed through my arms and legs, but even that was already beginning to retreat. Could the power on this side of the Veil be so great that I was able to heal myself?

      I looked up at the rock wall, but there was no sign of the others. Either they had retreated or they were dealing with Roland. Of all of them, I expected Barden to appear and offer his help, but there was no sign of him. Nor was there any sign of Ariel, and hadn’t I come to her aid often enough that she should now come to mine? Even Aron, though he didn’t have much of his memories, should have come looking to help, knowing that I needed assistance, but he didn’t.

      That angered me just as much, though perhaps it shouldn’t. I was not one of them. I had always known that. I was different. My magic was different. And it didn’t belong on that side of the Veil.

      I shook my head, trying to clear it. Where were those thoughts coming from?

      They weren’t mine. I knew better, especially when it came to Barden. He was a friend, and had proven that time and again. Ariel was a friend, and we had worked together often enough that I trusted her. Even Aron, without his memories, was still someone I would consider a friend.

      Why would I suddenly be filled with distrust?

      The vampire.

      That’s what it had to be. I didn’t know much about the Vangalor family and their power, but it had to be tied to that sort of persuasive kind of magic, the kind that tore at my mind, forcing me to think horrible thoughts like that, threatening to turn me against my companions.

      Now that I was aware of it, I could counter it—or at least ignore it. Having gone through medical school, I had gone through enough times when I had dealt with doubt. I don’t think anyone became a practicing physician without having a moment where they wondered whether they were really cut out for such responsibility, of having someone’s life literally dependent upon them, and I was no different. It was finding a way to get over it, to move past it, and to keep struggling that separated those who never could from those who eventually managed to do it.

      My own experience came when I was an intern. I remembered it all too well, the patient… a trauma patient, like so many others that I had cared for over the years, and he’d come in at a time when I was still trying to understand what it meant to feel the cold of death. When it crept up my spine, leaving me with nausea, I had believed that it was only about my fear for the trauma, the car accident that had nearly taken off one of his legs.

      I remembered being frozen, everything in me terrified. Medical school didn’t prepare me for the sight of that much blood, or the sound of tears, or the screams of agony. That moment when I froze was captured within me, locked in my brain, part of the person who I was now and the physician who I had become. I held onto that fear, and then moved past it.

      It had taken no more than a moment, but my brain had kicked into gear, remembering my trauma course, working on addressing the most unstable injury first. In his case, it was the copious amount of bleeding around his leg.

      While waiting for the trauma team, I had clamped the artery pulsing blood and managed to keep it from spilling out over him. By the time the trauma team got there only a few minutes later, we had already begun the work of stabilizing him.

      That was what I had to do now. Find a way to take the first step and then the next. And then each one after that.

      First step was getting back up the slope, reaching the others, and doing so without dying.

      The demons had somehow gotten around me, or perhaps I had fallen in between them, slipping past as they came charging up the side of the mountain. I knew that they could see and somehow sense the magic I summoned into the blade, so I avoided doing that, but I didn’t have the sense that they were able to detect the demon sword.

      I kept it unsheathed, thankful that I hadn’t lost it in my fall. If it came down to it, I could send a streamer of power through the blade and might be able to use that in order to cut through an attack, but with as many demons as I had seen, I didn’t want to risk it.

      I needed to get around them in order to find my way back out.

      The massive demon, the one that towered taller than most houses, was working his long stone hands along the face of the mountain, as if attempting to probe into the rock, seemingly searching for the opening. Thankfully, it seemed as if the creature hadn’t detected any, and as he continued to search, I waited, worried that my companions—my friends—would somehow get discovered.

      The masking managed to hold.

      If I went that way, I would only draw more attention to it.

      What I needed to do was draw the demons away.

      An idea came to me, though could I make it work in this place?

      I turned away from the demons, feeling a little uncertain about placing my back to these creatures but focused on the distance. All I wanted was to travel a short distance, the same way I had once traveled the Northwoods, and the same way I had once traveled to Solera’s home.

      Would it work?

      As I focused, I pulled on the necessary magic.

      In this place, there wasn’t a question that I would have that magic; the only question was whether it would work. There had to be a reason for the waystations, and the only reason I could think of was that my traveling type of magic didn’t work in this place.

      Power flowed through me, and with it came a tightening, the same narrowing that I had felt before, and I pushed against it as I had learned to do, holding myself intact. With a strange sense of movement, I jerked forward, drawn through the spell, and emerged in the distance. The rocky landscape had changed to a strange, almost thorny shrubbery, similar to what I’d seen on the hillside. Barbs of thorns ran along the stone, filling cracks.

      There was something odd about it, but I tried not to think about it, focusing instead on the fact that I had managed to travel. The demons towered in the distance, no smaller than what I thought they should be, and I held my breath for a moment before raising my hands and summoning the magical sword.

      Power flowed through my hands, streaking toward the sky, the power on this side of the Veil giving me enormous strength.

      Light bloomed, racing into the darkness.

      Something rumbled beneath me.

      I frowned, glancing down, and too late I realized why the strange barbs looked familiar.

      I was standing on a demon.

      From the size of it, this had to be even larger than the largest creature that I had faced so far.

      Crap.

      I really knew nothing about this place.

      The ground began rumbling and I stabilized myself, worried that if I were to slip and fall, I might lose my connection to my magic and that this demon—whatever it was—would throw me off to the side.

      It was a strange realization, knowing that what we had thought was the landscape below us was nothing more than the back of demons. And these demons were enormous, much larger than any I’d seen when they had crossed over the Veil and I had confronted them with Aron. Whatever these creatures were seemed much different, dangerous, and they terrified me.

      Weighing my options, I considered trying to transport myself back to the rock wall that I had just come from, but even doing that, I wasn’t sure how effective it would be and whether or not I’d be able to stay safe.

      The other option involved fighting, and with a creature this size, a creature that seemed as if it were significantly larger than any others that we had encountered, I wasn’t sure that was a good idea either.

      The demon began to move.

      With the movement, I rolled off to the side, getting to my feet, trying to stay away from the strange barbs and the back of the creature, not certain whether it would even be enough. All it would take would be for the demon to stand and I would be tossed to the ground.

      And where was the ground?

      That might be the worst thing of all. I didn’t know exactly where we were, and didn’t know how far I might fall.

      I focused, thinking about the tunnel, thinking about where we had been, deciding that if nothing else, I would transport myself into there, though not entirely certain that it would work.

      As I focused, power built through me.

      The demon shook.

      That couldn’t be good.

      Each time it trembled, it disrupted my focus, making it difficult to pay attention to where I wanted to go. For this, especially as I couldn’t necessarily see where I wanted to go, I needed to have as much focus as I could.

      The demon trembled again and I could feel it rising to its feet.

      I tried to stay steady but began to slip.

      Crap.

      I was going to slide off the side of the demon if I didn’t do anything, and once I did, I didn’t know where I would land.

      There was one thing I could do, but if I worried that I had the demon’s attention already, jabbing a sword into its back would definitely grab its attention.

      I slammed the sword down, pushing with a hint of magic.

      There came a deep rumbling that threatened to split my ears. It was loud and angry, and I realized that it came from the demon, the sound of a scream or whatever noise demons made when they were mad or hurt.

      The demon shook.

      It was nearly enough to toss me free from the creature’s back, but I held onto the hilt of the sword, squeezing on to it tightly, scrambling to ensure that I didn’t lose my grip.

      The demon stood. It came as a slow change, but I was aware of movement and how I was continuing to be drawn higher and higher.

      This was not good. Not good at all.

      If I fell, I had no idea how far down I would go. A barrier might be able to protect me, along with my natural ability to heal myself, but even that would have limitations. What would happen if either of them failed? How much could I withstand?

      The demon turned, and suddenly the rock wall that I had been looking at was no longer visible. The demon was between me and the wall.

      Instead, I caught a glimpse of a bleak and darkened landscape.

      We had thought we were looking out across what appeared to be a village, a part of this side of the Veil that looked to be populated, but that hadn’t been it at all. It had been demons that had resembled buildings, and were as large as buildings, and now that they had moved out of the way, I could scarcely take my eyes off the scene in front of me. It was like something out of a horror movie, or maybe even a science fiction movie. Everything was blackened and rocky, and steam rose in the distance. A faint reddish glow came from somewhere far from us and a deep part of me rebelled against it, knowing that I wanted nothing to do with whatever caused that glow.

      The demon spun, and as it did, I was nearly thrown free, almost losing my grip on the sword.

      Risking a moment to glance down, I could see the ground far below me. It had to be a hundred feet or more, far enough that the fall would hurt considerably. Not only that, but sharp spikes of rock protruded, and I could feel the heat rising from the wasteland.

      It fit anything I could’ve imagined of a hellish landscape.

      These were demons, not daemons, regardless of what Solera might have claimed.

      The creature thrashed, and I realized that it was doing so more wildly, and each time it did, it attempted to dislodge me, but I fought to hang onto the sword, straining to maintain my grip.

      It spun and I squeezed the sword and pushed out with some magic. It caused the stone to split, carving through the demon.

      That wasn’t my intention either. I wasn’t attempting to destroy this demon, even if I could. All I wanted was to escape.

      The demon paused so I took that moment, a moment where I could feel the flailing of the creature abate, and I focused on the tunnel. All I needed was to transport myself there. I used the power, the narrowing, and drew myself forward. I held onto a barrier, and with a suddenness that yanked the sword free from the demon, I changed places.

      With a gasp, I opened my eyes.

      A part of me feared that I would end up on the rock slope, sliding down and back to the enormous demon, but I was inside the tunnel once again. The arching ceiling was high overhead, tile gleaming with a soft yellow light, and magic flashed all around me.

      It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the change, and as it did, I realized that I was back with my companions.

      Barden was facing off against a long, thin demon made of stone. Aron engaged with three others, and Ariel had two in front of her.

      Where was Roland?

      More were surging down the hallway and I threw myself forward, summoning magic through the sword, augmenting it with my own magical sword, turning it into something different. I reached the first demon and slammed my sword through the creature, carving it in half. It turned to ash, exploding away. Three others turned their attention to me and I wrapped a barrier around myself, spinning, slashing at the demons as I did, and cut them down.

      When they reached Barden, I realized that the demon he was facing reminded me of the one that I’d seen outside, one that had been nearly fifty feet. This one was probably ten feet tall, and all of a strange, spindly looking stone. I slammed forward, catching the creature in the back, driving my sword all the way to the hilt, and with a flash of magic, the demon exploded into ash.

      Barden nodded at me. “How did you return?”

      “Later. First we finish this.”

      I spun, turning to Ariel, and though she didn’t need too much help—she was using her shifted form to tear through the demons, her claws parting through the stone as if it were nothing more than flesh—I slammed into the nearest demons, cutting them down.

      And then I turned to Aron, but he had already finished off the demons he’d been facing.

      “Where’s Roland?” I asked.

      “Why?”

      “Roland kicked me over. It’s his fault that I was nearly trapped there.” Could he have something to do with all of this?

      Could the vampires?

      I failed to see what they might get out of it, but perhaps that was the point. The vampires had a different motivation, and the more that I thought about them, trying to understand what connection they might have to the magical world, I failed to see what it might be. It was entirely possible the vampires were really a part of the Veil.

      “He disappeared when the attack came through,” Barden said.

      “Great.”

      The tunnel began to tremble and I spun around, just in time to see an enormous hand reaching through.

      As it did, the hand began to shrink, but it was still massive.

      “Uh oh,” I said. “If I’m right and the demons shrink as they come across the Veil, then the creature that’s coming through here is enormous enough on the other side that he’ll still be enormous in here.”

      It had to be the creature that I had landed on, the same creature that I had jabbed my sword into, and I could easily imagine how angry he would be, and at the same time, it didn’t take much to think he would also be incredibly powerful.

      I summoned a barrier, trying to wrap it around the demon’s arm as it stretched through, pushing backward, but I didn’t have enough strength. As I pushed, the demon pressed against it, bursting through my defenses.

      That wasn’t going to work.

      Could I use the sword against it?

      I lunged forward, unmindful of Barden shouting behind me, trying to get my attention, and slammed my magically enhanced sword into the demon’s arm.

      Unlike the last time, it failed.

      The blade bounced off, as if striking another barrier.

      I was thrown back, slammed into the tile.

      As I collected myself, shaking away the pain, I watched as the rest of the demon entered the tunnel. It amazed me that it would be possible for the creature to even come through that opening. It was large, but not large enough to be what I had encountered on the other side of the Veil. And still, the creature continued to come through, powering over the Veil, moving steadily through.

      Magic slammed into it, coming from Ariel and Barden and Aron, but all of it was ineffective.

      What kind of demon was it?

      It had been so long since I even given much thought to the demons, though they had been my first real introduction to the magical world. They were enough of a threat that the council had an entire line of fighters trained to handle them, so I should have known better, but why?

      Dragging myself away from the wall, I reached Barden and summoned power through my sword. I started pushing it out, using that to attack the demon, wanting nothing more than to explode power at the creature, but even that wasn’t effective.

      And then the demon fully crossed.

      He stood before us, towering fifteen feet tall. He had features that resembled a man, and with each step, he took on more manlike qualities, down to the muscle tone. The only difference was his height. He towered over us like a giant. In one hand, he dragged a sword that sparked across the ground. In his other, he held chains.

      “What kind of creature is that?” Barden asked.

      “That,” Aron said, stepping forward with his sword upheld and blue lightning crackling along the blade, “is one of the demon kings.”
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      I stared at the demon, finding it difficult to believe that this could be a demon king, as it looked nothing like the one I had seen before. When I had faced the demon king before, it had been trapped within a summoning circle, and so the power within the creature would have been different. Perhaps it wouldn’t have been nearly as enormous as it otherwise could have been.

      The sword sparked and the demon made no effort to raise it as he continued toward us. The chains rattled, though it was a strange sound, not one that I would associate with the sound of metal.

      “I thought the demon kings needed to be summoned,” I said.

      “Typically, but who knows, given what we just did,” Aron said.

      “I saw it on the other side,” I said.

      “What did you see?” Barden asked.

      “I saw the demon. This demon. He was enormous, and the others had been on top of his back.”

      That had to be what we had observed, though it didn’t make a lot of sense why the demon king would allow the other demons to travel on his back. It also didn’t make a lot of sense that the demons would shrink as they came across the Veil. What had been rocky and a regular, strangely contorted shape, was now compressed down into something entirely familiar.

      “Who awoke me from my slumber?” the demon king rumbled.

      “He sounds more like a troll than the demon,” I said, pushing outward with the barrier. I had already seen how ineffective my barrier would be against the first demon, so I didn’t have much hope that it would be able to withstand him.

      “Dr. Michaels, do you really think it is the best time to taunt the creature?” Barden asked.

      “I’m not trying to taunt it. I’m trying to figure out how I can wrap my head around it.”

      “I’m not sure there is any wrapping around this. This is the kind of creature that we have rarely seen on the other side of the Veil,” Aron said.

      “I still don’t understand how he’s simply able to cross over. The other demon king needed a summons.”

      “A summons makes the transition across easier. He has already expended considerable energy to come through, so I suspect that he has motivation to do so.”

      “Motivation? The kind of motivation that would come from someone stabbing him in the back with a sword?” I asked, glancing down at the blade.

      “That might do it,” Aron said.

      It was my fault, but then, had I done nothing, I would’ve been shaken to the ground and I probably wouldn’t have survived that, either, so it was probably better that I had at least done something. Unfortunately, doing something had only drawn his attention to us.

      Not to us. To me.

      “You three need to keep moving,” I said.

      “We aren’t leaving you here, Dr. Michaels.”

      “You aren’t going to stay and die just because I made a mistake.”

      “Your mistake was made because you were forced to remain on the other side. We are here with you,” Barden said.

      Aron held his sword up, but the demon king towered twice his height, and with each step, dragging his blade across the ground and leaving the tile trembling, I felt as if there was an ongoing surge of power. Aron unleashed his blue electrical spell, letting it streak from the end of his sword. It struck the demon king. I’d seen him use the spell before and knew that it had limitations, mostly tied to how many times he could toss that power. He had no more than three attempts within him and then his magic would be spent and he would need to rest. If he used two more, he wouldn’t be able to defend himself.

      The demon absorbed the attack. Power pulsed from him, streaking toward Aron.

      I threw myself in front of him, slamming a barrier into place. The power slammed into me and nearly tossed me back, but Aron was there, holding his hands against me, propping me up.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said.

      “Your magic isn’t going to work,” I said. I glanced from him to Barden and then to Ariel. “And like I said, you need to go. He is here because of me. You need to keep moving so that you can get away from him.”

      “We aren’t leaving you, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      Ariel shifted and lunged forward, power pulsing off her as she did, and a strange thing happened that I had never seen before. It seemed as if she grew, as if her wolf form elongated, and it snapped at the demon.

      The demon paused before sweeping his enormous sword around, and I cried out as it seemed as if the blade would slide through Ariel, but she was gone. Or had retreated. It was difficult to tell which, especially as her power seemed to suddenly retreat along with her.

      Had it been an illusion?

      The demon roared, the sound painfully loud as it echoed across the tunnel, bouncing off the walls.

