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      As I stared at the computer monitor, my mind taking in the slew of orders the intern had entered, I debated whether I should cancel them or let the intern take the blame for over evaluating the patient. It was a complete evaluation, and probably the same thing I would’ve done two years ago, but now that I was in my third year of residency, I had learned to be a little more discerning in the nature of my evaluations.

      “What is it, Kate?”

      I glanced up as my friend Jen came down the hall toward me. She had her hair pulled back in a ponytail and her white coat buttoned all the way up, covering her scrubs. A stethoscope dangled around her neck like jewelry.

      “Syncope.”

      Jen chuckled. “That’s easy enough to evaluate. Why is it that you look like you want to throw something?”

      “Is that what I look like?”

      “You’re staring at the screen as if you want to throw something. Maybe the computer. Hell, I wouldn’t blame you. This morning, I couldn’t get my orders to go through the way I needed. I kept getting those stupid stop signs that forced me to open up different sections of them and—”

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I glanced over at the door to Room 7. Dr. Stefan, a dark-haired man with thick glasses, poked his head out, glancing from me to Jen. I could tell he was debating which of us he would go to with his question. It was early enough in the year that he hadn’t decided which of us he favored. And it was early enough that he didn’t want to risk irritating either of us.

      I smiled to myself, considering excusing myself and letting Jen take over, but she caught my attention and shook her head. “I’m working in Room Three. I’ve got a fourth-year gunner who thinks that he knows everything about suturing.”

      “Be kind to him. You were once that fourth-year gunner,” I said.

      “I was never like that. I had other ways of getting what I wanted,” Jen said, making her way down the hallway.

      I laughed to myself as I turned my attention back to Dr. Stefan. “What’s your question?”

      “I was just wondering if you were going to take a moment to evaluate the patient before I present him to Dr. Locks.”

      Locks was on? When had he gotten here?

      I hadn’t paid as much attention to which attendings were on today, mostly because now that I was a third-year resident, it didn’t matter quite as much. I didn’t need to present my cases to them one by one. I could bundle them once the patient was fully evaluated, as long as there wasn’t anything too odd about them. That was one advantage of reaching this point in my training. The other was that most of my time was spent in the ER rather than on some other rotation, like surgery.

      I glanced back at the computer, thinking that maybe it would be better if the intern completed this workup along with Dr. Locks. I could imagine Locks loving how extensive this evaluation was. It fit right up his CYA alley.

      But doing that would do a disservice to the intern. He had to learn, and I knew the kind of things Locks intended to teach.

      “Tell me about the patient,” I said.

      Dr. Stefan stepped out into the hall, pulling the door closed behind him. At least he had a sense of privacy. Too often, the interns overlooked the fact that patients could hear us talking, and they needed to believe that their doctor was competent. Part of that involved not knowing just how little their doctor actually knew when they were little more than interns.

      “He’s a fifty-five-year-old machinist at a local shop. He was working when he started to get lightheaded and passed out. His coworkers said he was out for a few minutes before he came around.”

      “Do you have any physical exam findings that are worrisome?”

      I’d already looked through the chart and had seen the nurse’s notes. I trusted the nursing evaluation, especially Patty’s. She was thorough, sometimes to a fault. She would have ensured that the patient was fully evaluated prior to letting the intern work him up. His vital signs were stable, including his blood pressure and heart rate; nothing there that raised any alarm bells. Patty’s notes told me more than Stefan’s brief presentation had, though. He’d been working non-stop for about ten hours in hot conditions and a face shield. I already knew what he needed.

      “His exam was normal.”

      I arched a brow at him. “Is that what you intend to tell Locks?”

      Stefan licked his lips and swallowed. “How much information do the attendings like?”

      I smiled tightly. I could be the type of third-year resident that I had when I was a new intern, a bitch like Dr. Kelly, who had made it sound as if the attendings wanted a complete evaluation with every single patient, including a detailed report about their findings. I remember that first presentation that I had made to Dr. Smith and the way he’d sat there patiently the entire time until I was finished. Only then had he asked the only question that mattered: What did I think?

      I wasn’t going to be like that. I needed to be better, though there were times—and some of the interns, especially the cocky bastards that we got because of the prestige of our training program—when I wondered if I really wanted to be better.

      “You’ll get to realize that each attending is a little bit different. Locks prefers to prove to you how much he knows, so you have to give him that opportunity. Share with him your assessment, be thorough, but be prepared for letting him have the chance to tell you how much he knows.”

      And it wasn’t that Locks was dumb. Far from it. He was just lazy. It made for a strangely beneficial situation where he allowed the residents to have the necessary freedom to practice, but where he also had the knowledge needed to teach.

      “I’ve ordered a CT, a panel of labs, and an EKG. Is there anything else I should do?”

      My gaze flickered back to the computer. The obvious answer was dehydration in someone like this, though working up someone in the ER was about more than finding the obvious answer. We had to be prepared for what some called the zebras, the strange things that would often only present in the ER, even if common things presented commonly.

      “Why don’t you check orthostatic blood pressure?”

      “Will that tell us anything the labs and EKG won’t?”

      I stared at him a moment, debating whether I should say something smartassy or not. Probably not. “It doesn’t cost him anything and it can suggest a possible etiology for his symptoms.”

      “But everything is normal so far.”

      “Exactly. And I suspect you’ll find that everything remains normal when you put him through all the expensive tests you’re about to do. With his age, I think an EKG makes sense. You can check the lab panel, but I doubt we’ll find much there. The CT is more to make you feel better, but is unlikely to provide any answers. But the yield on checking whether his blood pressure drops when you change positions…”

      I was leading him more than anyone had ever taken the time to lead me. Stefan had to be smart. We didn’t take any residents who weren’t smart, which made his obstinance all the more frustrating. He should be better than this.

      “You think it’s dehydration?”

      I nodded. “Just ask Patty to check his blood pressure for you. When you present to Locks, you’ll look even better.”

      That might not be entirely true. Locks was all about the thorough evaluation, especially when it came to something like this. Hell, I wouldn’t be surprised if he sent the guy out with a heart monitor and an order for a stress test.

      “Thanks,” he said, relief in his voice.

      He left to find Patty and I shook my head. He’d been a resident for the better part of a month and still had that attitude? Some were quicker to make the transition than others, putting into practice the knowledge gained in medical school. Maybe Stefan wasn’t going to be one of those.

      Stepping into the room, I let out a surge of magic, feeling for any significant injury to the man. Using it in this way guided my medical knowledge. Probably too much, if I were honest with myself. I had begun to rely upon what I could glean from my magical connection, using that to help guide the tests I ordered. Doing so could be very cost effective, especially as it only took a little bit of my magical connection in order for me to do so. Most things could still be handled and healed naturally, though there were more and more times when I had begun to use a touch of magic to speed along the process.

      As I had suspected, there wasn’t anything seriously off with him, and certainly nothing that required my magical abilities to ensure he recovered. All he really needed was a liter of fluids and he’d be back on his feet, feeling better. Considering Patty had already started the fluids before I’d even come in, he was well on the way.

      “I’m Dr. Michaels,” I started, but cut off as the low-pitched sound of an ambulance siren reached my ears.

      As it always did, my heart fluttered briefly in excitement. There was the possibility of something interesting with each ambulance, a challenge that I savored. Now that I had begun to use my magic, no longer fighting it quite as much as I once had, I didn’t feel the same challenge that I had when I first began residency. There was still the thrill, but it was different now.

      “There was another doctor in here a little bit ago,” the man said without looking up. He was a solidly built man, thick with a mixture of muscle and a heavy layer of fat. Sweat beaded on his balding head.

      “That was Dr. Stefan. I’m working with him.”

      “Are you his trainee? Like in the TV shows?”

      I grunted. “Actually, I’m—”

      The chill along my spine warned of a different kind of danger. Death.

      In the ER, it wasn’t uncommon to feel the coming of death. It was a part of the job, and it was one thing that I had initially disliked about it. Now that I knew I had a connection to death that somehow strengthened me, I hated it more than before. There was temptation within that power. A promise of more power, if only I would be willing to reach out for it. Most of the time, I managed to push it away, save the patient, and prevent the cold chill from growing stronger—to prevent me from growing stronger.

      This was already potent.

      “You’re going to have to excuse me,” I said and turned to hurry from the room.

      As I raced from the room, I thought I heard him shouting after me, but I ignored it.

      It wasn’t difficult to find where the ambulance had gone.

      Trauma Room 2 had the glass doors open and nurses streamed in and out. One of the interns, a Dr. Gelman, stood outside the room as if unwilling to head in. Ignoring him, I hurried into the room and took a chance to survey what was taking place.

      A younger patient, female and covered with blood, lay on her back, moaning. Two nurses—a younger male nurse named Thomas and good old Joan—tried to start an IV on either arm, but neither seemed to be having much luck. A third, Val, worked at cutting away the woman’s clothes with her trauma shears. My gaze was drawn to her swollen belly and the chill along my spine took on a different meaning.

      The woman was pregnant.

      “What happened?” I asked, jumping into action. My mind already began to buzz with the possibilities. The blood on her suggested an accident, but I didn’t see any visible injuries. Assault? That would mean different mechanisms and possibly a different workup.

      Val glanced over her shoulder and relief swept across her face. “Michaels. I’m glad it’s you. She was in an accident. Slipped on stairs. Went down a flight and landed on her side.”

      “And the blood?”

      “EMS thinks its fetal.”

      Shit.

      “How far along is she?”

      “Thirty-seven weeks,” the woman said between moans. “It’s too early…”

      I stepped up alongside the cot and briefly squeezed her hand. “I’m Dr. Michaels. We’re going to take good care of you here. Thirty-seven weeks is just fine to deliver if it comes to that.” I would have asked why they’d brought her here rather than to OB, but if they were concerned about trauma, we could evaluate her faster than they could.

      She screamed.

      “What hurts?” I asked.

      “My back. My stomach. Everything.”

      I glanced over at Val. “We need to get her on a fetal monitor. And I need the ultrasound. And have someone call OB.” If we had to deliver her down here, I wasn’t going to do that myself. I’d delivered a few babies, but none by choice. It was better for everyone involved if she made it up to OB.

      Val nodded and raced out of the room. The other two nurses finally managed to get their IV started and began pushing in fluids.

      I quickly scanned for any signs of external injury, but there were none. I didn’t want to roll her without help, but would need to look at her back. Grabbing my stethoscope, I leaned down to listen to her heart and then lungs, but everything was relatively normal. Thomas had placed a blood pressure cuff and it began to cycle as I stepped back, waiting.

      When the reading came back low, I wasn’t surprised.

      She’d lost blood somewhere. Likely vaginally, which meant the baby could be in danger. We needed that fetal monitor.

      Val returned, pushing the ultrasound cart and dragging the fetal monitor. Her eyes were tight and she bit her lower lip. “OB was called, but they’re really busy up on the floor. They’re sending someone down, but I don’t know how long—”

      The woman screamed again.

      I grabbed the ultrasound and began running the probe over her belly. First I needed to know that the baby was alive. Then I could begin to look for whatever else had happened to her.

      Finding the baby’s heartbeat wasn’t that difficult. It was there, beating steadily, but slower than it should. My mind raced through what a normal fetal heart rate should be, and the baby—at 110 beats in a minute—didn’t seem quite right.

      Was it the baby I’d felt dying?

      Letting magic trickle out, I sent an inquiry into the woman. The power flowed slowly, carefully, washing through both mother and baby. I had to be careful that I didn’t push too much out. There was a danger, especially as my magic tended to be destructive. I’d begun to gain some control over it, but it was still more destructive than not and I didn’t want to do anything that might harm either of my patients.

      The emptiness I’d come to associate with death was there.

      It was everywhere.

      We were going to lose not one, but two patients if I did nothing.

      “What is that?” Val asked.

      She leaned over my shoulder and I looked up at the ultrasound screen. “Blood. Lots of it,” I said.

      “Why would she be bleeding like that?”

      There were plenty of reasons, but only one that seemed likely, given the images.

      Shit.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Val asked.

      “Uterine rupture,” I whispered. I looked up at the woman. Her face was pale and I suspected we were lucky she’d come in when she had. The baby still had a pulse, but for how much longer? “Someone get OB down here STAT!”

      My heart hammered. The idea of losing a patient was never easy, but losing a baby? Sadly, I’d been through it before and it was always traumatic. Usually something respiratory went wrong when they were really little.

      As I stared at this woman, I made a decision. I wasn’t going to lose them.

      “Have you ever had a C-section before?” I asked the woman.

      She shook her head, moaning.

      That was the most common cause, though even that was pretty rare. Maybe the trauma of the fall really had been enough to have caused this.

      Glancing over at Val, I said, “Call trauma. General surgery. Whoever might be available.”

      She ran from the room without questioning.

      I placed my hands on the patient’s stomach, letting magic work out from me. Knowing it was a rupture meant that I should be able to fix it. All I had to do was wrap the magic around the injury, seal in the sense of emptiness, and I would be able to save her.

      Only, the surge of cold along my spine suggested I didn’t have the time I thought would be needed for that.

      Magic wasn’t going to be enough.

      I didn’t know enough medicine. Not the kind that would help.

      The blood pressure cycled again. As it did, the fetal heart monitor began to beep, the alert set to warn me that the heart rate was dangerously low.

      There wasn’t much time.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Thomas asked.

      I’d forgotten he was here, letting myself focus so much on my magic. I jerked my head up, meeting his eyes. “I need a scalpel. A gown. Sterile gloves. Now.”

      “What for?”

      I let my gaze linger on the dying woman and baby. “Because someone has to save one of these patients, and it might as well be me.”
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      Letting my connection to magic continue to swirl around the woman, I struggled to find a way to help her. The sense of emptiness was there, and I continued to try to push out with my magic, trying to find a way to save her. Not just the woman—I needed to save the baby, too. The cold reaching along my spine distracted me, making it difficult to focus on wrapping up the emptiness the same way I had done so before. If I couldn’t do that, if I failed at securing the emptiness, sealing it off and pulling both the woman and her child back from the brink of death, then what good was my magic? Never mind the fact that I had protected the Veil repeatedly. If I failed while using my magic on someone like this—someone who needed me to have both my connection to medicine and magic—then maybe I should do something different.

      “Where the hell are the attendings?” I asked, looking up.

      With Thomas having run off for the supplies I needed, there weren’t any nurses around, leaving me talking to myself. I couldn’t very well leave the patient here, but we had been left alone far too long here.

      If only my magic would help, but it didn’t seem that there was anything for it, and I didn’t dare reach for that cold sense, borrow from the magic drawn from the dying patients.

      Attempting to rescue Barden had taught me that I needed to somehow be both the healer and the mage, though it was difficult to figure out that balance. Maybe it would be easier when I finished my residency, when I was finally able to be out on my own, no longer worried about attendings or working with interns or, possibly, all of the traumas coming through. If I practiced in a more rural setting, I wouldn’t have to worry about any of that.

      Thomas returned, tearing those thoughts from me, letting me focus on the task at hand. Together we hastily set up a sterile field, opening the packaging, throwing the drapes across her belly. I scrubbed quickly at the sink before grabbing sterile gloves and tearing into them. After hurriedly scrubbing her belly with Betadine, I injected lidocaine across the likely incision point.

      Val returned, her eyes going wide as she joined me at the bedside. “What—”

      I waved my hand. “I need propofol for sedation. This has to happen quickly.”

      She ran out, grabbed something off the crash cart, hurried back with the milky white medicine, and administered the dose.

      It wouldn’t be much anesthetic, and unless we had someone come in to help with sedation, there wasn’t much that I could do. The propofol would have to be enough.

      “Are you really going to do this?” Thomas asked as I picked up the scalpel. Val watched me, hovering over my shoulder.

      I pressed my hands on the woman’s belly. Even through the gloves, I could feel life fading from both patient and child.

      The fetal monitor beeped, going silent. The baby was going to die if we did nothing.

      “All the specialties recalled,” Val said softly.

      I looked over at Thomas. “Surgery is not here. OB isn’t here. It’s just me.”

      Hopefully I had sedated her enough to make this as painless as possible. I hoped just as much that we could keep her blood pressure up, but until I got the baby delivered, I wasn’t going to worry quite as much about the mother. For now, she was stable.

      As I made the incision, a voice called out, “What is happening in here?”

      I glanced over at Dr. Roberts. “Uterine rupture. Fetal demise if we do nothing. OB, trauma, and general surgery have all been called. I could use an extra set of hands if you want.”

      He held my gaze for only a moment before hurriedly grabbing a gown and throwing it on. Dr. Roberts could be an ass, but he was skilled and he was on a trauma fellowship, so this was right up his alley.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this here, Kate,” he said softly, holding skin retraction.

      “We shouldn’t, but we don’t have that much choice. Fetal heart rate went from a hundred and ten down to nothing.”

      He glanced up at the monitor. “The mother is stable?”

      “For now, but there has been quite a bit of blood loss, and…”

      We got through the layer of fat and into the muscle layer. Roberts let me continue to cut, and he held steady traction, his hands on either side of the skin, drawing it apart.

      “Have you ever done anything like this before?”

      “I’ve been present during C-sections,” I said.

      “That’s more than I can say,” he said.

      “You didn’t do an OB rotation?” He had finished his ER residency, and we all spent time on OB for just this sort of issue.

      Well, maybe not this sort of issue, but for obstetrical emergencies and the possibility that we might have to deliver a baby urgently. Rarely did anyone ever have to. I imagine the attendings and Hennepin General could count on one hand the number of times they had actually had to deliver a baby. It was an advantage of being in a big hospital like this, especially one with an OB residency. There was always someone around who could take care of that.

      And where were they now?

      Val had said the OB floor was busy, but come on. It couldn’t be that busy.

      I got through the muscle layer, cutting as quickly as I felt comfortable doing.

      As Brad pulled back the layers, we saw the baby.

      “Holy shit,” he said. The baby was floating free within the abdominal cavity. “Previous C-sections?” he asked.

      “Not from what she said, and I didn’t see any scars.”

      “It’s pretty rare for there to be a rupture like this.”

      “She fell down a flight of stairs.”

      Brad clenched his jaw.

      “I’ll hold the skin and you reach for the baby,” I said.

      We swapped places. I stretched the mother’s abdomen apart and he reached in, pulling the baby free. The child was blue, and we quickly clamped and cut the umbilical cord, and I glanced over at Roberts.

      “Can you resuscitate him?” I asked, looking at the baby.

      “I’ve got him, but—”

      “What the hell is going on here?”