      Ariel crouched, hackles standing on end, and a steady growl rumbled from within her.

      “I’m not sure that tricks will be enough for something like that,” Barden said. He held his hands together, and reddish lightning crackled within them.

      I glanced over, knowing that if Aron’s lightning wasn’t going to be effective, it wouldn’t be likely that Barden would be any more successful, either.

      “Archer, perhaps if the two of us strike at the same time, it might inflict some damage,” Barden said.

      Aron nodded and built his spell, the bluish lightning beginning to rise within him. He held his hands together in a similar fashion as Barden, and the two of them swept their arms forward. Blue and red lightning streaked forward, both striking the demon at the same time.

      The explosion filled the cavern and for a moment, I thought that they might have been effective, but the demon roared and raced toward us.

      Anchoring a barrier to the ground and into the ceiling, I slammed it into place. The demon struck the barrier and forced itself against it, slowly pushing more and more, power forcing its way forward.

      “I won’t be able to hold this for long,” I said.

      “Let me help,” Barden said.

      “No. Get moving. Get to safety.”

      “Dr. Michaels—”

      “No, Barden,” I snapped with more intensity than I intended, but I didn’t think that anything he would do would help. Already I was pulling on more power than I normally could, summoning through the Veil, using that energy to augment my strength, and with that, I still didn’t have enough power to hold back the demon king.

      If this creature managed to fully cross the Veil, would any of us be able to stop it? The council was already a shambles, disrupted by Anna and whatever plot she had, and while I figured Barden would be able to coordinate the Dark Council, it was unlikely they would be able to do so fast enough. With the Carters missing, it was possible that Anna would be able to push demons—and worse—across the Veil.

      First, we had to stop this demon—but how?

      “Kate,” Ariel snarled.

      “Go. Be prepared for when I fail.”

      “When?”

      I shook my head, gritting my teeth as I continued to push more and more magic into the barrier. Normally, creating a barrier didn’t take that much energy, but in this case, and against this creature, it took everything that I could summon in order to hold a barrier that was even partially effective. How long would it be before the barrier failed altogether?

      “I won’t be able to hold onto this creature for much longer.”

      I glanced over my shoulder, but Ariel had already departed, streaking away, dragging Aron with her. Barden lingered, and he watched me, sadness in his eyes.

      “Dr. Michaels. Kate. You can’t sacrifice yourself like this.”

      “Sacrifice myself?”

      “If you can’t defeat this demon…”

      “I might not be able to defeat the demon, but that doesn’t mean that I intend to sacrifice myself. There is something that I can try,” I said.

      It involved drawing the demon toward me, keeping him from crossing over the Veil, going through the massive doorway that would lead out of the waystation and into our side of the Veil.

      It would be hard, but what else was there to do?

      “Help them secure the doorway. Keep the demon on this side of the Veil.”

      Barden nodded and ambled away from me.

      As my barrier began to fail, I retreated.

      The demon staggered, stumbling into the barrier, and I smiled darkly to myself, at least knowing that the demon had to lean into my barrier in order to collapse it.

      Another step, and this time, the demon didn’t stumble.

      I continued to withdraw, and without any pressure on the barrier, was able to maintain it more effectively, still summoning power from the other side of the Veil. I jogged backward, holding the sword in hand, pushing magic through it, ready for the possibility that I might need to attack but not optimistic that it would be effective.

      All I needed to do was draw the demon king away.

      We reached the entrance to the tunnel. I glanced over my shoulder and saw where Barden, Ariel, and Aron stood, holding the doorway, spells wrapped around it so that they would prevent the demon from succeeding in attempting to cross.

      “Kate,” Ariel shouted.

      I ignored her and turned away, heading down the hall toward the steps leading down to the strange pool of silver liquid.

      The demon king started after me before stopping.

      “Come on, big boy. I’m the one you want.”

      His gaze drifted toward the door. Was that a spark of recognition in his eyes? Could the demon king know that doorway led out, beyond the Veil, or was it simply the fact that there were three others there, guarding it, that drew his attention?

      Cautiously, I lowered my barrier and sent a pulse of magic streaking through the blade.

      Holding onto the demon sword like this had always augmented my power, and on this side of the Veil, this close to the power, I had even more magic available.

      It was the kind of magic that would be incredibly powerful on the other side of the Veil, enough that it would be highly destructive, and normally I would not have any doubt about my ability to overcome any creature with magic.

      The burst of power struck the demon king and bounced off, as if completely ineffective.

      If nothing else, I had drawn his attention. The demon king turned back toward me and brought his sword around. It happened so fast that I barely had time to react. I brought my own sword up but sent a shimmer of power through it, wanting to block him. Sparks rang out as our blades connected. The demon king was stronger than me, and I didn’t want—or need—to overpower him here. All I needed was for him to continue following me.

      I backed up, dancing away, beckoning with one hand while sending another pulse of power through the blade. It struck him.

      As before, the spell bounced off his chest but did nothing more than that.

      Maybe that wasn’t quite right. It angered him.

      He roared as he started toward me, swinging his sword, and I brought my blade up to block, avoiding his attack.

      Once again, our swords sent sparks scattering where the blades connected.

      “Who gave you that blade?” the demon king rumbled.

      “One of your servants,” I said.

      “Not one of mine,” he said.

      I shrugged. Maybe it wasn’t one of his. I did know that there were several demon kings, and I didn’t know which one had been summoned across the Veil the last time, but this demon king didn’t know that.

      “If you want it back, come and get it,” I said.

      “I don’t need to come for it,” the demon king snarled.

      He raised his hand and the blade trembled. It seemed to respond to him, as if the sword wanted to return to him.

      Crap. Could he control the sword?

      I had claimed it from a fallen demon, and now that I knew how they managed to compress smaller and smaller as they crossed over the Veil, I knew it would have come from a reasonably powerful demon.

      I glanced over my shoulder. We had to be getting close to the steps and the pool of silver liquid.

      The demon lunged toward me and I spun around, trying to sweep the sword toward him, but somehow he managed to oppose me without even using his sword.

      The demon had control over my sword.

      He held his hand out, as if trying to draw the blade away from me, and I pushed magic through it, wanting to find a way to separate him from whatever control he might exert over it, but even that wasn’t enough. The demon king grinned as he held out his hand, the blade continuing to tremble as he called to it, summoning it toward him, and I could do nothing as the blade began to pull free from my hands.

      I took a step back and reached the lip of the first step.

      I glanced over and saw the silvery liquid, but it was too far away.

      Would I be able to push the demon king into that liquid? That was my intent, my whole purpose in coming in this direction, thinking that if anything would destroy a demon king, it would be the same silvery liquid that had managed to overpower two Carters.

      The sword trembled.

      “You see that it obeys me,” the demon said.

      “It doesn’t obey you.”

      “The sword obeys its maker.”

      “You made it?”

      “It was hammered in my forge,” the demon king said.

      That wasn’t what I expected, but I couldn’t take the time to think about what that might mean. I needed to prevent the demon king from drawing the sword to him, and I also needed to somehow manage to change positions with him.

      Could I transport myself to his other side?

      Not without losing hold of the sword. Already I was losing control, the grip beginning to slip, and if I attempted to transport, I feared the sword would be jerked free.

      I didn’t want to lose the sword. I needed to maintain that connection, to have a hold on it, if only to channel more power from the other side of the Veil.

      The demon rumbled and power surged away from him, calling to the sword.

      I wrapped a barrier around myself, including the sword, and it drew me to the demon king.

      Shit.

      That was a mistake.

      The demon king swatted at me and I dropped, scrambling behind him, trying to get between his legs, but he was quick—far faster than he should be, given his size.

      He reached, grabbing my arm in a painful grip. I shifted the focus of my barrier, wrapping it around myself, and exploded outward.

      I managed to pry my arm free and staggered off to the side.

      At least, I thought it had been the side.

      I was near the edge of the silvery pool, too close to falling in.

      The demon king stood several steps away from me, watching, as if completely aware of what he might encounter.

      The sword trembled again, and despite of every effort that I placed into holding onto it, the barrier that I wrapped around it, it exploded from my hand, flying across the distance between the demon king and myself, and he grabbed out of the air. He grinned at me, if stone could grin.

      Then he turned away from me, as if completely unafraid of whatever I might do to him.

      He was heading toward the door. He was heading to the other side of the Veil.

      And I had to do something.

      Focusing my magic, I transported, drawing myself from here to the other side of him.

      “You will not stand in my way.”

      “You’re not leaving here.”

      “You already proved that you are unable to stop me. Once I cross over, I will access—”

      I didn’t allow him an opportunity to finish. I pushed with all the magic I could summon, creating a surge of power, a barrier that slammed outward, exploding into him.

      He barely moved back a step.

      Even with all the magic I could summon, I wasn’t going to be able to move the demon king anywhere.

      That meant I would have to do it. Not my magic. Me.

      Would I be able to?

      I inhaled deeply, lowered my shoulder, and called upon my magic, letting it flow through me, filling me. Power hummed within me, and I ran. I was unmindful of the demon king swinging his sword—or was it mine?—toward me. Filled with magic as I was, I was fast—faster than any movement he could make to try and strike me with his magical blade. I caught him in his stomach, my shoulder slamming into it, and I shoved. Power filled me, and I exploded upward, sending that magic through my feet.

      We went flying.

      The demon king punched, striking my back, and pain surged within me.

      I ignored it as I wrapped my arms around him, wanting nothing more than to prevent him from getting away, from reaching the other side of the Veil.

      Too late, I realized that I was sacrificing myself.

      Was that what I wanted? Would this be the way that I would die?

      Then we struck the liquid.

      Pain burned through me. It was a sort of pain that I had never experienced before, and it soaked me. It called to me, hot, blazing, and worse than anything I’d ever experienced.

      But it wasn’t hot at all. With a sudden realization, I recognized cold. Biting cold. The kind of cold that came from death.

      The demon king thrashed, and some deep part of me knew that if I didn’t hold onto him, if I somehow failed here, he would escape, and whatever he intended to do on the other side of the Veil would succeed.

      I had to hold him. It was my obligation, and somehow I needed to maintain this connection. I drew upon the power from that cold burning within me, and I wrapped it around the demon king.

      I didn’t know if it was my death or the demon king’s that I called upon, but either way, that power filled me, and as I wrapped it around him, holding him, the thrashing began to ease. I continued to squeeze, holding him, confining him with the most potent barrier I could manage.

      I held him until I began to fade. I held him knowing that if I failed here, the demon king would cross the Veil and power would escape into our world that would be dangerous. I held him knowing that I might be the only one who could, and that it required me to do so.

      Whatever Anna intended with the Carters would have to be stopped by the others.

      Sinking beneath the surface of the liquid, I could feel the buildup of power and thought that the demon king attempted to fight me, but I was determined to hold him down.

      I wrapped more power around him, drawing upon an ever-increasing store of magic, letting it fill me.

      With that, we sunk.

      And I smiled.
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      It seemed as if we continued to sink, and the demon king no longer thrashed, no longer moved, nothing other than a sense of weight coming from him, a weight that I had secured, holding him with the power of magic.

      Eventually, I knew that I would drown. The clinical part of my mind kicked in, analyzing the situation, knowing that it was hopeless. Even without knowing what sort of strange liquid we were submerged in, I could tell that it didn’t matter. How could it, especially as we were continuing to drift lower and lower, sinking deeper into the abyss?

      And as we sunk, the pain in my back began to abate. The power from the demon blow no longer throbbed the way that it had after he’d first struck me.

      I needed to hold the demon king down, but could I somehow escape?

      I’d seen others trapped in this liquid, and there was no way that I would be able to escape from it. Shifters of considerable power had failed. Mages with strength beyond my ability had died. Gran had nearly died.

      And yet, I had used the power of a dying shifter to save her.

      The cold still burned along my spine, but it was a different sort of cold. It remained the cold of death, but why did it also feel welcoming? Practically inviting?

      That had to be my imagination. That had to be my delusional mind trying to put meaning to it. There would be no other explanation other than that.

      And yet, I wasn’t dead. Of that, I felt certain.

      If I wasn’t dead, did it mean the demon king wasn’t gone?

      I couldn’t tell. Power still surged, an enormous power, the kind of power that I had known with death, but the kind of power that I shouldn’t be allowed to control.

      I wrapped that power around me, letting it surge, flowing through me and then out. It was a strange sensation, one that seemed to overflow within me. Power coursing, pulsing within me, reminding me of blood flow. It was overwhelming.

      Everything that I knew, everything that I was, burned away.

      In a flash, all I knew was power. All I knew was magic.

      It was a strange sensation. From here, I could feel power emanating all around me. Had I ever known that before?

      It seemed as if I should, as if that sort of power was expected of me, but for some reason, I couldn’t tell.

      Perhaps this was all I had ever known. Perhaps this magic was what I should have known.

      I summoned the power, and it responded.

      Of course it would respond. This was my power.

      It flowed out from me.

      I could remain here indefinitely, wrapped in this power, but it seemed as if there were other things that I could and should be doing. And with as much energy as was currently within me, how could I not?

      I floated and decided that I needed to reach the surface of whatever I was in. Pushing up, I dove toward the surface and eventually parted it, bursting through.

      Pain burned in my chest until I realized that I needed to breathe.

      When air filled my lungs, I looked around.

      Lines of power coursed along the walls, glowing within the tile, almost as if I could see the magic.

      And why shouldn’t I see the magic? I was magic. It filled me, flowing out from me, power that was my birthright.

      Within those lines of power, I could feel other collections, places where the power solidified. What were those? They were near the edge of the water, and I swam toward a step in the distance. With each stroke, I came closer, but it seemed as if I were drawn away, as if something summoned me, calling me back.

      I paused, glancing toward the heart of the pool.

      There was nothing there, but whatever it was felt real. It was a summons of power, and that power drew on me, calling to me, and I couldn’t refuse.

      I turned away from the step.

      Swimming toward it, I felt compelled, drawn, as if it was where I was meant to go.

      And how could I not? This power filled me, overflowing within me. With this power, I could do anything.

      “Kate Michaels?”

      I heard a name called distantly, and I ignored it. Why should I pay attention to it? If I left this pool, if I left this place, everything that I had become, everything that I could become, would fade.

      “Dr. Michaels!”

      This came from a different voice, one that I should recognize.

      “Kate.” This came softly, a whisper.

      For some reason, that whisper caught my attention more than anything.

      Why should it?

      I paused, glancing over my shoulder, and surged from the liquid, floating above it. Power suspended me in the air, holding me in place. It took no more than a thought to move, to glide above the surface, and I reached what appeared to be the edge of this power. If I crossed over, it would depart. I could feel that it would, and the part of me that reverberated with that magic refused to lose that connection.

      There were three people standing on the shore. One of them was naked, and the other two had strange clothing. The largest of them carried a sword.

      Power flowed from me, wrapping it around the blade, jerking it free from him.

      “Did you think to harm me?”

      “Kate Michaels?” the naked woman asked.

      I glided toward her and something magic surged, light flowing around her. I dismissed it with a wave of my hand, wrapping her in power and slamming her up against the wall. The woman snarled and her jaw elongated, becoming animal-like, and I twisted, squeezing the barrier. Power surged through me, cold and welcoming.

      “Dr. Michaels.”

      I jerked my head around, easing my connection, and turned to the older man standing before me. He had his hands clasped in front of him, and he studied me.

      “We’re your friends. We’re with you.”

      “Friends?”

      I said the word strangely, not recognizing it. What was this? Who were they?

      Some vague part of me thought they knew me. They used a name that seemed familiar, though perhaps that was only part of their spell.

      “Kate,” the large man said. Without his sword, he was no threat, and yet he came closer to me, unmindful of the fact that I could destroy him with little more than a thought.

      That thought came to me and I wrapped power around him, beginning to squeeze.

      He watched me, his eyes fluttering for a moment, and as they did, I felt a faint echo.

      The power within him was similar to the power within me.

      Not all of the power. Something was placed there, and it was my magic, the power I controlled, and I wanted it back.

      I reached through him and pulled that power back.

      The man gasped. His eyes fluttered and his head sagged forward.

      That left only the older man. For some reason, he continued to watch me, unconcerned about what I had done. Magic flowed through him, and it too was familiar. Hated.

      “Dr. Michaels. This is not you.”

      I lowered myself to the ground and stood in front of him. I let power flow from me, probing into him. All it took was a twist and I could withdraw the power from him, taking it for myself, filling myself with that magic.

      And it called to me.

      Why shouldn’t it? It belonged to me. All of them belonged to me, eventually.

      “Dr. Michaels. This isn’t you.”

      “You think you know me?”

      The man’s body stiffened as I squeezed, drawing power out of him. With each pull, with each compression, I could feel his life beginning to dissipate. And that was my purpose, wasn’t it?

      “Dr. Michaels,” he whispered. “Kate.”

      “There is no Dr. Michaels. There is only me.”

      “And who are you?” the man asked, somehow managing to crane his neck and look up at me as he sank to the ground. And here I had thought that I had pulled enough power from him, drawing enough strength away from him, but perhaps I hadn’t taken nearly as much as I should have.

      I squeezed again.

      “Remember, Kate. You are both medicine and magic.”

      He fell to the ground and his power flooded into me.

      I smiled, filled with that power, and turned to the others. If this one had that kind of energy, what would these two be like?

      The woman thrashed, snarling, attempting to grab for me and break through my hold. I shook her and she snapped, her power filling me.

      I drew it in, magic and power and everything that I was supposed to be flowing into me.

      That left only the large man.

      There wasn’t much of him left. When I had reached in and regained my power, he had already begun to fade, but somehow, he raised his head, looking up at me.

      Something sparked in his eyes.

      I hesitated, not knowing why.

      “Kate?”

      I felt as if I should know this person, as it seemed he knew me, but maybe he was trying to steal my power. All of them were trying to steal my power. I had regained it.

      “What happened? How are you like this?”

      I wrapped power around him and squeezed, pulling it tightly. He did nothing to resist, but how could he? There was nothing he could do that would oppose my bands of power.

      “Kate. You are Kate Michaels. Granddaughter to Veran and Cyn Michaels. You call them Gran and Gramps. You are a physician, a practitioner of healing. You help others, protecting them from death, not driving them toward it.”

      I squeezed, compressing him to prevent him from saying anything more.

      As I did, the fluttering of power began to fill me again. I could hold it, withdraw it.

      And something prevented me.

      “You are Kate Michaels,” he said again. “You are not this. You get to choose.”

      And why wouldn’t I choose this? This was what I was meant to be. I could feel that as this energy coursed within me.

      “Remember,” the man said.

      He sank to the ground and his energy began to flow to me.

      I stood over top of him, bent over, looking down at him. “Remember what?”

      Perhaps I had drawn too much. He didn’t move.

      “Remember what?”

      I stopped taking his power.

      There was plenty. I didn’t need his, and I wanted to know what he wanted me to remember.

      “Remember what?” I demanded. He would answer.

      I forced him to stand, propping him up, pushing back the energy that I had taken. With a gasp, he opened his eyes.

      What he did next startled me, and I knew I shouldn’t be startled.

      He grabbed my hands and squeezed.

      “Kate,” he whispered.

      A stirring came from deep within me, and with the squeeze, I had a fluttering, almost as if memories came back.

      Why should they?

      I stared at the man.

      A name drifted from deep within my mind.

      Aron.

      Who was Aron?

      He is Aron.

      And why should I care? Why should I care about this man other than the fact that he stole from me? That his energy belonged to me? That I needed to take it, to reclaim it, and be filled with power once again?

      He is Aron. And you care for him.

      Something happened and strange images began to flicker within my mind. There was this man, meeting him, healing him. Why would I restore him? There was the other, this woman who I had helped. Why would I care about her? And then finally this third man. For some reason, my feelings for him were strange and complicated, and seeing him like this, lying motionless, angered me. Dozens of images flashed in my mind. People that I should know.

      Power exploded out from me, filling both the woman and the fallen man at the same time.

      I lifted them, bringing them close to this Aron, and held them until they began to open their eyes and look at me.

      “Who are you?”

      The older man spoke. “It’s not who we are, but who you are. We’re here because of you. We are here because you wanted to help. We are here because you have saved us.”

      Why would I save them? They held my power, the energy that I needed, the energy that belonged to me, so why would I care to hold onto them?

      The larger man looked at them and not at me. “You need to help her remember,” he said.

      The other two stared at me. As they did, I could feel their power attempting to cross over. It was the same thing I had noticed when the larger man had done it.

      Rather than resist, curiosity let me connect to them.

      There was familiarity. From the woman, I saw conversations, and times we had worked together. From the older man, there was warmth and help, and over all of it came a sense of hope.

      I knew these two.

      And why should I feel as if I cared about them?

      They linked hands and power crossed over from them into me.

      I resisted at first, but the longer that I resisted, the more I felt curious. Flickers of memory came again and again, and suddenly others began to come. A woman with no significant power who sat in a room that I thought I should recognize sent her connection to me. Others came, deep stirrings that fluttered, one after another.

      It forced me back, away from them and toward the pool. All I needed to do was descend into the liquid, draw upon my power, and I wouldn’t have to suffer from these images. These memories.

      But why wouldn’t I want to? They were mine, no different than this power was mine.

      And if they were mine, then I was this person.

      How could I remember?

      I had to withdraw.

      I could feel it, knowing that somehow this place and this power pulled on me, tearing me away from the memory that I had.

      They were memories I wanted.

      Pushing back on the magic, on the power, I shed it, sliding it off me, and it washed back into the silvery pool.
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      I staggered forward, and all three of them were there, grabbing for me.

      “Kate?” Aron asked.

      I blinked and I looked up at him. There was recognition in his eyes. “Aron?”

      “Dr. Michaels. I’m glad that you have returned to us,” Barden said. “I must admit that was quite unexpected.”

      I glanced back at the pool of liquid, no different than it had been before. Where was the demon king? I had strange memories that couldn’t be real, could they? I could remember holding onto that power, but with those memories came the understanding that the power I had been holding was incredibly dangerous. It called to me, seductively, trying to draw me in, and all I needed to do was return to it, to step away from them and toward the liquid, and I could use it once more.

      And why should I? What did it mean that I was able to use that power?

      It was Death.

      I had been Death.

      And I had killed them.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, glancing from Ariel to Barden and finally to Aron. “I… I don’t know what happened to me.”

      “You happened to you,” Barden said.

      “I don’t know what that means,” I said.

      “What I think it means is that you have a connection to this. You have always known about your connection to death, and you have discovered that you have a connection to the power available to the dying, which leaves me to suspect that you have a way of connecting to death in the power of it.”

      “I don’t want that connection,” I said.

      “Unfortunately, we don’t get to choose how we’re born. We only get to choose who we are.” He smiled at me, and some of the warmth that I had felt came with it. For some reason, I could feel it from him. We were connected.

      The same way that I had connected to others I had healed from death.

      Only this time, the connection formed between Ariel and Barden was because of what I had done to them. I had nearly killed them.

      There was no nearly about it. I had killed them.

      And then restored them.

      “I… I killed both of you.”

      “And it was unpleasant,” Ariel snarled.

      Looking at Aron, I frowned. “I almost killed you, too. And there was something else.”

      I remembered feeling as if he had part of my power, and I took it from him.

      “You healed me,” he said.

      “I healed you, but I killed you.”

      Aron shook his head and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me close. “You healed me, Kate.”

      I leaned into him, feeling the warmth of his chest and the strength of his body, having wanted this closeness with him ever since realizing that the two of us shared something. I had wondered if we ever would be able to have this, and now that we did, now that I was this close to him, I didn’t want to let him go.

      “How much do you remember?”

      “Everything,” he said.

      My breath caught. It seemed too much for me to hope that he could remember everything, that the man that he had been would finally be restored, but why wouldn’t it be? He had been claimed by death, and that had changed him.

      It had changed me.

      Much like it had changed my mother.

      And if it had changed her, could I restore her the way that I had restored Aron?

      It was something to hope for. But it would involve losing myself again.

      “You stopped the demon king on your own,” Barden said. “That is considerable power.”

      “I did the only thing I could think of. I brought him to the one place I didn’t think he’d be able to escape.”

      “Clever, but we still haven’t figured out anything more than what we had already known,” Barden said.

      We knew that Anna had been brought here, and that she had escaped, but more than that, there seemed to be some desire on her part to be here. What would she have wanted, other than an opportunity to get in front of the Carters?

      And now the council was gone.

      I stared at the liquid, trying to understand the pool, knowing that there was something about it that I should be able to understand, but not what that was.

      The waystation was connected to this place, and that seemed intentional.

      Why would the waystation be here?

      “What purpose is there for this place?” I asked.

      “You said that it was a connection. That these waystations tied to other places within the realms on the other side of the Veil,” Ariel said.

      “That’s what Solera had said. But what if she had been lying to us?” I asked.

      Aron sighed. “I wish you wouldn’t have needed her help, but the fact that you went to her for assistance has tied you to her. She wouldn’t have lied.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Because Solera is one of the Seelie fae. She can’t lie. She can manipulate the truth, but speaking untruths is not in her.”

      I thought about what Solera had said. What if she had used the truth, manipulating it in a certain way that would make what she said still accurate, but at the same time also intended to manipulate me and what we needed to do?

      I wouldn’t put that past her, especially knowing what she had already done, but what purpose would there be in it?

      “There was purpose to it. Why?”

      “You think it was intentionally tied to death?”

      “Solera told me that death was a power. I don’t think she was lying about that.”

      “As I said—”

      I cut Aron off. “I know what you said. So if she told me the truth, and that death is a power and that these waystations were designed to transport the people on this side of the Veil, how is that the truth?”

      And why would the demon king willingly come through it?

      Unless he hadn’t expected resistance.

      Could that be what Anna wanted? Was that why she had gathered the Carters?

      “I still don’t know how we’re going to find her.”

      “The same way we saved you,” Barden said.

      “What?”

      “You healed her. You will be connected to her the same way that we are now connected to you. You can use that.”

      I glanced from him to the other two. There was a connection. It seemed faint, subtle, but enough that I thought I could use it to search for them if it came down to it. Through that connection, I was aware of Jen and had a spark of recognition at the memories that had come from her. There had been memories from Darvish, as well. Those memories had been required to bring me back, to save me, and had they not been there, I might not have survived. I might have remained embracing death.

      They had been nearly absent in my awareness before I went into the pool.

      “How is it that I can do that?” I asked.

      Barden stopped in front of me. “Is that the question you want to know now?”

      I sighed. “I think I need to. My magic has always been different, and now that I understand it’s tied to death, how is it that I managed to do that?”

      There was no questioning that I was tied to Death. When I had been in that pool, I had felt the power. I didn’t remember everything clearly, but what I did remember told me that I could have used all of that power, that I could have connected to everything, and perhaps that’s what I needed to do now.

      Only, when I did that, it overwhelmed me. It was only because of the people I had saved that I had managed to come back from it. If they weren’t here, or if they weren’t enough, the power of Death would have overwhelmed everything within me and I would have succumbed to it.

      And then what?

      I had no idea what this power meant, and somehow my mother had found a man—or some creature—with the power over death. How?

      There was only one person I could ask.

      And it involved finding her.

      Thankfully, that coincided with what I needed to do anyway. She had Gran, which meant that I needed to go after her regardless.

      More than ever, I wanted to know her thoughts. I wanted to free her from what had happened, but I didn’t know if I would even be able to do so.

      It was possible that nothing could be done. It was possible that she would stay trapped, changed by whatever had happened to her.

      “I need to find the Carters,” I whispered.

      “And we will help,” Barden said.

      “Why?”

      “Do you really need to ask?”

      As he said it, I realized that I probably didn’t. I could feel it. There was that connection to him, formed by whatever I had done to bring him back, and I could feel his desire to help me. It stemmed from an interest in repaying a debt, but it was more than that. There was affection too, which surprised me.

      He met my gaze, not turning away.

      “You wanted me to know that feeling,” I said.

      “It seemed as if you needed to know.”

      “Why?”

      “Is there really a reason why? You have proven yourself to me, Dr. Michaels, and you have earned my trust.”

      It was more than trust, but I suspected he said that for Aron and Ariel’s benefit.

      I took a deep breath, focusing on the energy within me, the connection to this side of the Veil granting me strength, and I reached across it, straining for the various strands of connections. I could use them, borrow from them, and search for Anna.

      Had I not healed her, I might not have been able to do so, but because I had taken pity, or because I had embraced the healing side of myself, there was a connection to her.

      Was she even aware of it?

      It was possible that she was, but it was also possible that with her knowledge and power, she had somehow closed me off, preventing me from knowing what she could do. I had to fight through that, push beyond whatever blockade she might place, and search for where she might be hiding.

      Distantly, I found that connection.

      It was faint, little more than a shimmering strand, and as I focused on it, it came to the forefront of my mind. It was like a spider web, nothing more than that, and I held onto it. The sense of it pulled me forward and I found myself back in the main entrance hallway, my focus on that deep part of me.

      “Kate?” Aron asked.

      I wanted nothing more than to talk with him, to make sure that he was back, but now wasn’t the time any more than now was the time to think too deeply about who and what I was.

      From here, I could feel the pull of that strand connecting me to Anna.

      I kept my eyes closed, following that connection, and as I did, I trailed after her.

      The sound of my footsteps changed and I opened my eyes to see that we were heading down one of the tunnels. That didn’t surprise me. I knew that she would have come through here, disappearing into the other side of the Veil, but I didn’t quite know where she would have gone.

      Magic built near me, and I could tell it came from Aron and Barden without glancing over at them.

      That sudden awareness was almost enough to disrupt my connection to this strand. Always before, I had a connection to magic, but not an awareness of who used magic near me. The fact that I would suddenly have that awareness was surprising.

      Ignoring it, I continued to make my way forward.

      The tunnel narrowed, something that the demon tunnel had not. As it narrowed, we could no longer walk side by side, and I took the lead, following the connection.

      And then the tunnel ended.

      The other side would lead out to some other part of the Veil, some distant realm that could be as dangerous as the other we’d just been in. I had no interest in joining some demon realm and risking myself, even with some greater connection to this side of the Veil.

      “Where do you think this leads?” I asked.

      “There’s only one way that we will find out,” Barden said.

      “I know, but I can’t help but feel nervous.”

      “Traveling on the other side of the Veil should make us nervous. It’s a place not meant for us. At least, not meant for most of us,” he said with a smile.

      “It’s not meant for me, either.”

      “I have a feeling that you might be better connected to this side of the world than the rest of us. Perhaps you have always known our side of the Veil, but that doesn’t mean that is all that you can know.”

      I hesitated and glanced from Aron to Ariel and finally to Barden. Aron slipped his hand in mine and squeezed. There was a strength and warmth, and more than that, there was a connection to him. I smiled, and then I stepped forward.

      As I did, there was a sense of movement.

      I turned, looking back, and saw an enormous tree rising behind me.

      We were in the midst of a massive forest. Enormous trees grew up all around us. Light drifted through; warm air gusted around us. There was a scent of earth and flowers and decay all mingling together, an almost pleasant aroma.

      “Can you mark that some way so that we can find it again?” I asked Barden.

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      The spell began to build, but Aron grabbed his wrist, shaking his head.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s this. Everything around us. I don’t think Barden should be the one to place the spell.”

      “Why not?”

      “If you are right about the origins of the Dark Council, then Barden should not be the one to do this.”

      “Why are we suddenly going to have the discussion about the origins of the Dark Council and the mage council?” I asked.

      “Because it’s important now.” He looked around, his gaze drifting up to the treetops. A spell built from him and he traced a marking on the tree we had come through, then made another marking on the ground, and then finally, he did a third, an enormous pattern on each of the trees ringing the tree we had come through.

      “That seems a little excessive,” Barden said.

      “Let’s just say it’s a precaution,” Aron said.

      “Precaution for what?”

      “A precaution for this.”

      Power began to build, and at first I thought it came from Aron or even from Barden, but that wasn’t it at all.

      It was a familiar sort of magic; a steady, rising power; a warmth that I had known before, but only when I’d been in the forest near Solera.

      And now I felt it here, powerfully, and continuing to build.

      As it did, I suddenly understood why Aron hadn’t wanted Barden to be the one to place the spell.

      “This is the Seelie realm,” I said.

      Aron nodded. “I think so.”

      “This is where Anna came?” Barden asked.

      I focused on the strand of connection deep within me. It was there, subtle and growing more powerful, but definitely here, pointing in this direction, heading toward this realm. Wherever Anna had disappeared, it was to this side.

      “This is where she came, but why would she have come here?”

      The power began to come closer, rising around us.

      “We need to either move or we will be caught by whoever is coming in our direction,” I said.

      “Who is coming?” Ariel asked. Her nose elongated, shifting so that she could sniff at the air. As it did, her eyes widened. “I’ve never felt magic so powerful before.”

      “No. I suppose none of us have,” Aron said. “This is magic from the other side of the Veil, magic that we would never be accustomed to detecting. This is the kind of power that we have known about, but the kind of power that the Veil protects us from.”

      I wanted to move and so I started forward, following the connection. I didn’t want to be here whenever these magic users appeared, not at all wanting to be caught up in whatever they might do. Solera was bad enough, and alone she was stronger than me, so these others would be even more powerful.

      It was the same thing I had detected in the demon realm. There was power beyond what I had ever experienced. I might have more strength on this side of the Veil, but everyone else did, too. It was possible that my power was middling, little more than a flutter of strength compared to those who existed in this realm all the time.

      The sense of power near us built. It was either getting closer to us or we were getting closer to it.

      “Barden, even if this is the Seelie realm, I want you to be careful.”

      “Are you afraid that I might unleash my power?”

      “I’m afraid you might need to be ready to unleash your power,” I said.

      Whatever it was, whatever we were dealing with, was near us, though why? And what was it?

      Power exploded and I reacted, throwing up a barrier.

      It wasn’t nearly as strong as it had been before.

      Had sitting in the pool of death juice somehow sapped my strength?

      That didn’t seem like it should be the case, but then again, I don’t know that I had any other explanation.

      Aron held his hands up. Electricity crackled on them. Barden stood rigid, not creating a spell, but I could tell that he was ready for the possibility that he would need to.