      I jerked my head around. Dr. Locks stood in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest. His gaze darted from me to Roberts before taking in both of our patients.

      “Uterine rupture. Infant dying. All trauma services, including OB called. No one responded. Now, if you want to help me stabilize this woman, that would be great, otherwise, the infant needs some attention.”

      Locks stared at me before his gaze darted over to Roberts, who was holding the baby. “Dammit, let’s get this kid over to a warmer.”

      The room had filled with people in the time since we had started. Someone had managed to bring a baby warmer. At least we had that. But still, no OB.

      After placing the baby in the warmer, Roberts and Locks raced out of the room and I stood with my hands inside this woman’s belly, the lining of her uterus visible, along with bowel. There was blood—so much blood—and no way of suctioning it out. I didn’t have the necessary surgical implements, and even in the trauma bay like this, there wasn’t anything that I could do.

      I didn’t feel comfortable closing her up, not without repairing the lining of the uterus and suctioning out the copious amounts of blood from her belly. For that, I wanted one of the surgery services to come.

      My help came in the form of general surgery, of all things. Thankfully, it was a resident I knew.

      “Nate, God am I glad to see you.”

      Dr. Nate Schneid was a large man, probably six foot four or five, and solid like only a former linebacker could be. He hurriedly gowned and gloved and joined me.

      “Christ, Kate. What happened here?”

      “She came in at thirty-seven weeks after falling down the stairs. Her uterus had ruptured, and both mother and baby were dying.”

      “I don’t know that I ever heard of somebody operating in the emergency room like this.” He looked over at me. “And certainly not a resident.”

      “There wasn’t any choice.”

      “I get that, I’m just saying that… I guess I’m saying that you’ve got some pretty big balls.”

      I grunted. Val chuckled nearby. “Thanks, I guess?”

      “We can soak some gauze in saline and pack the abdomen. We can cover her up, then we can move her to the OR, where we have a more controlled environment,” Nate said.

      “You don’t want to just finish here?”

      “As much as I might enjoy operating here,” he said, looking around, “you don’t have everything that we need. I’ll let you know what happens with her.”

      “I’ll help you wheel her over.”

      We did as he suggested, packing her belly and then draping sterile drapes over it. When we were done, we hurriedly wheeled her over toward the operating rooms. Thankfully they were on the same floor, but they were quite a ways from the ER. When we got her in there, Nate’s attending, Dr. Balon, took one look and dragged her toward a free operating room, already hollering out to surgical techs.

      I stood, unable to move for a moment.

      After peeling off and disposing of my gloves and gown, I traipsed back toward the emergency room. My feet felt heavy, but I realized that I didn’t feel the sense of cold that I had detected before. It was there, but certainly not as it had been.

      Had we saved them?

      I would have known had the mother declined. I don’t know if I would have noticed with the infant. After Locks and Roberts had taken him away, it was possible that I wouldn’t have detected it.

      When I got back to the ER, I went back to the resident lounge and settled in there, taking a seat on the sofa, simply staring. After a trauma like that, I needed time to regroup.

      Roberts popped his head in the door. “The kid made it.”

      “He what?” I shook my head, trying to drag my thoughts back around and make sense of what he was saying.

      “He made it. We got him intubated and he pinked up. Peds got there and thinks he’s going to do okay.”

      Okay didn’t mean fine, and both Brad and I knew that. We also knew that with as long as he’d been oxygen deprived, there was potential for long-term consequences, but at the same time, the boy would live.

      “What happened with the mother?” Brad asked.

      “General surgery finally showed up.”

      “General surgery and not OB?” I nodded. “That’s going to make someone look terrible.”

      I smiled. “That’s on them for failing to respond in a timely fashion.”

      Roberts grabbed the desk chair situated in front of the computer and dragged it over. He sat with his legs on either side of the backrest, facing me as he leaned on the back of it. “That was pretty impressive what you did there.”

      “What?”

      “Deciding to operate. That’s a gutsy call, and I’m not sure that many others would’ve made it. Most would have been worried about whether they knew enough to do it.”

      “I’m sure you would’ve done the same thing.”

      “I don’t know. I might’ve tried to save the mother, but that wasn’t the right move.”

      “Are you actually complimenting me?”

      “Can’t I comment on the fact that you did well, Michaels?”

      I shrugged. It was odd getting a comment like that from Roberts. I’d known him ever since I started residency, and the two of us had never been close. I didn’t care for the arrogance I always saw from him, but maybe it was more that I didn’t care for the person he was, either. Not only was he arrogant, but he was somewhat slimy, especially when it came to the way he worked with the nurses.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You keep up with things like that and they’re going to force you to do the trauma fellowship.”

      “Now you are going on about it too?”

      Roberts frowned. “Why?”

      “It seems that most of the attendings are trying to talk me into a fellowship.”

      “You don’t think they should? God, Michaels, you’re one of the best residents we’ve had come through here. I’m not so full of myself that I can’t recognize that. Hell, you push me to do better in trauma and you’re still just a third-year resident.” He got to his feet and pushed to the chair back into place. “Anyway. I just wanted you to know about the kid.”

      “Thanks. And thanks for your help. I was only thinking about getting into the belly. I wasn’t planning for resuscitating the baby.”

      Robert stared at me for a moment before he started to laugh. “Are you kidding?”

      “I wish that I was. I suspect the nurses would have helped had you not showed up, but then I don’t know if the baby would have pulled through.”

      “Maybe you keep that little tidbit to yourself,” Roberts said.

      “You don’t think that will impress anyone?”

      “Probably not, and it takes away some of your mystique.”

      Roberts headed out, leaving me staring at his back.

      The door to the lounge opened again and Jen entered, glancing over her shoulder at Roberts. “What was that about?”

      “Possibly the strangest thing to have happened today.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because Roberts complimented me.”

      Jen looked back toward the door. “Oh, no. Kate, don’t go shake off your sadness about Aron by screwing Roberts. That’s something even I wouldn’t do.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Fine. Anymore. But just because I made the mistake doesn’t mean that you should.” She threw herself down on the sofa and looked over at me, arching a brow. “Why are you covered in blood?”

      I looked down and saw that my white coat was splattered. I leaned my head back, sighing. “Only the second strangest thing to have happened today.” I told her about the trauma and what we had done, and she sat silent until the end.

      “Damn. I guess I can see why Roberts came in to compliment you.”

      “He didn’t come in to compliment me. He came in to tell me that the baby pulled through.”

      “That’s the best part of that story,” Jen said.

      “It’ll be better if the mother pulls through, too.”

      “You gave them every chance they could have.”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know that I did.” I glanced over at the door before setting my gaze around the inside of the lounge. We were alone. “If I had more control over my magic, I might not have needed to have done any of that. I could have healed her. I could’ve saved the baby. And I could have—”

      “Didn’t you tell me your magic can’t do everything?”

      I stared at Jen, nodding slowly. I’d been through quite a bit that my magic wasn’t able to do. Most of my failings had come in situations like this. I’d lost a patient that I had wanted to save, the vampire familiar who might have provided the information I needed before Barden had been abducted, and yet I hadn’t been able to do anything for him.

      “I want to understand it better. I want to be able to use it so that I can help when it comes down to situations like this.”

      “It sounds like you will. You just need a little bit more practice. I thought you were working on that.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, taking deep breaths. “I have been working on it. It’s just that it’s not entirely easy.”

      “Nothing’s easy. I mean, did you find medical school easy?” She shook her head, smiling. “Don’t answer that. I already know.”

      Maybe that was part of my problem. Medical school had been easy for me, at least relatively so. I graduated near the top of my class, a member of the honor society, and hadn’t really even struggled once I reached residency. The only struggle I had encountered involved trying to balance my connection to magic rather than trying to master the art of medicine.

      I still struggled with parts of medicine. Every so often, I was reminded of my need for empathy. It was a lesson that one of my earliest friends in the ER, a nurse named Derick, had attempted to remind me of. He had seen enough residents come through who had lost their empathy, and had wanted me to make certain that the same didn’t happen. There were times when I struggled with that, despite my best intentions.

      Occasionally, I would see attendings like Dr. Allen and be reminded of how far I still had to go. It was in the simple things. Not jumping to conclusions about patient motivations. Caring about every reason a patient was in the emergency room. Remembering that their visit was probably the most important thing they might do that day, while spending time in the ER was just another day at work for me. Those were the messages I needed to give myself.

      “I’m going to keep working. I don’t really have much of a choice, especially if I want to help Aron.”

      “How is he?”

      “Not much different. The council doesn’t really know what happened, and other than finally acknowledging that something has changed with him, they aren’t entirely certain what it will take to bring him all the way back, if it is even possible.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I had been developing a connection to Aron when he had nearly died. It might be because of me that he still lived, but what life did he have? He wasn’t the same man he had been before.

      “Are you going to go see him?”

      “Probably not today.”

      “Because your shift was chaotic?”

      I rolled my head over and cocked an eye open. “Chaotic doesn’t really quite explain my shift today.”

      Jen shrugged. “I don’t know. Earlier in the day wasn’t too bad. And if you wouldn’t have gone running into that trauma the way you did, you might not have had such an interesting day.”

      And if I hadn’t done that, it was likely that the mother and baby would both be gone.

      Jen watched me, the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth suggesting that she knew that as well.

      “There’s something else that I was planning on doing tonight.”

      “What’s that?”