      Ariel remained casual, but I knew it would only take a moment for her to shift.

      Power converged.

      I turned in place slowly, looking around, and realized as I did that we were entirely surrounded. Dozens of fae stood all around us.
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      I looked all around us, my gaze searching all of the fae who might be surrounding me, and realized there were probably a dozen, maybe more than that. Power built from each of them, considerably more than I could manage. I lowered my barrier but, at the same time, I summoned the magical sword, using it to see if there were other fae who were masked.

      It didn’t reveal any.

      At least I didn’t have to worry about the fae hiding themselves from me, concealing their presence, but what did they intend with us?

      “I would be cautious with that, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      I released my connection to the sword. I wished that I still had the demon sword, but maybe here, in this realm, it would draw even more attention. I had lost it, presumably in the depths of the pool, and there was no way I was going after it again.

      “How are you here?” a man asked, approaching. He had blond hair, almost white, and piercing blue eyes. His skin was golden and energy seemed to radiate from him, making it so that he almost glowed. He was dressed in a deep blue jacket and matching pants and he carried a sword sheathed at his side.

      “We’re looking for someone who came this way,” I said.

      “No one comes this way,” he said.

      I frowned. Even with the presence of all these fae, I could feel the connection to Anna and I knew that she had been here, though not exactly where she had gone. “Someone has, and we need to find her.”

      “You don’t belong in this realm,” he said. His power began to press outward. It pushed into me and instinctively, I pushed against it, attempting to create a barrier to refuse to let him reach me.

      “And you bring one of the Unseelie here?” his gaze focused on Barden and power began to build.

      At least I could still feel magic being used on this side of the Veil, even if my ability to do anything against it was weakened.

      I placed myself in front of Barden, holding my hand out. “I’m not going to like it very much if you do that.”

      “I don’t care what you will like. Our realm is restricted from your kind.”

      “Yeah? And what is my kind?”

      “Human.”

      I snorted. “You can’t know how much it pleases me that you said that.”

      The fae frowned and turned to look at the others. “He can come,” he said, motioning to Aron.

      “He’s not going anywhere without the rest of us.”

      “I’m afraid that is not possible.”

      “And I disagree. So it seems we’re in something of a standoff.”

      He cocked his head to the side and twisted his hand.

      As he did, power surged.

      Hating that I had to do it, I slammed my barrier around the four of us. It surged into place and I summoned power, drawing it from this side of the Veil, forcing it through me. Anger made me stronger, and whatever spell he attempted bounced off my barrier. I stepped forward, switching my focus, holding the barrier around the other three but keeping a separate one around me, and I summoned my sword, sweeping it toward the fae. I stopped short of his neck. He watched me, no concern evident in his eyes.

      “I’m not without talent,” I said.

      “And you aren’t supposed to be here.”

      “Considering I don’t know where I belong, I will take that as a compliment. Now, we are chasing someone who came this way. She isn’t supposed to be here, and all I want to do is find her, bring her and those with her back with us, and we will be on our way.”

      The fae glanced at my glowing blade and flicked at it with his hand.

      The sword dissipated, the power exploding away, disappearing. He turned so that he could regard me. “As I said, you should not have come.”

      He turned away and I thought that he might let us go, but the other fae with him all converged.

      “I don’t think I can fight them all off,” I said.

      “Nor should you,” Barden said.

      “You don’t think we should try to get away?”

      “The fae won’t harm you.”

      “I’m not so sure about that,” I said as the circle around us continued to build. There was enough of a glow coming off the various fae that made it difficult to see clearly, but what I could see made it so that I knew that they were moving in, approaching quickly.

      “They want to intimidate you, Dr. Michaels. They don’t intend to harm you.”

      “What about you?”

      Barden smiled. “That might be a different story. I don’t know what connection the Seelie and the Unseelie have these days, but it seems as if your belief about how we are connected is accurate.”

      “It’s what Solera said.”

      The fae around us suddenly stopped.

      “What was that?”

      I couldn’t see who spoke.

      “What part?”

      “What name did you speak?”

      “I spoke the name Solera.”

      The fae with the blue jacket and pants came closer until he stood before me once again. His deep blue eyes had a hardness to them. “How do you know Solera?”

      “I know where she’s been imprisoned.”

      That might have been a mistake. As I said it, I realized that I didn’t know whether these fae were responsible for Solera’s imprisonment or not. For that matter, I didn’t know why she had been imprisoned and whether there was any reason to fear her.

      “Come with us,” the fae said.

      The others parted, disappearing into the trees so quickly that I didn’t even see where they went.

      It left only the one fae, the lead, and he guided us off.

      I kept pace, wondering whether we should go with him but not sure what other choice we had. Considering how easily he had dismissed my sword, I wondered how useful my barrier had been in the first place. It was possible that he would have been able to dismiss that just as easily. And if he could, what would I have been able to do then?

      And I still didn’t know where Anna had gone. I was convinced that she was in this direction, but that didn’t tell me anything other than the fact that she was in the fae lands, not why she had come this way. There had to be some reason for her to have done so, but what would it have been?

      “Where are you taking us?” I asked.

      “You mentioned Solera,” he said.

      “I did, which tells me that you know her, but why?”

      “Are you with her?”

      “I’m not sure that anyone can be with Solera,” I said.

      The fae turned to me. There was heat in his gaze. “Are you with her?”

      “I’m with her so much as it matters to ensure my safety.”

      The man grunted. He turned away and continued into the trees.

      “I could shift and tear them down,” Ariel said.

      “I have a sneaking suspicion that if you were to try, the others would be upon you before you managed to reach them,” Barden said.

      “What others?” I asked.

      “Do you really think the other fae that we saw have truly disappeared? They have faded into the trees, but they aren’t gone. And they are watching. I can feel them.”

      “What do you mean you can feel them?”

      “Ever since we came here, I was aware of an energy. It is an irritant, though I’m not entirely certain why that should be.”

      “Is it because this is the Seelie fae?”

      “I don’t know,” Barden said.

      “If it helps, I can feel the energy, too,” I said.

      “Yours is a connection to the magic. Mine is something different.”

      We wound through the forest, and the longer we went, the less likely I thought it was that I would be able to return to the tree that we had marked. Aron might be able to track the spell, but what if it wasn’t strong enough? What if the fae had discovered what he had done and had some way of removing it? If that were the case, then anything we placed here would be wasted.

      “Do you still feel the connection to Anna?” Barden asked after we’d been walking for a while.

      “It’s still there, but we’re going away from it somewhat.”

      His jaw clenched. “I worry about that,” he said.

      “Me too. I don’t know what she intends here, but whatever it is will involve the fae.”

      Could she intend to attack them?

      Somehow, it had also involved the Carters—and the council—but why?

      We were missing something. Some connection, and unless we were able to get free of this fae, we wouldn’t be able to do anything.

      After walking for a while longer, the fae guided us into a clearing. Trees ringed it, and within the center was an enormous structure that stretched up toward the treetop. It seemed to be made entirely of a single tree. An opening in the base led up into the tree itself. The fae stopped in front of it and held his hand up. “You will wait here,” he said.

      “And if we don’t?” I asked.

      He pointed to the trees around us. “If you take a single movement, you’ll be dead.”

      I looked outward. There were people—Seelie fae—hiding within the trees. Some of them had bows with arrows pointed at us. I wondered if that were even necessary against us, though I suspected that our magic wouldn’t be quite as effective as usual. The rest of them were pointed outward. Guards.

      “I guess we’re waiting here,” I said.

      The man disappeared for a while before returning. When he did, he had three others with him. Two were women, and they had the same flowing golden hair that was almost white, and blue eyes that matched his. The last was an older man, though I wondered if age meant anything on this side of the Veil. He had slightly darker hair and his eyes were almost brown, though as he glanced from each of us, the color seemed to shift.

      “Tell them,” he said.

      “Tell them what?” I asked.

      “Tell them about Solera.”

      I stood frozen, not sure what to say. What was there for us to know? All of this felt like a mistake, as if coming here would lead to danger, and I didn’t like the idea that this man and the others had intended to hold us, and I didn’t like our odds of managing to escape.

      “What do you intend for me to tell them? I know Solera, but I’m not friends with her.”

      “How do you know her?” the older man asked.

      “Because I do.”

      They glanced at each other before turning their attention back to me. “How?”

      “She was exiled on the other side of the Veil. How else do you think I know her?”

      “You know how to find her?”

      “Why?”

      “Solera has not yet paid for her crimes.”

      I didn’t know much about Solera, and right then, I wished that I would have had a better idea of why she had been exiled. If I did, perhaps all of this might make a little better sense, and maybe I wouldn’t even have to feel as if I were stumbling into something that I had no part of, but instead, I was uncomfortable. Whatever was taking place here was beyond me.

      “What crimes are those?”

      “The crimes against our people.”

      The older man turned away, disappearing back into the tree.

      I glanced from Barden to Ariel and then finally to Aron. Each of them wore looks of confusion.

      It was more than that. There was something that had happened to them.

      I drew upon my magic, stretching it out, and found that I could push through the connection that I now shared to them after healing them. As I did, I discovered a cloud within them.

      With a surge of power, I burned off that cloud.

      It disappeared, fading, and Ariel gasped.

      They looked at me and I raised my hand, trying to silence them before they said anything. Someone had placed a spell on them, and had done so in a way that we hadn’t even noticed. How would they have managed to do that so quickly? And who of these fae had that type of magic?

      “Come with us,” the man who we’d followed through the forest said.

      Rather than arguing, I trailed after him. We headed to the edge of the forest and once there, he stopped, waving his hand. There came a fluttering, and power built. As it did, he turned away.

      “That was strange,” I said. “What did they just do?”

      I tried to follow after the man and realized that I couldn’t. There was nothing that I could do. We were trapped, separated from the rest of the fae but confined here.

      A prison.

      “I’m not liking this,” Barden said.

      “No. Something’s not quite right. I get that they hold some anger about Solera, but I’m not entirely sure what else.” I glanced at the others. “And somehow, we need to get out of here.”

      I summoned power, pulling on my connection, and called forth the sword. As I did, it surged outward and I slammed into the invisible barrier.

      It didn’t do anything. Unlike when I’d been trapped within barriers before and my sword had been able to carve through them, this time, the fae magic disrupted my spell, tearing my magic away.

      “Is there anything you can do?” I asked Ariel.

      “I don’t know. Shifter magic allows us to bypass many sort of things, but my power is different here.”

      “How is it different?”

      “The moment we crossed the Veil, my connection has been different. I can feel it, though I can’t really explain what it is.”

      “Are you connected to the Great Ones?”

      Ariel growled softly. “You know what I’ve chosen when it came to that.”

      “I just thought that because we crossed—”

      “The Great Ones are imprisoned separate from the Veil. Anything that they are tied to is dangerous, deadly. I have refused to borrow their power.”

      I nodded. I should’ve known better and didn’t want to imply to Ariel that she should be using the power of the Great Ones, but I also didn’t know what else we could do, especially as we were trapped here.

      Maybe Aron could do something?

      “If your power is derived from the Seelie fae, maybe there is something that you can do to help us escape,” I suggested.

      He shook his head. “I’ve tried.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded. “As soon as the barrier was place, I began to work at it, but…”

      I hadn’t even detected him doing so, which meant that either there was too much magic around me for me to be able to pay attention to anything that Aron might do, or something had happened to my ability to detect the Seelie magic.

      That left Barden, but would his Unseelie magic make a difference? It didn’t seem to make a difference when it came to combating the members of the mage council, and here, he would be facing those with even more power than members of the mage council.

      “I can’t do anything, either, Dr. Michaels.”

      I sighed. We were trapped.

      After everything we’d been through, after me surviving the pool of death, and after reaching this far, finally figuring out where Anna was heading, we would fail?

      But why? What reason would the Seelie fae have in holding us here?

      If only I still had power like I did in the pool of death.

      When I was there, when I had borrowed from that power, I had been incredibly strong, to the point where there had been no way and nothing that could stop me. I would’ve been able to destroy this barrier, I was sure of it.

      “There’s something we haven’t considered,” Barden said.

      He turned to me and I could feel what he was going to say, almost as if that connection we now shared passed that knowledge through it as well.

      “It’s you, Dr. Michaels. Your magic is different, and there is one way that we can add to it.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      “It might be the only way,” he said.

      “I’m not going to sacrifice one of you so that I can draw upon power.”

      “We don’t even know if you need to sacrifice us all the way,” Barden said. “Perhaps it’s just the process of dying. You’ve already proven that you can bring us back.”

      “I brought you back when I killed you, but that was also in a different place and the power there was different.”

      “Yes, it was different, and if something happens, you can bring us back there.”

      I frowned. Could I transport us? I haven’t even tried that, but when I focused, trying to bring us to the other side of the barrier, I found the spell failed.

      Why should that work? The fae would have planned for it. They would have managed to combat it, I was certain of that.

      Barden watched me. “I believe it would work. It might be the only way.”

      “It’s not the only way, Barden.”

      “If we remain trapped here, we will fail in this mission.”

      “Other than saving the Carters, we don’t even know what this mission is,” I said, throwing up my hands.

      “This mission is stopping Anna and whatever it is she has planned. I was there when she was making her moves, and I understand the power that she commands. Whatever it is, it rivals the power on this side of the Veil. We need to ensure that she is stopped. If we don’t, much more will be disrupted,” Barden said.

      “We don’t know that,” I said.

      “Dr. Michaels. We know it. You know it. You can feel it.”

      “There has to be some other way,” I said.

      “Unless you can find some other process to draw power across here, there might not be another. Unfortunately, this may be the only path, and seeing as how I am the least essential, I volunteer myself as sacrifice.”

      I stared at Barden. “The least essential? What does that even mean?”

      “Ah, Dr. Michaels, you know that the shifter must remain, as she is one of the Carters. We have already lost too many of the Carters as it is, so it is dangerous for her to sacrifice herself. We aren’t sure what might happen if more of the Carters disappear. The Veil is already weakened as it is until the others are replaced. And the archer is important to you for a very different and personal reason. I wouldn’t betray that need of yours.”

      “Barden…”

      He shook his head. “Don’t, Dr. Michaels. This is difficult enough, but I think it’s necessary.” He reached for his pocket, grabbing for a knife, and pulled it out, bringing it to his chest. “Act quickly, Dr. Michaels, and use it wisely. I don’t know how long this power works.”
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      I lunged for Barden before he could stab himself. Twisting the knife free of his hand, I shook my head, glaring at him. “Don’t be a fool. You think that you are the least essential, but you’re not. I’ve never really had a father, but you have become something like one, and I’m not about to let you sacrifice yourself.”

      I looked at the others. “None of you. I can’t have any of you die. I don’t know what that will do, and I don’t know anything more than the fact that I feel as if I need all of you. I have a connection to you, and that connection tells me that I need you to be a part of my life.”

      “There is no way of getting past the barrier,” Barden said.

      “Would you stop trying to be so dramatic,” I said. “We don’t even know what the fae intend for us.”

      The barrier was invisible, and because of that, we were able to look out, to see beyond the border of it, and with that, I could see the other fae within the clearing. I wasn’t entirely sure what they were doing, but being able to see them let us observe. There were dozens within the trees, all of them perched high overhead, and many with weapons. Why would that be? What did the fae fear here?

      And why this place? It seemed like an odd location to defend. There was this single structure, but there wasn’t anything else beyond it. It wasn’t as if there were homes here, nothing that told me that this was some sort of fae village.

      Where had they brought us?

      If we could figure that out, maybe we could figure out what else they were intending to do.

      I reached for the connection to Anna, probing through myself, trying to draw that power, wanting nothing more than to be able to search for what she might be doing, but the sense of her was faint. The barrier separated me from that, too.

      The only connections I was able to feel were those within the barrier with me. I could feel the power coming from Aron and Barden and Ariel, the now shared connection filling me with an awareness.

      I frowned, focusing on that. I chose to focus on Aron first, thinking that of all of them, my bond to him had to be the strongest. He was the one I had rescued from death and then rescued again.

      There was power in the connection, but it was more than just emotional, as I had thought. There was a connection to his magic.

      That was unexpected.

      I could feel it. It burned within him, and as I focused on it, I realized that I could draw on it.

      And if I could draw across our connection, did it mean that I could use it?

      If so, no one would have to sacrifice themselves for me to have even more strength.

      “Kate?” Aron said.

      I glanced over at him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “It’s you,” I said.

      “What do you mean that it’s me?”

      “I mean it’s you. I can feel you.” I looked at the others, feeling the same connection to their magic as I felt to Aron. “I can feel all of you. I can draw on it.”

      Barden frowned and connected to the magic, using the shared connection that joined us, reaching across it, and then he smiled. “Interesting. I can feel it, as well.”

      “What if we could use this shared connection?”

      “We?”

      “It would be more than just me,” I said. If we each used the shared connection, we would be much more powerful and maybe we could overwhelm the barrier. All we needed to do is  to find a way to reach through that connection, and once we did, we could use it. We could push against the barrier and then escape.

      Once we escaped, where would we go?

      I wasn’t really sure about that. We still had to find Anna, and we still didn’t know what she was doing on this side of the Veil, so whatever it was that we had to do would involve uncovering that, but I wanted to get away first.

      “Do you think we can coordinate?” I asked.

      Barden frowned, focusing on me. As he did, I felt a strange stirring within me, almost as if my magic responded to him.

      “It would be interesting to try this,” he said.

      “Kate?”

      I glanced over at Aron. “I don’t know if this will work or not, but I think it’s worth a try. And if it does, we might be able to get free from whatever has happened, and once we do, we can—”

      “That’s not what I’m getting at,” Aron said. He pointed and I followed the direction that he indicated and realized why he was pointing. A procession entered the clearing, and I gasped.

      The Carters.

      All of the missing Carters—at least, those who still lived—were led into the clearing. The same man who had guided us here was there.

      I frowned. Had we been found by accident?

      “What are they doing here?” I asked aloud, not expecting an answer.

      “They don’t appear all that happy about it,” Barden said.

      As I looked at them, I realized that he was right. Most of the Carters—people I didn’t really know—appeared the same way as we did, as if they were bound, confined, forced into the clearing and forced to be a part of whatever was taking place here. The shifters growled and the vampires thrashed against their bindings. Only the mages seemed nonplussed. Thankfully, Gran was with them and unharmed.

      “Why would they have the Carters?” I asked aloud.

      None of them looked in our direction, making me believe that they weren’t aware of us. I frowned and glanced over at Barden, realizing that he held a spell.

      “I thought it prudent to mask ourselves,” he said. “We don’t really know why they’re here, so until we do, holding onto a masking seemed to be the best course of action.”

      The Carters stood in place, not moving, whatever power the fae held over them keeping them from going anywhere. I scanned the clearing, noting the archers still up in the trees, their bows pointed outward.

      They didn’t view the Carters as a threat.

      The man guided them over to the base of the tree. From here, I could only see the edge of the conversation and couldn’t see the trio of fae who had met us, though I suspected the same three had come out to meet the Carters.

      What was taking place here?

      I turned away, glancing around. We knew that Anna had taken the Carters, but nothing more than that. The council had been abducted and Aaron had chased Sharon through one of the connections.

      “Can you remember anything about what happened after you started chasing Sharon?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve tried, but nothing comes back. It’s… It’s almost as if it’s blocked.”

      “Do you remember being attacked? When we found you in the tunnels, something had happened. You would have to have been attacked, but by who?”

      “What if Anna brought the Carters here?” Barden asked.

      “If Anna brought the Carters here, what would she hope to have gained by it?”

      We were missing something.

      Rather than focusing on what I could see, I focused on the energy all around me. There was power, and that seemed to be what I needed to pay the most attention to. Why was that power here?

      It circled us. It wasn’t just the barrier, but it ringed the entirety of the clearing, stretching all the way up to the trees, encompassing the fae who were there, holding onto the bows aimed outward. As I focused, I could feel others hiding within the trees, holding onto power and magic.

      “What do you see?”

      “I see the fae and I feel power.”

      “Do you notice anything unusual?” Barden asked.

      “Such as…” I cut off as I realized that there were several of the fae who had their bows pointed inward, toward the center of the clearing. Not at us, but at the Carters. That despite the fact that they were all bound and unable to move.

      More than that, power was building.

      I looked around the clearing, feeling awareness of the barrier, thinking about the fact that we were trapped there and wondering if perhaps there was some other purpose to this. What if this place was some sort of prison? If that were the case, it made sense why we were here, but what about the Carters?

      The Seelie fae would know that the Carters had a specific purpose in maintaining the integrity of the Veil. Could they want to disrupt the Veil?

      And what if these weren’t the Seelie fae? I had thought they were, but at the same time, the Council had an arrangement with them and worked with them. That should have kept the Carters safe. There was no evidence of a city, only this tree that seemed to be something less than a place the fae wanted to be.

      It didn’t seem as if they were Unseelie. If they were the Unseelie, Barden would’ve been aware and they wouldn’t have reacted to him the way that they had. Could this be some separate faction?

      Maybe they were like the demons and preparing for war.

      If so, were they with Anna?

      “We’re missing something,” I said.

      “Because you are.”

      I spun and saw Anna on the other side of the barrier, behind us. She frowned as she looked through the clearing toward the massive tree at the center. How had I not detected her coming? There was no sense of her, nothing from the thread, though the barrier around us might have disrupted that.

      Anna watched me, seeming to recognize my discomfort.

      “Why are you here?”

      “A better question would be why are you here?”

      “I’m here to stop you.”

      “And why would you want to stop me? I’ve seen what you are.”

      I shook off the comment. “Whatever you’re doing intends to damage the Veil.”

      “You are so ignorant.”

      “Am I?”

      “And you’ve gotten in the way one too many times. This time, I don’t even have to do anything to stop you. You won’t be able to stop this at all.”

      “And what is this?”

      “Righting a wrong.”
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      Barden and Aron joined me near the barrier, looking through it at Anna. Ariel stayed away, though she sniffed at the air, keeping her focus on the fae and whatever they were doing near the other side of the clearing.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here to prevent you from destroying all of my work.”

      “What work would I destroy?”

      “You would damage everything that I’ve tried to achieve. I can see it. You’re the reason that my last plan failed, and had you not prevented it, we would have managed to suppress this.”

      Barden and I shared a glance. He had been instrumental in helping stop her before, and I knew that he shared an interest in preventing her from disrupting everything that we had sacrificed so far.

      “You intended to destroy the ley lines.”

      “Destroy them? Is that what you thought I was doing? All I intended to do was redirect them, to channel them in a way that would end all of this.”

      “All of what?”

      “It’s too late for your questions. You decided to intervene, interfere with my plans, but you weren’t ready. You should return to your other life and stay out of things that are beyond you.”

      Something about what she said stuck with me. “They were never your plans, though,” I realized. “This was never for you. Who do you serve?”

      Anna fixed me with a strange expression. “I serve no one.”

      “I know that you are working with someone by the name of Odian.”

      “And how would you know that?”

      “Because others know about what you’ve done with him.”

      “Others know nothing, the same way that you know nothing. You think that you know, but you are mistaken. What you believe you understand is nothing more than what you’ve been told, rather than searching for the answers yourself, searching for understanding, questioning.”

      I stared at her.

      “Kate?” Aron asked.

      I shook my head, searching through my thoughts, trying to figure out where I had heard that phrase before.

      “Dr. Michaels, something’s happening,” Barden said.

      I turned carefully and realized that he was right. Something was taking place in the clearing.

      “Why did you abduct the Carters?” I asked. When she said nothing, I leaned forward. “Why did you abduct the council?”

      “And why do you think that I had any hand in this?” Anna asked.

      “You’re trying to convince me that you didn’t?”

      “I’m trying to convince you that you haven’t looked deep enough.”

      I took a step back and stared at the barrier, knowing that there was something there, even though I couldn’t see it. Perhaps I could find some way of pushing through it, of powering my way beyond the barrier, but how?

      And even if I could, what would I uncover?

      There was something more here taking place than what I understood.

      Then it hit me. Anna was quoting Solera.

      For some reason, that seemed significant.

      When I had rescued Solera, I had believed that Anna was the one responsible, but what if that was wrong?

      What if Solera had been the one instigating everything all along?

      What did I know about her, really? She was a powerful fae, but she’d been exiled, left to live indefinitely in our realm on our side of the Veil. Something had happened to her, and because of that, she had been banished.

      And if I was right, it meant Anna was working with her.

      “Why did you take my grandmother?”

      “Are you asking for answers, or are you asking questions?”

      I frowned. “What sort of questions should I be asking?”

      “She fears you, you know.”

      “Who fears me?”

      Anna stared at me, and there was something in her eyes that dared me to challenge her. She was incredibly talented. Powerful. The kind of mage who knew things that no other mage could know without crossing the Veil, but attempting to cross the Veil was deadly. We had known that she had knowledge and skill that she shouldn’t have, the kind of knowledge and skill that couldn’t be obtained on our side of the Veil, but at the same time, she had been absent, had disappeared for years.

      Long enough for me to grow, to become a healer, to avoid my power.

      I didn’t like to believe that Solera had known about me all that time, but what if she had?

      My mother had sought power. We knew that. When I was young, I understood that she had gone after arcane magic, the kind of magic that most mages would never dare to search out, and yet, she had.

      What if her search for power had brought her to Solera?

      And who better on our side of the Veil to go to? Why wouldn’t she approach someone who had magic and knowledge, someone who might be willing to teach? Anna wouldn’t be the first person Solera had worked with. Even Aron had some experience with her.

      “Did you know?” I asked, turning to Aron.

      “Did I know what?”

      “That Solera was training Anna.”

      “That couldn’t be how she would have learned.”

      “Think about it, Aron. Anna had to learn somewhere, and the kinds of things that she knows are the kinds of things that no other mage could know. It’s the kind of power that I can’t imagine having acquired, the kind of knowledge that was above even those on the mage council.”

      “Solera has never taught anyone before,” he said.

      “She has in part taught many, but what if something happened that prompted her to do so this time? What if she were somehow incentivized to work with Anna?”

      Aron pressed his lips together tightly, a deep frown on his face. “I suppose it’s possible,” he said.

      “It’s not just possible.” I turned my attention back to Anna. “How long have you trained with her?”

      “Is that really what you’d like to know?”

      I thought about all the things that I wanted to know, all of the things that I wanted to say to my mother, and none of them involved asking that particular question. I wanted to know why she wasn’t there for me in all those years growing up. I wanted to know why she had chased power rather than wanting to be with her daughter. And yet, I understood the first—at least, I thought I did. At some point, she must have died and been brought back. Someone with power like mine had brought her back. And after spending time learning about my magic, learning about the things that I could do, I thought I understood why she would want to search for power in the way that she had.

      How could I not understand that? I wanted that understanding, and I had ignored my connection to the magical world for a long time, long enough that until recently, I wanted nothing more than to stay clear of it. Now that I had been pulled in, didn’t I want to have a greater connection?

      “Why kill some of the Carters? Why take the rest?”

      “Now you’re beginning to think. She believed that you would have that ability, though I had my doubts.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “To understand, you need to understand why she is trapped on the other side of the Veil and what is involved in returning her.”

      “Why should she be returned?”

      “Because she’s the rightful heir.”

      “But the mage council has been working with the Seelie queen.”

      “They have been, but only because they believe that she is supposed to be in power. They don’t know, nor do they necessarily care, that she should not.”

      I looked over at the council and started piecing things together.

      If these fae were part of whoever was responsible for either returning Solera or for exiling her, there were different explanations for the council’s presence here. What we needed to understand now was which side they were on, and once we did, then what would we do?

      “Who do these fae serve?”

      “Don’t you recognize where you are?” Anna asked.

      “No.”

      “You are at neutral ground.”

      That explained why the archers would be aiming in this direction, but not why this seemed like some sort of prison. Neutral ground wasn’t supposed to be a prison. It was supposed to be a place where the mages were able to speak to the Seelie Queen.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Now you stay here until this is over.”

      “And what do you intend to do?”

      “The same thing that I have planned to do for as long as I have trained. I intend to free her from her exile.”

      “What if you’re wrong?”

      “And what if you’re wrong?”

      She turned away, and only then did I realize that she carried a length of metal. A wand.

      And she drew power through it.

      I could feel the runes built into it, though I didn’t know why I should be able to feel it now. When we had been on the other side of the Veil, I hadn’t been able to detect anything, nothing from the wands, neither hers nor the vampires’. But now, the sense I had coming from the wand was one of power.

      Why should it?

      Unless it came from this side of the Veil.

      Who would be powering the wand?

      Anna disappeared.

      Whatever masking spell she used hid her, taking her away from us and leaving me watching, questioning.

      “You think she’s telling the truth?” I asked, turning to Barden. If anyone would know, I suspected he would.

      “I’ve spent countless hours trying to understand the machinations on our side of the Veil. In my world, that was most important. I never would have imagined that there would’ve been a need to understand anything on the other side of the Veil, and now that I see her, hear what she suggests, I have to admit that there is something persuasive about it. The only problem is it doesn’t make complete sense.”

      “What part?”

      “The part that involves the Carters.”

      I turned my attention back to the council. He was right. If Solera were the rightful heir, and if she had been exiled unjustly, why would she have dragged the Carters across the Veil?

      Unless she had used them to power her wand.

      Not just the Carters. Their connection to the Veil.

      That would be why I could feel the power from the wand.

      What else did she intend?

      And it still didn’t make sense why there were so many defenses here, targeted toward a place that was supposed to be neutral ground, especially if this was a place where the Seelie queen existed.

      What if this was wrong?

      We needed to get out, and I needed answers, but I had no idea how we were going to obtain them.

      We were outgunned considerably. The fae were far more formidable than anything that we could oppose, and any attempt to do so had failed, so what did I think that we would be able to do?

      Probably nothing, but I wasn’t content to sit back and wait, especially as I had no idea what she was up to.

      I thought about what I knew about the people who had died and been brought back. Mostly it came down to Aron. He had changed, forgetting himself, but at the same time, the core values that he held onto weren’t all that different than the Aron who had died in the first place. He served the council until he began to question. He was honorable. Powerful. And he was somebody I had been able to trust.

      I had so few memories of my mother, but what I knew was that she had pursued power, knowing that doing so pitted her against the mages. She did so even though she knew that it would drive a wedge between her and her parents, and it would separate her from her daughter.

      That kind of person wouldn’t change.

      She would continue to chase power, and she would continue to be untrustworthy, not the kind of person I would want to place our fate in.

      “Has Solera been manipulating us?” I asked, glancing from Aron to Barden.

      “It fits her way of operating,” Barden said. “I don’t know her quite as well as some, but she is one of the fae, and we know that she was exiled, justly or not.”

      “And what if she was exiled justly? I’ve been thinking about that a little bit, wondering what I would do if I were exiled.”

      “You would have no reason to be exiled, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      “And if I were, wouldn’t I plot revenge?”

      “She hasn’t been able to do anything to gain revenge. She’s been separated from this world, Kate.”

      “But has she? She’s had a pool of power that connects her to this side of the Veil. What if she was never meant to have that connection?”

      Things had been escalating ever since I had connected to Solera’s pool of power. It was almost as if she had begun hiding at the moment that it was revealed that she had it.

      Except, she hadn’t hidden it from me when I was there. She had used it, demonstrating that she had a connection to the other side of the Veil, almost as if she had wanted me to know.

      Why would she want me to know if she wasn’t allowed to have it?

      What I needed was to reach Solera, to ask her those questions and see what she really was supposed to be doing, perhaps discover what she was after, but if I did that, I would be freed from this, and I had begun to wonder if it were even possible to get free from here.

      “You need to stop thinking so much,” Barden said.

      “You’d rather have me just act?”

      “There are times when it makes sense to plot and plan, and there are other times when it is the better course of action simply to react. I’m not saying that I know which is which, only that you tend to be a deep thinker, Dr. Michaels. In this case, I wonder if that is perhaps a mistake.”

      I chuckled. With everything that had happened, I didn’t feel like I was much of a deep thinker. Most of the time, I felt as if I hadn’t been taking nearly enough time to contemplate and plan. Maybe I should be doing a better job, but there were times within the magical world when I had to react, to take action, and I had done so.

      It wasn’t all that different than working in the ER. Which might be why I had transitioned generally well from the ER into the magical world. I was able to use my experience making snap judgments, reacting rather than thinking, and in doing so, I had succeeded.

      I had a hard time thinking that I would succeed again, not in this way. Not without taking time to figure out what was taking place. At the same time, I might not have the opportunity to think through things and plan the way that I wanted.

      Barden watched me expectantly.

      I had opened my mouth as if to say something when power exploded near me.

      I swore under my breath, looking through the forest.

      The archers in the trees all turned their focus, drawn away from the center.

      Another explosion occurred, this time on the other side of the clearing.

      It was a familiar sense of power. I could feel it, though I wasn’t sure why I should be able to feel it so clearly. The spell was similar, too, as if the same person had cast both, though that didn’t make any sense.

      Not unless they were able to transport.

      “Where did you learn your spell?” I asked Aron.

      “Which spell?”

      “The one that lets you travel. Where did you learn how to transport yourself the way that you do?”

      “Kate, I’m not so sure that now is the time.”

      “I think that now is the time. It has to be. Did you learn it from Solera?”

      Aron met my gaze, and then he nodded. “It was one of the things she showed me. I had need of a way of reaching someone quickly,” he said, glancing at Ariel. “Because of Solera, I managed to unlock the spell that I wouldn’t have otherwise known, but it’s one that I later learned was forbidden by the council.”

      “Why would the mage council care if you knew a spell like that?”

      “Because of the nature of the magic,” Aron said. “It requires too much from the person generating the spell.”

      “Why would that matter to the council?”

      “Mostly because they fear what it might mean,” he said.

      I laughed to myself. Dark magic. For some reason, the council had it in their mind that using spells like that implied dark magic. The fact that Aron—and my grandfather—had been willing to use them told me all I needed to know about them.

      And it told me what I needed to know about Solera. If she had been willing to teach it to Aron, there had to be something she expected to get out of it. What would she have thought to gain by teaching him that?

      Other than to get him under her thumb.