      “I’m still looking for information about this mage. Odian.” After learning his name, I had become almost obsessed with learning what I could of him, especially if he was involved in my mother’s death. The only problem was that there wasn’t anything I could find about him. Word on him was scarce.

      “The one you think is responsible for everything that’s been taking place.”

      “His followers are involved. They have to be.”

      Having a name was more than I had for so long, though the name was nothing more than a mystery still. If I could find some of his followers, I could find what happened to my mother. That was my magical goal these days.

      “If you want company, I could come with you,” Jen started. She trailed off as her phone rang. She reached into her pocket, pulling it out, and frowned.

      “What is it?”

      “My landlord,” she said.

      She answered the phone, listening. Her eyes widened as she did, and after a moment, she said, “I understand. I’ll be over later.”

      When she hung up, I looked over at her. “What is it?”

      “My apartment burned.”

      “What?”

      “There was a fire, and half the building burned. My apartment was part of it.” She stared at her phone. “I don’t even know what I’m going to do. Where am I going to go?”

      “You can stay with me.”

      “And have you seduce me?”

      “Like you would mind.”

      “You don’t need me in your home, Kate. Besides, you don’t even have a spare bed.”

      “I didn’t say it was forever.”

      Jen just stared at the phone. “I don’t even know how much I’ve lost. The fire department won’t let her go in and check on it, but everything’s wet.” She looked up at me, mouth pressed into a tight line. “And no comments from the peanut gallery about that.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

      “I guess I won’t be able to go with you on your magic hunt tonight.”

      “Why don’t you call me after you stop by your place and I’ll make sure you can get into mine.”

      “Thanks, Kate.”

      “What are friends for?”

      The overhead speaker buzzed. “Dr. Michaels. Dr. Stone. Please report to the front desk.”

      “I guess we’re back on,” I said.

      “It looks that way.”

      I peeled off my white coat, glancing down to see if there was any blood on my scrubs, and was thankful there wasn’t. I had a spare coat, but didn’t bother grabbing it. Instead, I headed out, following Jen, making our way back to work, pushing aside concerns of our personal lives.
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      I approached the massive building slowly, all too aware of the nervous energy coursing through me. This was like heading into a room filled with an agitated family and having to give bad news—only worse. Every time I came to this place, I felt the same way. It should have been better by now, but it wasn’t. Not even close.

      The house was massive. It was a Tudor style, and peaked arches rose high overhead. Wide windows let in the fading daylight. The lawn that was perfectly manicured over the summer had turned brown and a dusting of frost covered it. The garden running along either side had been cut back, leaving nothing more than a patch of dirt. Trees lining the drive gave a little shade, but not much, and their bare branches swayed with the late afternoon wind. Cold crawled along my exposed skin, the wind biting, and I almost wished there was the sense of magic.

      The door opened without me needing to do anything. The woman standing across from me wore a sour expression, though it was one I’d seen from her before. She had long dark hair and a wrinkled face, significant in a mage. It signaled just how old Sharon Ogilve was. “Dr. Michaels. It’s a little late for your visit, isn’t it?”

      I shrugged. “I had a few ideas I wanted to try and thought I could come and see if we could make any progress.”

      “Will these ideas have any more success than the ones you have tried before?”

      I looked past her, searching for any sign of Aron. There wasn’t any movement behind her, not that I could tell. He was here, resting and serving the council in the same way that he had since the accident. His mind was essentially a blank slate save for the knowledge that he served the council—and how to use magic—but little else.

      “Something has to work,” I said.

      “Does it?” Sharon stood with her hand on the doorframe, and I couldn’t tell if she intended to try and keep me out. I had the sense that she didn’t care about the frequency of my visits, but they weren’t even nearly as frequent as I would have preferred. Were it not for the nature of my day job, I would have been working with Aron even more than I had been.

      “Eventually. If this is some sort of global amnesia, if given the right stimulus, Aron should recover his memories.” I’d spent considerable time researching various medical maladies that might have contributed to the nature of his symptoms, though in reality, most of them were probably not likely. What had happened to Aron had been magical.

      Sharon regarded me with the same suspicious eye that she had for me every other time that I’d come. “Are you willing to answer any more questions today?”

      “What more do you have that I haven’t answered?”

      “We will see.”

      I suppressed the urge to shiver as she stepped off to the side, letting me into the house. Ever since forcing my way into the council’s presence, I had faced questions from her and a few others on the council. Never from Gran, though she had been required to recuse herself. I’d seen the relief on her face at learning the council didn’t intend to make her face any consequences for hiding me from them all these years.

      Gran still didn’t seem to recognize that we had the upper hand when it came to negotiating with the council—most of the time. With what they had done, the fact that they hadn’t bothered to try and understand the shared connection among the magi, and the willingness to turn a blind eye to what the vampires had been doing with the dark mages, there was more than enough for the council to need to hide.

      “What more do you think I might be able to tell you?” I asked.

      It was the price for her allowing me to come. I had to be willing to let her question, and had to be willing to face the tests of my magic. Most of the testing was minor, though there had been a few times when she had subjected me to spells that were nearly as awful as anything the Dark Council had ever done to me, simply to see if I could escape from them.

      “There has to be some indication of the true nature of your magic. I would like to find it.”

      I bet you would.

      There was no point in antagonizing her. They knew too much about me already, regardless of how much I had tried to keep back. In order to get to the point where they would allow my presence, I had to give them something, and that had turned out to be everything I knew about my magic.

      “You know everything that I know,” I said.

      “I know everything you’ve shared with me.”

      I paused at the base of the stairs, glancing up. Where was Aron? He had to be here somewhere, though when I came to visit with him, there were times when he would be absent for most of the visit. Did he know that I was trying to reach him? Did he think to avoid it somehow?

      I pushed those thoughts away. Believing that Aron knew and didn’t want to be a part of what help I might have for him wasn’t anything I wanted to consider.

      “And I’ve shared everything that I know.”

      Magic built from her and instinctively, I placed a barrier around myself. I’d learned that I needed to protect myself around Sharon, as she could often reach out in an attack before I had a chance to respond. My best defense was to simply protect myself the moment I felt magic used around me.

      Her spell slipped over my barrier.

      “You defend yourself quickly these days.”

      “After everything that you’ve attempted with me, why wouldn’t I?”

      “Do you really believe that I would harm you?”

      I didn’t know if she would or not.

      Since I wasn’t a part of the mage council, and wasn’t even a mage, the consequences of her attacking me would be minimal. The rest of the council wouldn’t object to one of the council deciding that I represented the kind of threat they needed to eliminate. But with my grandmother serving on the council, I thought it unlikely that she would do anything that would really harm me.

      “I’m not willing to take that chance.”

      She cocked a brow at me, smiling.

      A test. That was all it had been.

      When it came to Sharon, everything seemed to be something of a test. Every interaction was designed to learn more about me and what I might be capable of doing.

      But then, wasn’t I getting the same benefit? With each interaction, I learned more about how quickly I could respond. Forming a barrier didn’t take that much energy—and less than it once had required. The more that I used my magic, the easier it came.

      “I still find it intriguing that you don’t use spells. Perhaps we should discuss that part of your magic today.”

      “It’s not that I can’t use spells,” I started, sweeping my gaze around the inside of the home but still not finding any sign of Aron, “it’s just that they don’t work for me the same way that they work for you.”

      “From what I’ve seen when you’ve tried to use spells, your magic is less effective.”

      There was that. When I tried to use the same type of magic as my grandparents, the spells didn’t work quite the way that theirs did. Even when trying spells like the dark mages used, I found my magic different enough that it wasn’t effective.

      “The spells give me an idea of what’s possible with my magic,” I said.

      “You wouldn’t know otherwise?”

      “I don’t know all that’s possible with magic.” As much as I wanted to be as capable as my grandparents, the type of magic they could do was above and beyond what I could do. Mage magic was different, and often times it was simply better. I couldn’t imagine repairing my home the way Aron had after it had been attacked, but maybe that was because my magic was typically doing the attacking.

      Sharon led me into the living room. It was a large room, much larger than mine, with two long sofas facing each other. A fireplace at one end crackled with a soft heat. There was no TV. The time I’d told Jen about this place and the lack of a TV, she’d asked what they pointed their sofas at.

      “Sit,” she said.

      “Where is he?”

      “Sit,” she said again.

      I perched on the edge of the cushion, not wanting to sink too deeply into it. They weren’t that comfortable anyway, not like the ones in Barden’s compound. Sharon disappeared for a moment and returned with a glass of red wine, handing it over. I took it carefully, glancing down to see if there was anything in it, though I doubted I would even know if she tried to poison me.

      Sharon snorted. “Do you think I would resort to something so simple as a poisoning?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “And if I did, what do you think your grandparents would do to me?”

      The idea of Gran and Gramps getting vengeance on my behalf was something that I once would have laughed at, but the more that I learned about them, the more that I realized they were far more capable than I had ever suspected. “I don’t know what they’d do to you. Maybe give you a stern talking to.”

      Sharon took a seat on the opposite sofa, leaning back and taking a long drink from her glass. “I’ve been researching various forms of magic to see what I can come up with.”

      “You’ve done that for a while.”

      “Yes, but I might have found something.”

      I stiffened, the wine glass halfway up to my lips. The one thing that I hoped to learn from Sharon and the council was about the type of magic I had. I knew it didn’t really matter, but that didn’t change the fact that I wanted to know. If I could discover what I was, then maybe I could get a better handle on how to use my magic—and why I had a connection to the other side of the Veil.