      Another explosion sounded, this one close enough that it drew the attention of the fae in the center of the clearing. They were drawn away from us, and I knew that this was our chance. If we didn’t react now, we might not have an opportunity to escape.

      “We need to focus on the barrier,” I said.

      “Kate,” Aron started.

      “No. I’m not going after Anna. I just want to get out of here.”

      And yet, a part of me still wanted to go after her. There was something that she intended here, but what was it?

      Several of the fae began to leave the trees, disappearing out into the forest.

      That was even more reason to attack the barrier, to get away, and from there… Then we had to figure out what it was I should be doing.

      “You think that we need to attack simultaneously?” Barden asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I wasn’t able to do anything, and the combined effort might be enough.”

      Even then, I wasn’t sure whether it would be or not. There remained the possibility that even with all four of us attacking the barrier, we wouldn’t have enough strength and would not be able to get free.

      Without trying, there was no way of knowing.

      I focused my energy on the barrier, wanting to disrupt it. As I did, I felt the effort that Barden exerted, the power of his spell. Ariel joined, her shifter magic different, attacking the barrier with force. Aron held back.

      I looked over at him, waiting, and he let out a soft sigh before turning his attention to the barrier. As he powered forward, I motioned for us to combine our focus, each of us attacking the same spot, and power built, slamming into the barrier around us, rising with increasing intensity until the barrier shattered.

      As it did, another explosion sounded from the center of the clearing.

      I caught a flutter of movement, nothing more, and then there came another explosion, and then another, and then another. Each one came from around the clearing.

      “It’s a distraction,” I said.

      “Then we should use it,” Ariel said.

      “I’m not sure that we should. Whatever she’s after, I think we need to know.”

      “What if she’s right?” Aron asked.

      “Even if she’s right, I think we still need to understand what she’s doing here.”

      I looked back at the others. This was the opportunity to escape, and though they’d come with me, fighting alongside me willingly, I wasn’t sure if I wanted them to continue to risk themselves in this way.

      “Get moving, I’ll reach the tree with you, and—”

      “Dr. Michaels, I don’t think that any of us are willing to leave you here, not without knowing what you intend.”

      “I intend to figure out what she’s after, and if I’m right, and if she’s working with Solera, somehow working against the fae, then I intend to stop her.”

      “And what if you’re wrong?”

      Aron looked over at me. “What if this isn’t what you think?”

      I couldn’t help but believe that somehow Solera was using her, even if I didn’t know for what purpose. Which meant that we had to stop Anna—if we could.

      Power built again, a familiar sort of power. It came from the center of the clearing, near the trees, and I raced toward it, wrapping myself in a barrier, prepared for whatever I might need to face.

      Anna appeared. She dragged someone with her, a woman of exquisite beauty and golden hair that flowed down her back, and she held her trapped in a spell I recognized all too well.

      The paralytic.

      I summoned my sword and aimed it toward Anna and sent a burst of power.

      Anna looked over at me, her mouth pressed in a frustrated line. With a flourish of movements, she created a barricade that prevented my attack from reaching her.

      She glanced at the others around me and then power surged from her, dragging her away. She disappeared in an explosion of magic, transported away.

      “Where do you think she’s gone?” Ariel asked.

      “Well, if that’s the Seelie queen, as I suspect it is, then she has brought her back to the waystation.”

      “And why would she do that?” Aron asked.

      “If this was all about returning Solera to power, then she would need to remove the person who opposed her.”

      “It’s more than about opposing her,” the fae man who had guided us here said. “And that was not the Seelie queen.”

      I turned, forcing more energy into my barrier but not knowing whether it would be enough against one of the fae, especially given how easily he had dismissed my power before.

      “Who was it?”

      “That was a Guardian.”

      “What sort of Guardian?”

      “The sort who ensures the safety of these realms.”

      “What’s it about, then?”

      “She has taken the open person who holds the prison. And if she succeeds in killing her, then Solera will be freed.”

      “We don’t need to worry about that, Kate,” Aron said softly.

      “Why not?”

      “It’s sort of like when we dealt with the shifters. What was shifter business was their own, much like this is the business of the fae.”

      “The fae? Solera is the reason for the war,” the fae said.

      “What war?” Aron asked.

      “The war that cleaved this world apart. She was exiled to a place where she would not be able to exert any influence, and if her prison is lifted, we don’t know what she might do.”

      “Probably restart the war,” I said. And this time, with Anna having a wand powered by the Veil, would it work? “She’s already got the demons marching…” I turned to the fae. “What would it take to lift her prison? Does she intend to kill her?”

      “It’s not possible to simply kill one of the Guardians. Doing so is difficult, even on this side of the Veil. It is how she was exiled in the first place.”

      My breath caught. “Is there any way to kill a Guardian?”

      “Death.”

      Ariel chuckled. “Death? Isn’t that what she just asked?”

      I turned to her. “Not death. Death. Which means I know where she’s going.”
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      I worried the fae would try to restrict us from going anywhere. Somehow, he seemed convinced that we weren’t with Solera, though I didn’t understand his reasoning. Not until I saw the Carters. I still didn’t know what had happened to the council—and maybe I wouldn’t until this was over.

      None of them moved. They were splayed out on the ground, motionless, their breaths slow and steady. I crouched down next to Gran, checking her pulse, listening to her breathing, and finally probing into her with magic, only to discover that whatever had happened to her had sapped considerable strength from her.

      Anna had used them. She had formed her wand, though I didn’t know how and what purpose she had for it, but the wand had been used to let her enact her magic, possibly in such a way that she wouldn’t be detected on her own.

      “We cannot restore them,” the fae man said.

      “No. We need to remove the runes that caused this first,” I said.

      “You are familiar with this magic?”

      “I might’ve seen it before.”

      “This is a bastardization of the power that it should be. These should be artwork, a collection in concentration of power, a part of life itself, and for it to be used in such a manner is disrupting everything that we believe in.”

      That at least explained the runes throughout the waystation.

      “We have to destroy the wand used to form these runes, and then we can heal them.” And we had to do so before Anna managed to destroy the remnants of power within them—or the Veil they connected to. “I intend to stop her.”

      “There will be no stopping her, not if she has a way of bringing the Guardian to Death.”

      “There is if you can control Death.”

      “Such a thing is not known, and has not been for quite some time.”

      I wasn’t about to argue, but it did seem the fae knew something about my magic, which meant that regardless of what happened, I was coming back to him to figure out what this meant.

      “Do you intend to stop us?”

      “No. If war is coming, we must prepare. And if the exile returns, we must be ready.”

      “You need to help them until we return,” I said, motioning to the fallen Carters.

      “They will be offered our protection and whatever help they need to return,” the fae said.

      I stared at them a moment before turning away. “I’m going after her,” I said to Barden and Aron, looking at Ariel. “I don’t know what it might entail, but unfortunately, I fear that it might involve dragging me back into that liquid. If I go under, I’m going to need your help to come back.”

      As much as I dreaded doing it, fearing the power and the way that it would pull on me, I feared just as much what would happen if Solera succeeded and, in doing so, the even greater upheaval she would cause. Wasn’t that worth a chance that I might lose myself?

      “What do you need from us?” Barden asked.

      “I might need all of you. Everyone that I have connections to. You’re the reason I was able to come back the last time, and if it comes down to it, I’m afraid that you might be the only way that I can come back again.”

      Barden nodded.

      I turned to Aron. “Will you help?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then I need you to go and get Jen.”

      “Are you sure that you want to bring her into this?”

      “You’re going to need to protect her, but I’m going to need someone who can remind me of the other part of me. When I was lost the last time, I felt her, and she pushed me back over the edge, reminding me of the person that I should be, and I fear that without someone to anchor me to the non-magical side, I won’t be able to return. Please.”

      Aron held my gaze. “I’m not convinced this is the right thing,” he said.

      “And you don’t have to be. I just need the archer and my friend.”

      “That’s all we are?”

      “You died on me. I don’t know what else we are.”

      “If we survive this,” he started, and it seemed clear that he wasn’t entirely sure that we would, “then I would like to find out.”

      “I would, too.”

      I glanced at the fae, but he had already turned away from us, beginning to organize. I didn’t know what he was planning, but I suspected that he was coordinating for a battle. I didn’t want to be here if the fae began to fight and war broke out on this side of the Veil. I might have some power, but I knew that I didn’t have the kind of power that would be needed to withstand that sort of thing.

      I focused, drawing power, and wrapped that power around all of us and pulled us toward the waystation. With the energy on this side of the Veil, I was able to reach it, to make that leap, and I transported us from the clearing to the inside of the tunnel.

      I should’ve brought us further, but I had feared that trying to go any farther than this would fail, and was thankful that we had managed to survive this far.

      “Kate?” Barden said.

      I turned and realized that we weren’t alone.

      I couldn’t see who else might be here, but I could feel the power and was fully aware that there were others here, mostly from the sense of the magic surging around me. I pushed outward, forcing my barrier around us, wrapping all of us within it.

      Where were they? I couldn’t see them, though I could definitely feel them. The power was not insignificant, the kind of strength that suggested these came from the other side of the Veil.

      What if they were working with Anna to restore Solera to power?

      Someone had to be working with her. In order to have gained as much ability as she had, she somehow would need to have had someone teaching her, and it might not all have been Solera.

      “We don’t have much time,” I said.

      “How do you know that?” Barden said.

      “I can feel it. I can detect the power that’s here. I might not be able to know what it is—or who—but I can definitely detect that signal of power.”

      “Where is it?” Barden asked.

      “It’s up here. Close.”

      With as much power as I detected, I didn’t really want to get too close to them. I’d rather avoid them altogether if possible.

      I wasn’t sure that it would be possible. For us to reach what we needed to, we would need to press forward.

      There was another option, but it involved me transporting us all the way to the pool of liquid, and now that we were in the tunnel, I thought that might be easier than it would have been through the fae lands. Squeezing my barrier around the others, I drew them toward me.

      And then I pulled us toward the pool. At the last second, I shifted the direction we were heading toward and moved us away, changing it so that we emerged in the main entrance.

      “I’m going to leave the rest of you here,” I said.

      “I thought you needed us,” Barden said.

      “I need the connection to you, but I don’t know that there’s anything you can do up here other than risk yourself. I might be able to survive this liquid, but I don’t think that others will.”

      Aron started to argue, but Barden rested his hand on his arm, silencing him. “I believe Dr. Michaels is correct. In this, she needs us and our connections, but nothing more than that. Come, Archer, and we will see what we can do to prevent her from escaping.”

      “I need more than you preventing her from escaping.”

      “Dr. Michaels, I am well aware of what you need.” I studied Barden and felt the surge of connection between the two of us, and I smiled. He did understand, and he was willing to do whatever was necessary to ensure that we succeeded. Even if it meant sacrificing something.

      In this case, I feared that meant sacrificing me, though I had a sense that Barden was unwilling to do that even if it became necessary.

      I raced off, not giving them a chance to argue, and found Ariel bounding alongside me, shifted into wolf form.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m not letting you go alone. The others will do what they can, and I will do the same, but I refuse to allow you to sacrifice yourself if it comes down to it. And shifters have a very different feeling about death.”

      “As in you don’t fear it?”

      “I think everyone fears death a little. If you didn’t, you’d be a fool. But it’s not so much fearing death as understanding that it’s a part of life.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with Ariel here. Not at this point and not when all I needed was to reach Anna before she got ahead of me.

      Three people suddenly appeared at the entrance to the tunnel.

      Not just people. Fae.

      I slammed the barrier outward and angled it, shifting it so that it became something like a wedge. It jammed into them and two of them went flying backward. Ariel attacked, snarling as she raced toward them. Strangely, I felt as if I were better connected to my power now that I had been on their side of the Veil, though why should that be strange at all? In their realm, the fae would have an incredible connection to their powers, but I didn’t share the same power.

      Here, I had a better connection. It felt as if my barrier was stronger than it had been before, and I used that, sliding it toward the next remaining fae, and slammed into him.

      He was ready for it this time. The man had dark hair and eyes that were nearly brown and reminded me of the man we had encountered at the heart of the clearing.

      Could the fae have someone working against them from within?

      If they did, we needed to stop them so that we could let them know, but more than that, we needed to survive.

      “You won’t prevent her from succeeding,” the fae said. He had a harsher voice than the other, one that was less musical.

      Could this be one of the Unseelie?

      He didn’t look the same as the other fae, but I didn’t know if that was common. It could be that the fae were all different.

      “I think that I might.”

      “Soon the rightful ruler will be released.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “This is not your fight.”

      “When it comes across the Veil, it becomes my fight. You might not want any other involvement, but you allowed someone from my side of the Veil to become involved. And because of that, what choice do I have but to intervene?”

      “You speak of choice? You don’t know anything of power. You were born on the wrong side, and of the wrong blood.”

      “And so was the person you’re allowing to lead your little rebellion. How is that any different?”

      “She was chosen by the queen.”

      He was distracting me, delaying, and almost too late I realized that the two others Ariel had taken care of had managed to escape from her. I found her lying half shifted on the ground on the far side of the tunnel. With a glance, I could see that she still breathed, and she slowly began to shift, regaining her previous form, which would heal her, but considering the state she was in, she wouldn’t be much use for a while.

      It was going to have to be up to me, but I don’t know that I could get past three fae.

      I didn’t have to get past them for long. All I needed was to move around them. The moment that I reached the liquid, I could take the next step, whether that involved attacking Anna, saving the Guardian, or somehow stopping Solera from completing this task of hers.

      Drawing upon my connection to power, I anchored the barrier to the ground and slammed it toward the fae.

      It managed to pin them against the wall, but it lasted only a moment. They were powerful, and with an explosion of their power, they burst free from my confines, escaping.

      The nearest fae turned to me, a dangerous smile on his face. “Did you really think that would be effective?”

      “I hoped that it might,” I said.

      “You are no match for our kind. One such as you, born on the other side, with such weak power—”

      A snarling near him caught my attention as Ariel lunged into him, fully in wolf form. She snapped at one of the fae’s heads, her jaws tearing and ripping through his neck.

      I turned away from the spray of blood, but with his death, cold raced along my spine and power flooded into me, more power than I had otherwise. I used this power, unconcerned about taking from a dying fae, and sent it streaking, wrapping around each of the fae and pinning them to the wall. The nearest fae struggled, straining against me, but powered as I was by the magic of Death, the power that came from that other part of me, I was able to overcome his resistance.

      I leaned close to him. Ariel prowled around, sniffing at the fallen fae before turning to the other two. Blood dripped from her jaws.

      “What were you saying about how weak our power was?”

      He started to say something, but I squeezed my barrier, constricting it around him, and I shook until he passed out. When he was down, I glanced Ariel. “Thanks.”

      “I thought you might need my help,” she said, her voice a growl in her wolf form.

      “I thought you would be incapacitated for longer,” I said.

      “I should have been, but it seems that in this place, the shifter power has grown stronger.”

      “My power is stronger than it had been, too.”

      “That troubles me.”

      “Great. If it troubles you, then it should definitely trouble me.”

      Ariel chuckled. “Are you going to finish this?”

      “How many more fae do you think you can handle?”

      “I think the better question is how many more can you handle?”

      There was still some residual power flowing within me, power that came from the fae’s death. I had some left, and possibly even enough to use against the others, though I would rather not be forced to destroy with it. There might not be any choice, and if that were the case, then I needed to reach the pool. From there, I could defeat anyone.

      I raced forward, reaching the top step. As I did, I skittered to a stop.

      Where there had been the strange pool of liquid and the connection to death, now there was nothing other than more steps. It was the same as when we had come through here before. Worse, there was no sign of Anna, though I had to believe that she had come in this direction.

      “What did she do?” I asked. “She shouldn’t have been able to have removed this. It takes someone able to control Death.”

      And could Anna be one who could control it? If she had been, then why wouldn’t she have done it sooner?

      No. Everything that I could tell about Anna suggested that she wasn’t one who could control death. Everything that I could tell suggested that she made an offering.

      The entire tunnel began to rumble and I looked back. Ariel raced off, gone for no more than a few moments before streaking back to me. She growled as she did. “The others have been opened.”

      “The other what?”

      “The other realms. They are coming through the waystation.”

      And if others were coming, it meant the war—and Solera’s plan—was coming to fruition.

      I stared down the stairs, feeling helpless. Without having any way of reaching that power, there wouldn’t be any way to stop this. Which meant that it would be up to us, though I wasn’t sure that even that would be enough.

      I started down the nearest step, looking over at Ariel as she climbed down with me, jumping from one step to the next.

      “You don’t intend to go back and stop this?”

      I paused, and as I did, the sense of magic building all around me became overwhelming. It was there, tremendous power and enormous flashes of magic, one after another. It was the kind of power that I had never experienced on my side of the Veil, the kind of power that would only exist on this side. And if war was coming, it was the kind of war that I wouldn’t be able to stop, even with my unique type of magic.

      In order to stop it, in order to heal the magical world, I needed to embrace that other part of me, the part that I feared. I would need to embrace not just my magic, but Death itself.

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I saw the platform was out in the middle, much as it had been when we had come with the Carters, but now there wasn’t the same silvery liquid swirling around it. It was a deep and cavernous opening, so deep that I couldn’t even see to the bottom, and it was wide enough that crossing over would take a dangerous jump—or the use of magic.

      There came a distant sound of rumbling and I looked back, searching for where that sound came from, but didn’t recognize it. What I did see—and feel—was the power of magic surging around me.

      “Someone’s coming,” Ariel said.

      “More than someone. Lots of someones.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I can feel the connection to magic.” Most of it was incredibly potent, stronger than what I experienced on the other side of the Veil, which suggested to me that whoever was coming would be powerful. Would they be siding with Anna or would they be coming to oppose her?

      War. That’s what this was about, and the war was designed to free Solera, to allow her to regain her rule, and if we failed, the other side of the Veil would descend back into war.

      I had nothing more than glimpses of what it would look like if that happened, but there was no way for that power not to spill out, to cross over to the other side, and if it did, the entire other side of the Veil would suffer.

      And with this much power coming this way, maybe it already had descended back into war. Could that be what Solera had wanted? I couldn’t imagine what she intended to gain from it, but then again, when it came to Solera, I thought that she had been nothing more than an exiled fae, and it turned out she was more than that.

      Why hadn’t the fae killed her? If they were concerned about her returning and bringing the world back into war, why would they have allowed her to live?

      I turned away, looking up the steps. I heard the sound of steps thudding toward me. Toward us.

      The different magic flaring along my spine told me that there had to be several different types of magical users. Did that mean fae and demon and mage and shifter?

      I couldn’t move. I focused on the power coming toward us, straining through the connection, wanting nothing more than to understand why Anna had brought them here. There had to be something that she was after, but I couldn’t determine what it was.

      Unless she had wanted the war and the bloodshed to come here.

      But why here?

      I threw up a barrier. If nothing else, it would allow me to know whether someone was coming—and when.

      “Ariel, we need to find her and stop this before the others reach us.”

      “What do you propose?”

      “Can you tell if she has been here?”

      Ariel crouched, sniffing. “She has been here,” she said.

      “If she’s been here, where would she have gone?”

      She couldn’t have simply come through and disappeared.

      Unless she hadn’t.

      Could she have masked herself?

      When it came to Anna and what she was capable of doing, I wasn’t entirely certain of anything. I also didn’t know if I had enough power to unmask her, but I still had the residual magic that came from the fae death. I could use that, and even if she was able to overpower me, it might be enough to surprise her.

      But if I did that, then I had nothing left. It would be the last of the energy that I had, and unless the pool of death returned, there wouldn’t be any way for me to succeed.

      And yet, if I didn’t find Anna, I wouldn’t be able to succeed with this, either.

      I summoned the magical sword.

      I drew upon power and called it forth, sending more and more energy into its creation, and with a surge of inspiration, I used only the power that came from the dying fae.

      Power exploded around me.

      I grasped at it, trying to focus, and surged it outward.

      It washed over the platform.

      Strange lines of power were worked in it and I jumped, unmindful of the fact that I might not make it. When I landed, the power from the dying fae continued to surge within me, but it was growing fainter with each passing moment. I needed to reinvigorate those markings on the ground, somehow figure out what they meant, but there wasn’t the time.

      In my frustration, I jabbed down with the magical sword, sending it into the stone.

      The magic within the sword sparked and sputtered and then flared into life again.

      I held onto it, forcing more and more power into the magical sword, and as I did, the strange markings on the ground flared once again.

      There was a connection, one that came from deep within me, a place I could feel sparking up, the same place that power came from when death called to me.

      As much as I wanted to avoid it, as much as I didn’t want to allow the calling of death, there wasn’t anything that I could do.

      In order to heal, I had to embrace this part of me.

      The ground rumbled, surging, reverberating.

      Ariel snarled and I glanced over to see her clawing at something. It was nothing more than an invisible wall, barrier, something that must be masking Anna, but behind that masking, there was nothing. There was no sign of her, which meant that there was nothing that we would be able to see. Without finding a way of dropping that masking, I would be able to remain hidden, concealed, and she might even be able to escape.

      Power flickered behind Ariel. At this point, it had surged to an incredible level, reaching a crescendo. I heard shouts, but I didn’t dare turn to look.

      Cold burned along my spine.

      That had to be death, but I wasn’t able to reach it for some reason. I tried, straining for it, wanting to call to that sense of death, but if it was there, it was faint, just beyond my reach.

      And maybe it wasn’t Death. Maybe it was simply a battle. Magic exploded, flaring up all around us, the kind of magic that was enough to crumble buildings, destroy worlds, and shake the very foundations of the other side of the Veil.

      And all of it was taking place here, in this waystation.

      That had to be part of Solera’s plan, but why? What did she hope to accomplish in doing so?

      Ariel snarled again, and her claws ripped at the invisible barrier. With a yelp, she was thrown, twisted, and she fell. She continued to breathe, but each breath came slow, laborious, and I knew that she would be no help.

      It was possible that Ariel would die.

      And if she died, would I use her power? As much as I might hate the idea of stealing from someone like that, I might have no choice.

      I focused on the sword, continuing to jam it down, trying to draw more and more power, exploding it into the ground.

      The power within the sword began sparking faster, but I held onto it, keeping it as solid as I could. It continued to flow, growing increasingly strong, and I unleashed it.

      It was a summons. As it departed me, as it flowed out, I knew immediately the purpose behind it and what I needed to do to control it, and I continued to hold onto it, forcing it out, deeper and deeper, using the entire power of this platform, the structure of it all attuned to Death, and power exploded.

      I was thrown back.

      I landed on my back and suddenly, Anna was there. She crouched over me, holding the metal rod over my neck. It was cold, burning in a way that magic along my spine never did, and she looked down at me, derision in her eyes.

      “Did you think you could defeat me? I have been training for my entire life for this. I have been preparing, chosen for this purpose.”

      “Not. Chosen. Used.”

      More than anything else, I knew that she had been used by Solera, and that whatever she might have been taught had come at a price.

      And unfortunately, that price had been her family. Anna might have paid it willingly, and she might not have minded the fact that what Solera demanded of her would take her from her family and those she should care for, but it was too late to change it.

      I couldn’t breathe. Pain burned through me, filling me, and my head sagged back, pressed into the stone. She forced the metal rod down, jamming it against my throat. I attempted to summon a barrier, anything that might keep me alive, but every attempt to do so failed.

      Anna held me.

      “I will end you, and then I will end the Guardian. And then she will be freed, released from her prison, once more free to rule. And this time, she will claim all the realms.”

      Cold began to crawl along my spine.

      It was the chill of death. I had experienced it often enough that I no longer questioned what it was, only who it came for, and this time, I had the distinct sense that it was coming for me. Regardless of what I might do, regardless of what I might think myself capable of, there was no way to overpower her. The metal rod with the runes placed on it gave her enough power that she was able to overpower me. Try as I might, fighting would fail.

      Anna seemed to recognize that.

      The cold intensified along my spine.

      Power began to surge, and this time, it was my power. The last of it.

      I had a final killing blast, but it would be the last thing that I could do.

      I thought about everything that had happened to me over the years, the way that I had stayed away from the magical world, the way that I had wanted nothing more than to avoid exposing myself to dangers that I didn’t have the ability to face, and how I had been pulled in, my chosen profession leading me where my magic couldn’t.

      And it was that which I wanted to leave with.

      I focused on the metal rod, focusing on my power.

      I took a deep breath and forced everything that I could into the rod.

      It was the power of my dying.

      There was power in the death of a magical person. I had used it now a few times and yet, I had never imagined using my own death in such a way.

      But with my dying, I could separate Solera from power, and I could take from her the strength that she had stolen from the Carters, and I could return it to them. I could heal them, restore the power of the Veil, and prevent Solera from succeeding. Others would need to finish it.

      The rod began to glow.

      In that moment, a heartbeat or two but no longer, I wondered if perhaps my magic wasn’t going to be enough. Could the magic of dying fail me when I needed it the most?

      And then Anna dropped the wand. It clattered off to the side, and though I tried to take a breath, I couldn’t.

      “What have you done?”

      Her voice came from some distant place and sounded muted, echoing within my ears, a hollow and empty sound.

      A haze began to fall across my eyes.

      Cold washed over me.

      It felt painful at first, but even that began to fade, becoming comforting.

      It was strange experiencing death in this way. I had been around enough people over the years who had died. It was something that anyone in medicine experienced, and it was a strange thing to say that you got used to it. Unfortunately, I had grown accustomed to being around people who died. It wasn’t something that I enjoyed, and I fought against it as much as I could when appropriate, but I had known people who had passed on.

      I had also known people I had saved. There were stories from some of them about things they’d seen and observed. Most within medicine believed them nothing more than the final neuronal firings of a blood-deprived brain, but others believed in some supernatural power. Considering what I knew about magic and the various connection to it, I didn’t know whether it was one or the other.

      With what I was experiencing now, I wondered if perhaps this wasn’t just the final firings of my brain.

      It seemed as if I floated in emptiness around me, a void. There was darkness, but within that darkness, there were sparks. That had to be my brain with its final firings. I couldn’t move, but I didn’t want to. I had used everything to try and stop Anna, and through it all, I thought that I had. There was a part of me that had wanted to see if I could strip away the fog of death that had clouded her mind, to see if she could remember who she was, but even if I would have done that, I doubted it would have changed anything. I had seen firsthand the kind of person she was, and from that standpoint, I had to be thankful that I hadn’t spent any time being raised by someone who pursued power as diligently as she did. I was better off having been apart from her, not being drawn into her machinations.

      The only regret I had was not ever knowing who my father had been.

      It was the part of me that I hated. The not really understanding. I was connected to death, and in death, I would remain ever separated.

      There came a distant sense, that of power. It flowed around me.

      Maybe that was some supernatural being, the same supernatural being that others reported seeing in their dying moments, or maybe there really was some power.

      Distantly, I called upon it, my mind straining, reaching for it the way that I should have strained to breathe.

      Power flooded into me.

      I had known this power before.

      It was my power, the kind of power that I was born to command.

      So I did.

      Rising up, I opened my eyes. Streaks of light swirled all around me, connections from the walls to the floor, even to the people all around me.

      Why were there people around me?

      Why did they have my power?

      I turned to the nearest, a fair-skinned man with angry blue eyes, and twisted my hand. With that, his entire body bent, snapped in half. Power came to me and I called to it. Another appeared and attempted to blast me with power, a spell that I pushed against before realizing that I didn’t need to push against it. All I needed to do was simply make it disappear.

      The spell faded and I turned my attention to the caster, wrapping them in power and snapping through them. As I did, more energy returned.

      All of this was mine. All of this belonged here, where I held onto power, and all of this was meant to return to me.

      Why focus on only one when I needed to bring back so many?

      I drew that power from them, simply taking it. All of them fell, collapsing.

      I stepped forward. Others thundered in toward me. Some were enormous and I called to their power, drawing it from them.

      Each of them fell and I moved forward, a swarm coming at me, and I called on that, letting them all know that they had taken from me and that I would not be satisfied until their power was returned.

      Another approached and I snarled, turning toward them.

      It was a person—a woman—and there was something familiar about her. She held a length of metal out in front of her, and she watched me with eager eyes.

      As I strained for her, reaching for her, I realized that she had already stolen my power, and I swept it free and started to take the rest of my power before something called to me.

      It was a distant sense.

      A name.

      “Kate.”

      I swung around, looking for who might be calling to me, but there was no one else there. All who had filled the space were now gone, fallen before me, the power that I possessed now restored.

      “Dr. Michaels.”

      It seemed as if I had heard that voice before.

      “Katie.”

      I continued to turn, looking for who might be talking to me, but there was no one there.

      Were they in my mind?

      I shifted my focus, searching deep within myself, looking for where they might be coming from, how they might be attacking, but there wasn’t anything that I could find.

      That wasn’t quite true. There were gossamers of connections, threads of power that had leached onto me, attempting to steal from me, and I began to cut through them.

      Strangely, they were potent, far stronger than they had any right to be.

      As I tore the first one free, it felt as if a part of me went with it. There was pain, a biting and bitter sort of pain, and as much as I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t.

      What was this?

      What had they done to me?

      Voices began to fill my head. Each of them calling to me, each of them crying out, yelling to me, as if saying my name.

      I rebelled, pushing against them, trying to reject each of those voices, but the cacophony within my mind overpowered my ability to ignore it.

      Visions started to flutter through my mind, one after another.

      Why should they be familiar visions?

      In those visions, I saw countless people, more than I could keep track of, and I saw them as people I had wanted to help, to save, to the point where I had even given up part of my power in order to do so.

      Why would I make that mistake?

      The only reason would be that they had somehow placed a spell upon me, forcing me to do that, but the spells that I could find within me, the buried connections, seemed attached to me in a way that was unpleasant when I removed them. There were dozens, hundreds, and I attempted to tear them free, but each time I did, a part of me went with them.

      The visions never abated. Over and over, more and more visions came to me. Through it all came a calling, a name, and it was a name that had some familiarity, but I tried to reject it.

      The visions shifted. Instead of people and faces, there were actions and decisions. I saw bodies in front of me, and with one after another, I worked to bring them back, to restore power to them.

      Why would I do that?

      “Stop!”

      Even shouting did nothing.

      I pushed, trying to tear these thoughts and visions out of my mind, but they wouldn’t depart.

      I retreated. It was the only thing that I could do. I could drift back, head beneath the surface of my power, and I could disappear. As they regrouped, I could find a way to stop this assault.

      A figure appeared. I’d seen him before.

      “Kate Michaels.”

      His voice was familiar, but I had no idea why that should be. I rejected the sound of his voice, pushing him away, drawing myself deeper and deeper back into the depths of my power. At least there, I wouldn’t have to worry about the onslaught of people coming at me with voices, an attack that was more than I could handle.

      “Kate,” he said again.

      Something within his voice tugged at me.

      It was warmth. Affection. And it was familiar.

      Visions came to me again, but only from him, one after another, but the one that stuck with me the longest was one of him wrapping his arms around me, holding me, and my feeling of relief that he was there.

      I blinked, “Aron?”

      The name came from some deep part of me.

      “Kate. You need to stop this. You’ve ended the war. It’s over. She’s lost.”

      “What?”

      “Look around you, Kate. This was you. Solera used you as much as she used anyone else.”

      Bodies littered the floor. Hundreds and hundreds of them.

      And why wouldn’t they? They had taken power from me and I had only called it back.

      “It’s time for you to stop, Kate.”

      “Why are you doing this to me?” I asked.

      “Because you saved me. And now it’s my turn to save you.”

      He stepped forward, but the moment he struck my pool, his eyes narrowed. His jaw clenched. And I could feel everything draining from him, returning to me.

      As it did, one connection within me blazed more brightly.

      It was him. And whatever he was doing was tied to me, but he did it willingly.

      I pushed, sending him back out, forcing that power back with him. He still looked at me, watching me with warmth in his eyes, and I tried to ignore it, but it triggered something deep within me, a fluttering, and as much as I wanted to ignore it, I don’t think that I could.

      “Kate. You need to stop.”

      “It’s my power,” I said.

      “There’s no question about that, but that’s not how you would use it. You are a healer. You need to remember why you wanted to do this in the first place. All of this was so that you could save us, not destroy us.”

      A healer? That didn’t seem right, did it?

      And yet, some of the visions that I had, some of the strange memories that came back to me, involved me pushing power back into people, restoring them.

      What else could I be?

      “Remember, Kate,” a voice said, deep within my mind.

      As it did, I felt a surge, a connection, and memories of learning, training to heal, all came flooding back into me.

      I looked around. The bodies that were here were all because of me, power that they had taken, but did I need to have anger at it? It was mine eventually, and they could hold it for a time, couldn’t they? Why did I need to have it all now?

      I forced power away from me and sent it outward, into the fallen, returning that which they had not stolen but borrowed from me. They could continue to borrow it, and if I decided they were misusing it, I would reclaim it.

      I looked at the man—Aron, his name staying within my mind—and started toward him. “I will allow them to live,” I said.

      “What about yourself?” he asked.

      “What about me?”

      “Will you allow yourself to live?”

      “I am Death.”

      “No. You are Kate Michaels. You are a healer. You might have power over Death, but that’s not who you are.”

      I searched for that understanding, straining to see whether I could find anything that matched what he said, and uncovered countless things that fit. I was this healer.

      I turned to the connections within me, searching through them, straining to see whether I could use them to help me remember anything more than what I already did, and as I searched through those connections, other thoughts came to me, and slowly, I embraced them.

      “Aron?” I asked, starting toward him.

      He looked at me, concern melting away, and he smiled. “Welcome back, Kate.”
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      I had a hard time figuring out where I was. I looked around me, but the room wasn’t familiar. It was plain, with paneled walls and plush velvet curtains that blocked most of the light other than a thin slit down the middle that had told me it was daylight. Other than the bed I now rested on, there was a dresser with a nightstand, a matching set.

      I rolled over, looking to see who might be in the room with me, but I was alone.

      How long had I been sleeping?