      “You see, it’s the connection to the Veil that troubles me the most.”

      “You and me both.”

      Sharon paused before taking another drink. “Yes. There aren’t many who can utilize the power found on the other side of the Veil, though there are spells that allow for it.”

      It had happened with me a few times. The first had been in the basilica when facing the gorgon, but then it had happened again when working with Barden to save him from the vampires. Whatever connection existed allowed me to draw magic that I should have no business drawing. It was almost the same as the type of magic that I could use when around someone who was dying.

      “Can you?”

      “If given enough time. The spell is complicated, as you must imagine.”

      “I don’t know anything about complicated spells.”

      “That’s right. You draw it without even knowing what you’re doing. Which is even more impressive.”

      I didn’t like where she was going with this line of conversation, but couldn’t help feeling curious about what she might have uncovered. “We both know that my mother was a mage. Considering her parents, she would have been a powerful mage.”

      “Likely. Had she remained with us, she would have been able to serve the council.”

      Serve? I suspect that had my mother not dabbled in the dangerous forms of magic like she did, she would have been able to sit on the council.

      “It’s your father that we need to understand.”

      “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.”

      “Of course not, but what we must look for are the ways that your magic works, trying to understand just what it is that you can do—and how that might be explained by magic we know exists on the other side of the Veil. Now, I have gone to the Seelie queen to see what she might—”

      I jolted to my feet, my wine splashing around the rim of my glass and dribbling down the side. I had half a mind to toss it at her. “You did what?”

      Sharon stared at me as if I were crazy. “I went to the Seelie queen. The council has an open line of communication with her within the neutral ground and I thought that since we weren’t getting anywhere here, that we could go and see what she might be able to offer.”

      I sunk back down onto the sofa, scooting back in the seat and taking a long drink. I’d gone to Solera for answers, brought there by Aron, but that hadn’t been effective, especially as Solera required a particular price for the knowledge she was willing to share. Would the Seelie queen require something similar? They were both fae, so it seemed to me that she would.

      “Unfortunately, she is indisposed, which means that my message will be delayed getting to her. I anticipate her sending word to me within a few days, but until such time.…”

      Sharon did nothing to hide the annoyance in her voice, and it was almost enough to make me smile. Of course one of the mage council would be annoyed by a fae queen ignoring her pleas for her help.

      “If Solera didn’t have answers, then what makes you think the Seelie queen would be any different?”

      Sharon glanced up at me. “What makes you think Solera doesn’t have answers? They might not be the answers that we want, but I suspect she has them.”

      I stared. Were I honest with myself, I suspected much the same. Solera didn’t like to share, not without a price, and after what I’d done and the way that I’d used her magic, I doubted she would be too inclined to help me at all. More likely than not, she would simply attack the moment I appeared. With her connection to magic on the other side of the Veil, I doubted I would be able to withstand that sort of attack. It would likely be nearly as powerful as facing one of the Great Ones.

      “I’ve been looking for what I can find on Odian,” I admitted.

      “Odian is dead. He has been for years. There is nothing you can find about him.”

      “Other than those who have followed him.”

      “Perhaps. We have seen no evidence of others who followed him. You would do better focusing your efforts a different way.” Sharon finished her drink and stood. Magic surged from her again and I braced for the possibility of an attack—another test—but it didn’t come. Instead, magic swept away from her, racing through the home, where it reverberated against a distant sense.

      It took a moment for me to realize that distant sense returned the connection to her. An answering call.

      Aron.

      That was what it had to be.

      The sense from him continued to build, nearing me until he stood in the doorway facing Sharon and saying nothing.

      He didn’t turn his attention to me.

      It pained me the way that it did every time I came to him, hoping to get some reaction out of him, but each time there was nothing. He would look over at me when prompted, but nothing more than that, as if he were a shell of the person he once had been.

      “Dr. Michaels is here to visit with you again,” Sharon said, turning to Aron.

      He slowly swiveled toward me. Every so often, there was a hint of the person that he’d been, enough that it left me hopeful that I would be able to reach him, but it faded quickly the longer that he stared at me.

      Getting to my feet, I stood in front of him, letting magic drift out from me, probing him the way that I did each time we came together. Much like the other times, there was nothing unusual. I had been using my magic to probe my patients on a regular basis and had gotten used to detecting when things weren’t quite right. With Aron, there was simply nothing.

      “Why don’t you take a seat,” I asked.

      Aron followed the directions, sitting without saying another word. Despite his size, much larger than either Sharon or me, he somehow seemed smaller on the sofa than either of us.

      Sharon watched for a moment before turning away. I never learned what she did when I worked with Aron, but it probably didn’t matter. As long as she stayed out of my way, I didn’t care what she decided to do.

      “How are you feeling today?”

      “No different than when you asked the last time, Dr. Michaels.”

      Dr. Michaels, and not Kate. When we’d first met, he had called me Dr. Michaels, but over the months that we’d gotten to know each other, and when we had both begun to think there could be something more between us, he had begun to call me by my first name. It pained me the same way it did each time, especially the emptiness that was in his voice that had never been there before. Even when he had called me Dr. Michaels before, he had done so in a way that had carried a sense of warmth.

      “Do you mind if I try reaching you with magic again?”

      “Like you did just a moment ago?”

      I nodded. “I was looking for any signs of injury.”

      “Is that what doctors do?”

      I couldn’t tell whether he was genuinely asking or whether he was challenging me. “Doctors who have a connection to magic do it. It gives me a chance to know if there is anything more taking place, and if there is—”

      “You would use magic to heal?”

      “I don’t have that sort of connection to my magic. I can heal somewhat, but most mages like yourself don’t need for someone like me to offer any healing.”

      I waited, half hoping that he would remember the times that I had helped him. He was an archer—the archer—and incredibly skilled, but that didn’t make him immune to attacks. With the sort of things we’d faced over the last year or so, I gathered that he was in danger far more than he was accustomed to.

      When he said nothing, I took a deep breath. Noise from the kitchen nearby caught my attention and I glanced over. One of the things that I’d read about when it came to treating amnesia patients involved familiarity. That was part of the reason that I had been coming, hoping that he would find me familiar, even if we hadn’t spent that much time together before the injury.

      There was something else I could try.

      Standing, I reached for him and took his hands. He didn’t resist.

      I pulled him into the kitchen. Whoever had been here was now gone, leaving us alone. The kitchen was enormous, the kind of chef’s kitchen people who enjoyed cooking—something I most definitely did not—would be thrilled by. An enormous Wolf oven was nearly twice as wide as the oven in my condo. A gleaming marble counter was completely clean. A section of butcher block waited for someone who knew what they were doing to hop in and start cooking.

      “Have you cooked anything recently?” I asked.

      Aron frowned. “And why would I? The councilor has an excellent cook.”

      It was one more thing that he didn’t remember. Before he’d gotten into magic, Aron had been a chef. From what he’d made for me, I knew him to be a good chef. Would getting him back into the kitchen bring that out?

      “There are some who think that cooking and baking are calming.” Not me, but Aron didn’t need to know that now. If he ever regained his memories, he’d remember that about me. “I just thought that we could work on something together.”

      “What would you like us to work on?”

      “Is there anything you would like to try?”

      There was a pause, long enough that I thought that maybe he might come out of this. “No.”

      I pushed back the frustration. “You once told me how you’d been a chef. Do you remember that?”

      Aron faced me. “I serve the council.”

      It was the common refrain, and it had been ever since he had nearly died. With everything that he had forgotten, it was the one thing he had not. That and how to perform most magic. Not all, strange as that seemed. There were spells that Sharon had tested him on that he had forgotten, spells that I knew Aron knew how to use.

      “You can serve the council and still know how to cook,” I said.

      He frowned at me again. “If this is part of your healing, then let’s get on with it.”

      I wanted to sigh, but there wasn’t anything for me to say.

      There wasn’t much I knew how to cook well, though I could make chocolate chip cookies. It was the recipe on the bag of chips. I’d long since memorized it, but they turned out great and maybe the two of us could find some way to work together by making them.

      As Aron watched me, the hollowness evident in the way that he looked at me, I wondered if that were even possible. Would I ever have that connection to him again, or had it been lost forever, dead in a way that he wasn’t quite though it almost felt as if he were?
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      I stepped on the gas, steering the car around the block. I drove quickly, though not as quickly as I once would have traveled when riding with Aron. I didn’t have the same reckless abandon he willingly demonstrated when taking me around the city. I also didn’t have as fancy a car as he always managed to drive. Not that the car I had bought was terrible. As a physician nearing the end of her residency, I didn’t struggle with getting enough credit to buy a nice used car, and I had picked up a gently used BMW 3 series.

      It seemed Aron had rubbed off on me far more than I had realized. The seats were comfortable, the leather soft. The engine hummed and responded with just the lightest tap on the gas. And it was mine, the first time I had ever owned a car. Each time I got in, tapping the ignition button, I couldn’t help but be reminded of the times I had traveled with Aron. Maybe that was part of the reason I’d chosen this particular car. Maybe there was a part of me that had wanted to have something that might remind him of who he was when I pulled up at the council home that now housed him. So far, it hadn’t worked.

      There was some advantage in having my own car. I didn’t have to ask every time I needed to travel somewhere, not the way I once had. Jen had always been willing to allow me to borrow her car, but I’m sure she got tired of the frequent requests.