      After stopping the assault and resurrecting all the people from the other side of the Veil, I had been exhausted. Part of that time was nothing more than a distant memory. I could recall what it was like when I was submerged in the power of Death, but not entirely. It was almost as if my mind attempted to protect me, to prevent me from accessing that power, or maybe from remembering just how powerful I had been. Unfortunately, memories of that came back, far too vivid.

      I was connected to Death.

      I’d always known it, and had always known that my connections allowed me to know when death was coming, but knowing that and knowing that I had power that could be borrowed from dying, was very different than knowing that I was connected to some real entity of Death.

      And despite everything, despite the fact that I had access to as much power as I had while trapped, I still didn’t know who my father was.

      I also didn’t know if my mother had survived.

      I didn’t care, not really, not after everything that she’d done, and knowing that she was responsible for so much destruction, but she was dangerous, and I needed to know.

      Sitting up, I glanced down and realized that I was in nothing more than my underwear. Someone had undressed me, gotten me into bed, and I didn’t like the idea that I had been handled in such a way, not without knowing who might have done it.

      A stack of clothing on the nightstand caught my attention and I frowned. Scrubs.

      I had been wearing jeans and casual clothes when we had gone across the Veil, but someone had brought me scrubs?

      Slipping them on, I tied the waist of the pants and headed to the door, pausing with my hand just above the surface. I focused, searching for my sense of magic. It was there, but distant.

      Did I still even have a connection to magic? After everything I’d been through, the way that I had used magic, I wasn’t sure whether it had remained, but I also wasn’t sure whether I deserved to still have that sort of power.

      Calling upon it, it flooded into me.

      The onslaught of power surprised me, coming with much more force than I had expected.

      Had some part of me changed?

      I would have to investigate it more later. First I wanted to know where I was.

      Pulling open the door, I found that I was in a well-appointed home. The paneling in the room extended along the hallway, and sconces glowed with a soft light. A carpet runner guided me along the hall so I followed it, reaching a wide staircase that swept down and around in a curving arch.

      As I descended the stairs, padding softly with bare feet, I realized where I was.

      Sharon’s home.

      Why would I have been brought here?

      I could think of several reasons. For one, it was close to the ley lines, and if the council wanted to keep an eye on me, trying to understand who and what I was, the power from the ley lines would allow them to do so. For another, it wasn’t that far from where we had been, and so it wouldn’t have taken much for them to carry me here. And maybe my grandparents were here.

      If they had feared my power, there was nothing that seemed to restrict me from accessing it, so either they didn’t fear it or I hadn’t extended beyond whatever restrictions they had placed upon me.

      Voices came from the living room and I headed toward them, fearing what I might find.

      Gramps lounged back on the sofa, but he sprung to his feet the moment he saw me, rushing toward me. “Katie!”

      I smiled and sank into his arms.

      “You shouldn’t be up. You’ve only been out for a little while,” he said.

      “How long is a little while?” I asked, enjoying the strength in Gramps’s hug.

      “A little over a day.”

      I tried doing the math on how many days it had been, straining to figure out if I was overdue for a work shift or not, but I couldn’t come up with it. I’d need to look at a calendar, but I wanted answers first.

      “Where’s Gran?”

      He didn’t answer, not at first, and my heart hammered, sudden worry that something had happened to her flooding into me. If she had been injured, having known about it while I was still submerged in the pool, when I had that amount of power, would have allowed me to do something about it. I had the sense that while I was there, I could resist death, reverse it, and return those who had been lost.

      For Gran, wasn’t that what I was willing to do?

      “She’s fine, Katie. She’s just a little weakened after what happened. They all are.”

      “All?”

      “The Carters.”

      “They were branded.”

      “I know. Your grandmother told me what happened, and she also told me that something changed, that the effort of removing the marking would have been tremendous.”

      I nodded, stepping away and looking around. Where was Sharon? Where was the rest of the council?

      The door to the kitchen opened and the last person I would’ve expected to see strode out, carrying a plate of meat and cheese. Barden smiled at me and warmth surged within me. Could we still be connected? “Dr. Michaels. It is good to see you back on your feet.”

      “What happened? Why are you here?”

      “I don’t know whether to be hurt or—”

      I hurried over to Barden and gave him a quick hug. “Don’t be hurt. I’m just asking a question.”

      “Where else should one of the mage council be but in a council home?”

      I blinked, glancing from him to Gramps, who nodded, though there was concern at the corners of his eyes. It was obvious to me that he wasn’t quite certain what to make of it, but at the same time, he said nothing.

      “They allowed you to join the council?”

      “The council did not survive, Dr. Michaels,” he said. “Other than your grandmother, the others were used in an attempt to call Death.”

      “Did I…” I couldn’t even finish. I thought of the sense of power, and though I couldn’t remember everything about what had happened, there was a memory of how I had called to it, demanding more power, drawing it from others.

      “It wasn’t you, Dr. Michaels, if that is what you fear.” I nodded. “Sharon had been working with the exile.”

      I frowned, glancing from Barden to Gramps. “Sharon was working with Solera? Why?”

      “For many reasons,” Gramps said, turning to the window. “Primarily for access. Solera was exiled to the island and had been there for a long time, but a long time to one of the fae is different than a long time to us. She spent her time plotting and planning, and in all that time, she wanted nothing more than to return to the other side of the Veil.”

      “I don’t understand why she would’ve been kept alive.”

      “It wasn’t so much that she was kept alive as it was that she hid. She had been chasing many things, but chief among them was greater power so that she could rule all the realms on the other side of the Veil.” Barden motioned for me to sit, but I felt as if I needed to move. He shrugged and set the tray down, looking out the window with me and Gramps. “From what I am able to determine, she was moved to this side of the Veil to prevent her from causing greater damage.”

      “What sort of damage?”

      “The waystations were hers,” Gramps said.

      “What?”

      Gramps nodded. “They were created to connect the various realms on the other side of the Veil. Not as a way to reach from one place to another, but a way to invade.”

      It made sense then why we had been set upon when we crossed over through those access points. The Veil had been prepared for that possibility, and they had defended against it, seeming to know that was the purpose.

      “What about the pool within it?”

      “The pool?” Gramps asked.

      I glanced at Barden. I don’t know how much Barden and the others might have said to Gramps while I was out, but would he have told them about my ability to control Death?

      I didn’t want to keep that from Gramps, not since I wanted answers.

      “There was a pool of liquid. It’s tied to Death, and somehow it connected.”

      “I’m not entirely sure, but from what I can tell,” Barden said, “the entire purpose of the waystations was so that she could draw power from Death.”

      I almost asked why, but I realized that there was no reason to ask. I could understand what she would’ve intended. A war where others would fight, and connecting to Death would grant greater power there. It would call Death, demand that it reclaim its power. But why?

      “How is Ariel?”

      Barden smiled tightly. “She is unharmed and has returned to her pack for now, though she claimed she would check in on you soon. That one is powerful. She will need watching.”

      “Because you’re on the council now?”

      Barden shrugged. “That, or other reasons.”

      “Gross.” When Barden grinned, I shook my head. “What happened to Roland?”

      His face darkened and he clenched his jaw. “The vampire abandoned us when he thought he could sneak back to this side of the Veil and have free rein with the council missing. The bargain was voided and he will pay for his betrayal.”

      I didn’t even want to know what Barden would do to him. Roland wasn’t the one I really cared about now, anyway. “Where is she?”

      “Solera?” Barden asked. “She remains captured, and now we have even more securities in place, holding her.”

      I wasn’t sure if that would be enough, but maybe forcing her to serve that penance, that sentence, was enough. Dying would be too kind to her.

      And it might have been what she wanted.

      “Not Solera. Anna.” I looked at Gramps, but he only stared blankly. “Where is she?” I didn’t think that I had killed her. Her face was one that I remembered, but it wasn’t one that I remembered leaving broken.

      “Katie…”

      “No, Gramps. I need to know where she is. I want to get all of this over with.”

      “I’m not sure that you should go see her. I think it’s going to be too hard for you.”

      “Why would it be too hard? Because she isn’t my mother? Because she’s never been that person?”

      Gramps frowned and I could see the pain working across his face. This was his daughter just as much as it was my mother.

      “I saw the way Aron was when he lost his memories,” I said. “If she was touched by Death, restored in some way similar to what had happened to Aron, then she wouldn’t have been all that changed, Gramps. I know that you don’t want to think of her like that, but she chased power even before she became this person.”

      Gramps sighed. “I know. And it’s my fault.”

      “Why would it be your fault?”

      “Because I had an interest in things that I should not have. I was the one who introduced her to some of the more powerful spells that she learned early on. She always enjoyed that and developed a taste for it, wanting more and more.”

      Barden started laughing and I looked over, shooting him a glare.

      He shrugged. “We can’t take the blame for the sins of our children. We raise them, teach them values, and we let them become their own person. If you were such terrible parents, you would not have done such an extraordinary job with Dr. Michaels. That alone tells me the type of caregiver that you were. Some people make their own choices, and they’re not always the ones that you would make, and some people simply want things that they should not have.”

      I wondered how Gramps was going to take advice from Barden, but surprisingly, Gramps just nodded. “You’re right. I know you’re right. It’s just… I still blame myself. Knowing what she’s become.”

      “Where is she?”

      I suspected the reason Gramps didn’t want to tell me. She had to be here, which was probably the reason that I was still here.

      “Come with me, Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      “You can’t take her there,” Gramps said.

      Barden cocked his head to the side. “And why can’t I? She deserves to know.”

      “She doesn’t need to be tormented like that.”

      “And would it be torment for her to meet her mother?”

      I blinked, glancing from Barden to Gramps, understanding sinking in.

      My mother had been restored.

      Had I done that?

      A vague memory of peeling away power came back to me, and it reminded me of what I’d done with Aron, but would that have been enough?

      I followed Barden numbly and we headed down a set of stairs, but a different set of stairs than the one that would lead to the waystation. From there, we reached a basement. It was a normal-appearing basement, other than the bars rising up out of the floor in the center of it. Anna stood in the middle of the cell, looking blankly outward. Gran perched on a stool near the cell, and she looked over at me as I came down before turning her attention to Gramps. He just shrugged.

      After throwing my arms around Gran, hugging her tightly, I looked at the cell. “She can break out of here.”

      “Actually, she can’t,” Gran said.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because when she returned, she had no access to power.”

      “None?”

      Gran nodded.

      “What if she’s hiding it? I was never able to detect her using magic before, and—”

      “We have run many tests to ensure that we are safe, Katie.”

      I turned to the cell and, with a focus on my power, I transported across the bars. When I reappeared, the others were shouting at me. I didn’t look back at them. “I’m fine,” I said.

      “Dr. Michaels, I don’t know that this is—”

      “You are the one who suggested that we have to allow her to move on,” Gramps said.

      Through my connection to Barden, I could practically feel him flushing. The others fell silent.

      I turned my attention to Anna. “Are you back?”

      “Back?”

      “You know, your mind. Your memories. Are they back?”

      She slowly lifted her head and looked up at me. As she did, I realized that she looked ten years older than the last time I had seen her. Maybe magic had been stripped out of her, but if so, how? Had I done that? I didn’t recall attempting to kill her, or maybe I had and had been interrupted.

      Her eyes were my eyes, and her hair, dark with streaks of gray now running through it, was so much like mine. Even if I wanted to refuse to admit that we were related, looking at her was like looking forward in time in a mirror.

      “You shouldn’t have succeeded.”

      “No. And yet, here we are.”

      “Do you think to bring me back into your world?”

      I shook my head. “I spent a lot of my early years wondering what it might be like to have my mother, to have a normal childhood, to have had someone there to pick me up when I was hurt, but you know what I realized?” When she didn’t answer, I shook my head. “I realized I had them all along.” I turned my attention to Gran and Gramps, and they watched me, saying nothing. Barden stood off to the side, equally silent. “And yet you chased power. You abandoned your family, both your parents and your child, all for the sake of power.”

      “You’ll never understand.”

      “I do understand. You sought power. I understand what power feels like. Trust me, I’ve felt it. And yet, I prefer the connections and those who care about me.” As I said it, I could practically feel those connections within me. There were more now than there had been, and I wondered what that meant.

      “I was working on behalf of a greater good.”

      “The greater good? A woman who wanted to bring destruction to the other side of the Veil?”

      “She wanted stability. And she will have it in time.”

      “No. She won’t.”

      I stared at her, trying to think about what else I wanted to say to her, but there wasn’t anything other than a single question that I needed to have answered. It was the one thing that I’d been wondering about all my life, but especially recently. “Who’s my father?”

      She didn’t answer and I pulled on a strand of power, lifting her. It was easier than it ever had been before.

      “Who is my father?”

      She looked up at me and I could feel her fighting, but it wasn’t so much a physical fighting as it was a deeper connection that she opposed.

      And then I realized why. It was the connection that she and I shared.

      I focused on it, and much like when I had focused on the other connections, I felt a stirring, and so I connected more deeply to it. A scattering of images came to mind and I staggered back, my hold on her released.

      I reached the bar, pressing up against it, and nearly lost my balance.

      “Katie?”

      I shook my head and closed my eyes, focusing on where I wanted to be. It was someplace else. Someplace away from here. And when I reemerged, I was in my home.

      I sank on the couch, staring blankly. I lost track of how long I sat like that, processing the images I had just seen. When the door opened with a surge of power, I didn’t need to look up to see Aron come in. He took a seat next to me, grabbing my hand, squeezing, and the affection through our connection flowed over to me.

      “I know who my father was,” I said.

      “Did she tell you?”

      “No. She showed me.”

      “How?” He frowned. “Oh. I see.”

      Turning to Aron, I looked up at him, not sure how to put words to anything. “It’s always been about Death. All of this.”

      “You knew that it was,” Aron said.

      “I didn’t know it was like this.”

      “And what, exactly, is it like?”

      “It’s Solera. Her war. All of it was to seduce Death, and in the end, it was my mother who managed to do so.”

      And that was the reason Solera had chosen to use her. That was the reason my mother had lost her memories. And that was the reason I had the powers that I did. I was the daughter of Death.

      “And yet, think of the choices you made,” Aron said.

      “What choices were those?”

      “You chose to keep your connections. You chose to remain attached to those you care about. That isn’t something that Death would do. You might be the daughter of Death, but you’re also the granddaughter of Veran and Cyn, and that makes you human, at least enough that you get to decide what you will do.”

      “I get to decide now, but what about in the future?”

      “I don’t know, Kate, but we can figure that out.”

      And at least I wouldn’t be figuring it out on my own. I thought about the connections I had, those that I had made, those that I had saved, and realized that I did get to choose. And I had chosen. I could use this power, and I could continue to choose. Maybe I could still use my ability to heal despite my connection to Death. I had managed so far, hadn’t I?

      Letting my head sag against the couch, I sighed. That would come later. For now, I wanted nothing more than to sit here and not think for a while. I wanted to be disconnected from both magic and medicine.

      “What do you want to do?” Aron asked.

      “Right now? I think all I want to do is watch some mindless TV. Eventually I’m going to need to fill out some paperwork.”

      He arched a brow at me. “Paperwork?”

      “For a fellowship. Additional training.”

      “Do you think you need additional training?”

      I hadn’t fully decided, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew Jen was right. I did need to take the trauma fellowship. “I need to embrace both sides of myself somehow. This is the only way I think I can.”

      “Would you like company?” he asked and I nodded. “What sort of mindless TV did you have in mind?”

      I looked over at him, grinning, and reached for the remote as I rested my head on his shoulder, letting out a deep sigh. “Wait until you see what I’m going to show you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Thanks for taking the time to read the Medicine and Magic series! Those of you who have followed Kate on her journey probably wonder what’s next, and there will be much more to the story—only it’s not just Kate’s story anymore.

      The next series is called The Tattered Veil, and book 1 is available now: Taker of Spells.

      Familiar faces (including Kate) will appear in the series, so I hope you take the time to check it out. It features a new cast of characters and explores this world much more.

      In the next few months, there will be another series more heavily involving medicine, this time featuring Jen. And yes, she will have magic and still be badass. You can signup for my newsletter HERE to be the first to know when that series is coming out.

      Lastly, my editor wants Anna’s story. Let me know if that’s something you’d be interested in me writing!

      Thanks again for taking this journey with me!

      SAM

      

      
        
        Taker of Spells

      

      

      
        
        The Veil was meant to protect the world from people like me.

      

      

      My life is simple. Collect items on behalf of a man who knows my secret or have it revealed to the fae. Seeing as how I’m a halfbreed, once they find me, they’ll bond and enslave me. The jobs are dangerous, often forcing me to cross the Veil, a separation between my world and that of dangerous magical creatures, but if I keep my freedom, it’s worth the risk.

      When I’m betrayed and a lethally gorgeous fae royal named Adam demands my help finding a magical artifact, how can I refuse? He knows my secret, and if I succeed, the reward is my freedom.

      The only problem is I’m not the only one after it. Other deadly powers have crossed the Veil wanting the same artifact. And if I don’t get to it first, a fate worse than death awaits me.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Paralyzed. I’ve really enjoyed writing Kate and her adventures and hope you’ve enjoyed reading about her.

      Now’s the time for your assignment! Amazon uses reviews from readers like you to help others find my work. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at sa@samagnusson.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      Cheers,

      SA Magnusson

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.samagnusson.com
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