      And without the car, I wouldn’t have been able to pursue the strange sense of magic that I had been following throughout the city since the attack on the vampires, the sense that I’d chased ever since beginning my search for Odian, determined to find out more about him—and what he had to do with my mother.

      It was a subtle sense, and I focused mostly on looking for its origin. My connection to magic was strong enough that I should be able to find whoever was using the magic around me, but often I neared and came up with nothing. It was part of the reason I searched most nights, circling throughout the city, trying to find some way of coming up with the origin of the magic. It had to be out there, but where?

      I didn’t have to do this search on my own. I had already been told by both my grandparents and by members of the Dark Council that I could have their help. But then, the Dark Council and the mage council had begun to merge. It was happening slowly, but then, years of distrust made anything more rapid than that unsustainable. Most members of the Dark Council still weren’t sure what to make of the mage council and their sudden willingness to incorporate them.

      A tingling sense trailed along my spine as I headed north.

      I followed the sense, waiting for the moment that it might grow weaker. When it did, that was when I needed to turn, trying to find where it would strengthen.

      It continued to grow stronger.

      The cold sensation along my spine suggested magic, and it was different enough than the sense of death that I didn’t think that was what I picked up on, though it was possible that it was. For all I knew, the sense that I encountered now was that of death, though it shouldn’t be.

      Sirens blared in the distance.

      I wished that I had some other way of knowing just what I was feeling. There was no one who could teach me. The mages I had spoken to all attempted to show me different spells, but my magic was not tied into spells. It was more about intent and power and using it in that way. If I had enough control over it, maybe it wouldn’t matter that I had a tendency toward destructive magic. If I were able to use it in such a way that I could control my intent and focus it, maybe I would have been able to help the mother and baby without risking both of them by operating on them.

      I continued north, past a Target teeming with people. It was one of the big Targets, the kind with the grocery store, and as I continued past it, I realized that the pull of magic came from the store.

      Was Target now selling magical items?

      Target was a Minneapolis-based retailer, and considering how much magic was situated within the city, all tied into the ley lines, I guess I shouldn’t be terribly surprised that there would be something magical within the stores, though I’d been to Target often enough over the years that I would have thought I would have picked up on any sense of magic from the store before.

      I pulled into the parking lot and started to circle it slowly.

      Maybe it wasn’t in the store itself but within the parking lot.

      One of the workers was pushing carts back into the store, using that motorized thing they had, and he shot me an irritated look as I tried to move past. He ignored my attempt at getting around him and took his time.

      Rather than getting frustrated and annoyed, I sat, focusing on the sense of magic.

      Was it getting weaker?

      I couldn’t tell.

      If only I could figure out a way of mastering directionality. If I could do that, then I wouldn’t need to rely upon circling blocks—or parking lots—like I still had to do.

      As I stopped at the crosswalk leading toward the store entrance, a surge of magic caught my attention.

      It wasn’t within the store. That much I could tell, but where was it?

      When the crosswalk was clear, I continued on, finishing my circuit of the lot.

      The sense of magic had faded, becoming less distinct than it was before.

      Which meant that whatever I had been following had begun to disappear.

      Someone had been using magic in the parking lot. I was certain of it. And if I could no longer pick up on it, it suggested they weren’t here anymore.

      More than that, it was the type of magic I had picked up on that had been unique enough, reminding me of the rune magic—the sort of magic I was trying to better understand. I might not be able to find Odian—from all reports I’d been able to uncover, he was long gone—but I could find others who had worked with him. If I did, then maybe I would begin to understand just what had been taking place throughout the city and why that magic had been responsible for instigating the various failures to the Veil. I was certain it was related, though others on the council—including my grandparents—weren’t quite as convinced.

      I pulled back out, and decided to travel north again. That had been the direction I had been following, and maybe whoever had been in the parking lot had continued to go in that direction. If not, then I would be driving aimlessly.

      It didn’t have to be like that. I could go to the council, continue to work with Aron, and see if there was any way that I could help him. I hated failing, and I hated even more failing when someone I cared about needed my help.

      What I needed was to figure out what else I might be able to do to help Aron.

      There was a way, but I had so far avoided it. It involved going to the one person who I thought might have the knowledge I needed, but also remained angry at me for what I had done to her the last time we had interacted. I doubted Solera would offer me any help, and even if she did, there were likely to be strings attached to it, the kind of strings that I had been advised to be careful with.

      I drove for a while, but the sense of magic didn’t return, not the way that I needed to. But another sense replaced it.

      This was magic, but it was more of a typical magic. Mage magic. I focused on it, straining to see if I could pick up on the sense, and found myself weaving along side streets in a northern suburb. There were times like now that I wished I had the mage ability to track spells, but this wasn’t an ability of tracking any spell that I had placed. This was the ability to track magic, and a general form of magic, at that.

      I continued to weave through the streets, and as I did, another burst of magic caught my attention. It bloomed not far from me.

      For some reason, I was aware of that, along with how powerful the magic user that I suddenly detected had to be.

      Magic continued to bloom, a continuous sense of it.

      It was a spell, I was certain of it, and it lingered. The power behind it was incredible for it to be able to linger in such a way and for so long.

      I pulled my car off to the side. An enormous sports complex, all soccer fields, stretched in front of me. The sense of magic came from somewhere in there.

      Jogging across the fields, feeling the crunch of frozen grass beneath my boots, I pulled my winter coat tighter around my shoulders. This was a mistake. If something happened out here, no one would know where I’d gone. It was deep enough into the winter that there was no way for me to get safely out of here.

      And then, maybe that shouldn’t be my goal.

      I pulled out my cell phone, punching in 911, just in case it came down to it. I wasn’t going to be reckless. I needed to be prepared for the possibility that whoever was here wouldn’t be glad to see me. I could feel their magic, so I knew someone definitely was here, and I didn’t want to get caught by some powerful mage just because I was chasing down information about what had happened to Aron.

      I rounded a corner and a large expanse of empty grass greeted me. Smoke sizzled in the air.

      Considering how cold it was, I thought it might be steam at first, but it was smoke.

      I approached carefully, wrapping magic around me in a barrier, prepared for the possibility that I might need to lash out with it. There was no one, nothing other than the sense of smoke and the possibility that someone was here, though where had they gone?

      I approached slowly.

      A circle had been burned into the field. Mixed within the circle were other symbols—runes. I had seen similar runes before, but they had been placed on vampires and their familiars, stealing magic from mages. This was something else, though I didn’t really understand what purpose there might be in having runes placed out here.

      I walked around it, tracing my own foot slowly through the grass, letting it crunch beneath my boots. Cold began to creep inside my coat, though it was a cold that came from the outside temperature and not from the spell, though the cold from the spell persisted.

      It was powerful, even in this residual form, but why?

      I finished circling the spell, and without meaning to, I pushed some power into the circle. Magic surged, though I don’t know if I did it consciously or not. I’d not made the circle intentionally, much like I’d not made a circle when I’d stolen Solera’s power. Circles were the most basic magical shapes and they augmented power, concentrating it.

      My power concentrated here, and in doing so, I cut off the connection to the other spell. With a surge, it disappeared, and so did the cold I felt along my spine.

      That wasn’t what I’d planned on doing, but now that I had, it gave me the opportunity to examine the spell and see what purpose there was for it. There had to be some reason for it, a reason for it to have been placed out here, of all places.

      Glancing up at the night sky, I noticed that stars twinkled overhead. The moon was full and a few clouds drifted in front of it, making for an ominous feeling. We were far enough north that lights from the city didn’t obscure the rest of the night. And it was remote enough—though still close to the Cities—that there weren’t that many buildings around.

      Why here?

      Anything could be used to create power. I’d seen that in the short time that I’d been a part of the magical world. And in the Twin Cities, there were enough places with a greater connection to the deeper parts of magic, that which connected more solidly to the other side of the Veil, that I didn’t know why one place would be more prominent than another. There might be a very good reason someone would place a spell here, but I just didn’t know it. Magic flickered nearby and I glanced up.

      Someone approached. Moonlight reflected off metal.

      I shifted my connection, maintaining a hold on the circle but now adding a barrier that surrounded me. From what I’d heard from those who would know about such things, splitting my magic in such a way was difficult. There was a measure of difficulty for me, but I think because I hadn’t known that it was supposed to be difficult, I had simply done it.

      The person came into view.

      He had dark brown hair left a little long. A sharp jaw and nose. An otherwise athletic build. And a sword.

      “What are you doing here?” the man asked.

      He had a deep voice with a bit of a Southern twang. I kept my barrier in place, but I also didn’t want to lose the connection to the circle I held around the spell. Until I knew the purpose of it, I didn’t want to unleash a spell like that out here.

      “I would ask you the same thing. Who are you?”

      “You would dare question a knight of the council?”

      Great. This was about to get interesting. That didn’t fully explain the sword, though. Archers generally carried swords that they used to fight demons, not the knights. The knights had always had a task of hunting dark magic users. I hadn’t learned what they did now that the council had begun to align itself with the Dark Council.

      “I would dare. Put your sword away and I’ll lower my shielding.”

      The man frowned, his brow knitting. “I think you have this wrong. It’s you who will be taking orders from me, not the other way around.”

      “Listen. I don’t know who you are, but I’m the grand—”

      Magic surged from him—but also from behind me.

      I barely had a chance to fortify my barrier. An attack spell struck the barrier before fizzling out. My barrier surged into place, surprisingly stout, almost as if drawing power from…

      I glanced down.

      The shape of the rune caught my attention, almost as if I should recognize it. My circle held it in place, and it wasn’t until now that I realized that my circle seemed to take very little energy to hold.

      There had been a few times where I’d felt similar connections, but why would I be able to reach the power on the other side of the Veil here, of all places?

      It had to be the rune.

      At least now I knew what it did, but not why.

      And I could use it, especially if the knight intended to act.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” I asked. I didn’t dare move. Staying inside the circle allowed me to connect to this power, which was what I needed until I dealt with this mage—and the other. “Where is your friend?”

      “What friend?” The mage held another spell ready—I could feel it—and had his sword gripped as if he intended to attack. I could hold my barrier in place to stop him, but it might come down to stopping him. That meant the kind of attack I didn’t really want to use on someone who actually served the council.

      “You’re not alone, so he or she might as well reveal themselves.”

      “What makes you think I’m not alone?”

      I shot him an annoyed look, though I didn’t know if he could see it in the darkness. “Look at this situation. You sent a reasonably powerful spell in my direction that did nothing. I don’t know what you thought you were doing, but clearly it wasn’t effective. And I’m holding you back with a simple barrier.”

      “Which will fail in time.”

      “Will it? I don’t know what kind of knight you think you are, but I doubt you have much experience. If you did, you would have let me finish telling you who I was.”

      Magic surged again, though it was different.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Now who’s out there?”

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I turned slowly toward the sound of Darvish’s voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I would ask you the same, but seeing as how you’re facing two knights of the council, I think the better question is whether you are safe.”

      “Do I look like I’m not safe?”

      Darvish strode forward, the sense of magic swirling around him. It was powerful and I didn’t have to know how to use his kind of magic to know that he probably held a barrier spell of some kind. “And now you have Macon Frond facing you.”

      “Macon is almost as bad as Darvish,” I said.

      “Darvish is an excellent name.” He stalked around the circle, glancing briefly at the rune, before facing Macon. “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you protecting her?” Macon asked.

      Darvish laughed darkly. “If you knew anything about her, you would know that she doesn’t need any help.” He twisted suddenly, raising his hand, and a lance of bluish light streaked away. “Tell Jamison he needs to come out or I’ll send another, and the next won’t be quite as friendly.”

      “You think you can walk around all cocky now that the council deemed your kind safe?”

      Darvish leaned toward him. A spell crackled off him. “That’s exactly what I think. If you want to return the councils to war, be my guest, but there’s a reason you never got close to me.”

      Damn, but this was about to get explosive and I wasn’t going to stand by while Darvish—someone I would actually feel bad seeing hurt—started fighting with Macon. I didn’t know either of the knights, but given Macon’s quick spell release, I suspected I knew what kind of person he was: fight first and ask questions later.

      I wrapped Macon in a barrier, silencing his yelp. When Jamison sent a surge of magic out, I used that to locate him and did the same with him.

      “Alright. That’s enough out of both of you.” I dragged Jamison forward so that I could see him. He was fat and balding, and sort of reminded me of the machinist from the hospital. Deeply sunken eyes glared at me. Unlike Macon, he didn’t seem to be carrying a sword. “I will hold you both like this if you’re going to act like children. And as I was starting to say,” I said, shooting Macon a hard glare, “I’m Cyn Michaels’s granddaughter, so if you want to attack me, make certain you can handle whatever she might throw at you.”

      Jamison paled and it was to Macon’s credit that he said nothing, showing no sign of discomfort at the fact that I held him the way that I did—or that he’d attacked a family member of the council.

      “Now, will anyone tell me what’s going on?”

      Darvish chuckled. “I’d say you’re what’s going on.”

      “I’m what?”

      “You’re drawing from the other side of the Veil. That attracts attention. It’s the reason I’m here, and I suspect it’s the reason they are here as well.”

      “I didn’t place this rune, if that’s what you’re trying to get at. It was already here and I only placed a circle around it to try and contain whatever was happening here.” I still wanted to know what was happening. If someone was strong enough to place a rune like this, they were the kind of person who could be dangerous. And maybe it was one of Odian’s followers.

      “I doubt you did, but it is an impressive spell.”

      “I don’t do spells,” I said.

      “You do something, and that’s what we’re picking up on.” Darvish leaned over Macon, a wide sneer on his face. “Imagine what I could do with you like this?”

      “Darvish—”

      He straightened, wiping his hands on his jacket, and shrugged. “I didn’t say that I would do anything, only what I could.”

      “That’s not any better.”

      “It feels better to me.”

      I imagined that it did, especially considering everything Darvish had been through over the years. Much of his magical life had been lived running, hiding the dark magic he practiced, trying to ensure the council didn’t find him and burn it out of him. In that way, I understood what he had gone through all too well. There had been years where I had feared the same, to the point where I had avoided my magic at all, not wanting to risk using it and attracting the attention of the council. Didn’t I feel better knowing that I was no longer hiding that part of myself? It had to be even more significant for Darvish and others like him.

      It was a wonder that there wasn’t more fighting amongst the various magical factions. And a measure of the control Barden had over them.

      “Do you recognize this rune?” I asked, forcing his attention back onto me.

      “No, other than what it does.”

      “And it connects to the other side of the Veil?”

      He nodded. “The requirements for placing this are complex.”

      There was a measure of respect in his voice. “You can’t do it?”

      “Not something like that.”

      It was even more evidence that this might be the work of Odian’s followers, but why? And for what purpose? There had to be some reason for it, though without having Aron around, it was possible that I wouldn’t be able to figure it out. These knights were likely to report to the council, but that didn’t mean that I would be privy to the details of the conversation. Even Gran and Gramps weren’t likely to share all that much with me.

      “Have you seen anything like it before?” I asked.

      Darvish looked up at me, frowning deeply. “You don’t know?”

      “Know what?”

      “I thought that with you here, you must have been following these, but perhaps you don’t really know.”

      “Darvish—”

      “This isn’t the first time this spell has appeared, Dr. Michaels. There have been others—quite a few others—and they’ve been popping up all over the city.”
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      The small shack set in the middle of the field would have been out of place anywhere else, but out here, in the middle of nowhere, with nothing other than fields of long-ago harvested corn, it simply was strange. I glanced over at Darvish, looking to see what he might say, but he remained silent.

      A cold wind gusted, whipping around my hair, and I wrapped my coat more tightly against me. I wasn’t dressed for the weather and wished that I would have taken time to go back home and change, perhaps pulling on long underwear or some sort of additional base layer that might better protect me.

      “Why out here?”

      “Because the rest of the council won’t come out here.”

      “I didn’t think you worried about the rest of the council.”

      “We don’t, other than the fact that they haven’t been the most forthcoming with us.”

      “The council was supposed to involve you.”

      “Just because you required that as a price doesn’t mean that they willingly have decided to work with us,” Darvish said, glancing over at me.

      It was something I would need to talk with Sharon about. I had hoped that the two councils would find a way to work together, but doing so was anathema to how they had operated for centuries. It was a marvel that they had managed to stay functional as long as they had. And it was a testament to just how determined the mages of the Dark Council had been. They had managed to survive despite everything that the mage council had intended to do to them.

      “What did you uncover out here?” I asked, deciding that it might be better just to change the topic. When it came to the mage council, members of the Dark Council felt much the same way as those on the mage council felt about them. Maybe I was naïve to think that we could somehow figure out a way for them to work together. I didn’t want to think like that, but they had proven unwilling to do anything other than continue to argue.

      “You’ll see.”

      We reached the small shack. The path leading up to it was well worn, with the dirt hard packed beneath my boots. Darvish gripped the door and the spell built from him, washing through the door to unlock it. How many protections would they have placed on it?

      I smiled to myself. Probably enough that it would deter the mage council from venturing out here. If I knew anything about the Dark Council, it would be that they had some way of convincing the mage council to avoid looking in this direction. And if the council didn’t come this way, then the dark mages would be relatively safe.

      He pushed the door open. Two others were inside, and they both glanced up when we entered.

      A dark-skinned woman with short black hair sat behind a narrow table. A stack of books on top of the table were pushed off to one side, and she had a sheet of paper in front of her that she took notes on. The computer angled off to the side cast a soft glow. The other person was an older man with close-cropped hair and a sharp nose. His cheeks were ruddy despite the warmth within the shack. He crouched over the center of the ground, looking down at it.

      “What are you doing here, Darvish?” the woman asked.

      “I’m allowed to be here, Florence.”

      “Does Barden know that you’re here?”

      Darvish straightened and clasped his hands behind his back, squeezing them. What sort of irritation was there between this woman and Darvish? I’d never seen him not getting along with members of the Dark Council, so this hint of antagonism surprised me.

      “If you would question anything, feel free. Make sure you tell Barden that I’m here with Dr. Kate Michaels.”

      For a moment, I thought that would be the end of it, but the woman picked up the phone and punched in a message. I couldn’t see exactly what was she typed, but the response came quickly, and she frowned as she stared at it before setting her phone down.

      “My apologies.”

      Darvish relaxed. “This is similar to the marking we just found,” Darvish said, turning to me.

      “You found another?” the man asked.

      Darvish joined him, staring at the ground. It was only then that I realized that a similar spell had been formed on the ground much like we had just encountered. There were some features that were different, though not many. For the most part, it was a circular pattern, with other shapes bound within it. Power radiated from it, and now that I was aware of it, I realized that power came from the containment spell around it.

      The Dark Council was holding the spell in place.

      “There was another outside of downtown,” Darvish said.

      “That’s a bit of an understatement,” I said. “We were practically to Blaine.”

      The man frowned, standing up and scratching at his jawline. “There aren’t that many in the northern suburbs. We’ve found them in many of the southern suburbs.”

      “How many have you found?” I asked.

      “So far, there have been seven,” Darvish said. “And that includes the one we found tonight.”

      “You mean the one I found tonight.”

      “I think we can both agree that I would have come across it either way.”

      “But the knights were there first.”

      “Knights?” Florence asked.

      “There were knights, but Dr. Michaels kindly ensured that they were no longer a threat.”

      “You attacked knights?” The question was directed more toward Darvish than to me.

      “I did nothing,” Darvish said. “And they attacked her first. Considering who she is, they will have much more to answer for than I.”

      “And who is she?”

      “I’ve already told you who she is,” Darvish said.

      “You told me her name, but that does nothing to tell me who she is.”

      “She is—”

      “What are you doing?” Florence snapped.

      I looked up. I had stepped across the spell and now stood in the center of the pattern placed on the ground. Now that I was here, I could feel the contours of it. It was strange, and I wasn’t entirely certain how it was that I was able to determine that connection, but I was aware of it, almost intricately so, enough that I thought I could re-create it if I had to. I doubted I would have the necessary strength to add power to it, not the way that this spell obviously had been, but I did have an idea of what the pattern did.

      “I was just trying to see what this might do,” I said.

      Florence glared at Darvish before standing and coming around the back of her desk. “If you disrupt it…”

      “I don’t have any intention of disrupting it,” I said. “Does it connect to the other side of the Veil?” I asked Darvish.

      “We think so, but the pattern is a little different than the last. And to be honest, I didn’t know that it connected to the other side of the Veil until you found the last one.”

      “Wait. This connects to the other side of the Veil?” the man asked.

      “Easy, Bernard. It’s not as if you were forming this spell yourself.” Florence pushed him up to the side and he just stared at me.

      “Dr. Michaels uncovered the nature of the spell when we found the last one,” Darvish said.

      “And how did she manage to uncover that?”

      “Because she is a powerful mage,” Darvish said.

      The fact that he didn’t share more about me told me something about this woman, though maybe it was a matter of competition more than anything else. Could it be that Darvish felt threatened by her?

      “It feels similar, though it’s different,” I said.

      “How different?” Florence asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “I don’t know how to describe it. The power within the spell is subtle, and I can feel it rolling across my senses.” Could I use that power the same way I had used the power coming from the other spell? Would I be able to add to it, confine it and draw from it?

      When I had done that with the last one, I had done so without knowing exactly what I was doing, but I worried that attempting to do so again would be dangerous. Especially if I didn’t know what the intent of the spell might be. If nothing else, working around magic should have taught me caution. There were enough strange and dangerous spells that I had learned to be careful with my use of magic around them. If I didn’t, it was entirely possible that I might end up damaged by them, the same way the gorgon had damaged Darvish.

      I stepped to the edge of the pattern and began to make a circle around it.

      “What are you doing?” Florence asked, reaching for me.

      I ignored her, continuing my circle. It didn’t have to be a significant circle. All it had to be was enough to add a connection to my magic, and once I did, I could see exactly what this spell might do. With a growing surge of energy, I could feel the power flowing through the spell and out through me.

      I held on to it, trying not to use too much of the power at one time, still uncertain about exactly what this spell might do. I doubted it was nearly as benign as what Barden had done when he had used a connection to the other side of the Veil.

      “What can you tell?” Darvish asked.

      “There’s power, but…” As I continued to hold it, drawing it through me, it seemed as if there was something different about it. I couldn’t tell exactly what it was, only that the type of power coming from it was different.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Darvish asked.

      “What?”

      “You are starting to swell,” he said.

      I looked down, and he was right. There was a strange bloat to my arms. I ran my fingers along my arms, feeling tingling along my skin. Cold began to creep up my back.

      It wasn’t just from magic. The cold creeping on my back came from the sense of death, and it was strong enough that it was near.

      Me.

      Shit. I released the connection to the spell, but it didn’t separate from me. Power continued to draw out of the circle, flowing into me, and as it did, cold raced along my spine.

      “Darvish, I need you to separate me from this power.”

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      “Whatever it’s doing is killing me. I need you to separate me from it before it finishes the job.” My throat had begun to swell. If this weren’t a magical attack, I would suspect an allergic reaction, possibly anaphylaxis. If I were in the ER, epinephrine and antihistamines would be needed.

      Attempting to separate from the magic failed. Could I cut it off from myself? I could use the draw of the magic from death, but it was my death, and I didn’t think that would work to save me. Even if it did, what would become of me?

      “I’m not sure I can do that,” Darvish said.

      “You have to try. I can’t…”

      I couldn’t talk. As much as I might want to try, no words came out. My mouth was swollen. My body ached. The spell was reacting negatively with me.

      What had I done?

      It was stupid trying to use a spell without knowing what it might do. I knew better than that, and I shouldn’t have even attempted this, but I had made the mistake of thinking I would reach for power on the other side of the Veil.

      My heart began to hammer. If Darvish was unable to separate this from me, I would be the reason behind my own downfall.

      Darvish stared. He hesitated barely a moment, but then magic built.

      He swirled his hands in a pattern and then pointed them at me. Magic burst, and it disrupted the connection holding on to me, but it also disrupted the spell on the ground.

      The cold sense along my spine began to abate. I took a deep breath, my throat already opening up once again. Thankfully, I shared one piece of mage magic, and that was the ability to heal myself. Without that, I wasn’t sure what was going to happen.

      I stumbled forward, getting out of the center of the circle, wanting nothing to do with it. Darvish grabbed me, propping me up, and I looked up at him.

      “Am I still swollen?”

      “It’s improving,” he said.

      I took another deep breath, the swelling in my throat better than it had been. Thankfully it was improving, and I was hopeful that in a little longer, it would be completely improved.

      Testing my connection to magic, I felt for it, thankful that it remained present. I had worried that whatever the allergic reaction to this spell had been would somehow separate me from my magic. That connection was still there.

      I breathed out in a quick sigh. There was a time when I hadn’t wanted anything to do with my own magic, but that time was long since gone. Now that I had invested myself into the magical world, I wanted to continue to be a part of it, and the more that I was, the longer that I remained connected to the magical world, the more that I felt as if I needed to be a part of it. As if what I could do was somehow helpful.

      “What happened?” Florence asked.

      “I’m not entirely sure,” I said. I stared at the ground, but Darvish’s spell had changed the pattern, disrupting it enough that it no longer carried with it the same sense of power as it had before. Had I gotten lucky?

      Or could the slight differences in the patterns make that much of an impact with how I connected to magic?

      “I thought you said it connected you to power on the other side of the Veil,” Florence said.

      “That’s just it. It did. That power was there, but…”

      “But what?” she challenged.

      “But I wonder if I might not have been meant to use it.” I looked over at Darvish. He frowned, his attention focused on the ground, staring at it.

      “We don’t really know what these were for,” Bernard said. “Because someone decided to remove the only person who might have an answer.”

      My gaze followed his, drifting to the far side of the room. There, covered by a blanket, had to be a body. I started toward it, but Darvish caught my arm.

      “Don’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “You don’t want to see that.”

      “I’m sure I’ve seen worse. I am an ER doctor after all.”

      “I’m well aware of that fact, but this is particularly gruesome. They put up a fight trying to place the pattern, and…”

      “Just one person?”

      “Here, but there have been enough of them, and all with nearly the same structure,” Florence said.

      Which meant others with an ability to use runes. “But that’s what I was trying to get at. The structure might appear the same, but it’s not. It’s similar. The spell here was just a little different than the one that was on the soccer field.”

      “A soccer field?” Bernard asked. He glanced from me to Darvish. “Why would there be a pattern like this on a soccer field?”

      “The same reason there’s one out in the middle of the cornfield,” I said.

      “Here we are closer to—”

      Florence silenced him with a hard stare.

      “Closer to what?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Florence said.

      “I think I will worry about it, especially as I was very nearly attacked by it.”

      “Because you were foolish enough to attempt to use magic you shouldn’t have. There’s a reason we were studying it. We were trying to understand it.”

      I glanced over at her computer and saw a series of patterns on screen. There were nearly a dozen, and all of them were similar to what we had encountered here, but none were quite the same.

      “Where did you get that?”

      Florence stared at me.

      “Where?”

      Darvish turned to me. “You have to understand, Dr. Michaels, that after the last attack, Barden was most interested in understanding what had been done to us.”

      “With the runes?”

      “The runes. The way the vampires were able to leach power off of us. All of that. We do not want the same thing happening again. It was hard enough nearly losing Barden once, and I wasn’t about to have the same thing happen once again.”

      “Well?”

      “Well what?” Darvish asked.

      “Well, did you find anything?”

      “Not so far. They have records of patterns, but it seems as if even the mage council wasn’t entirely certain what to make of them.”

      “No, because there was someone there who was something of a rune master but also something of a dangerous mage. A man named Odian.”

      “How do you know of Odian?” Florence asked.

      “You know of him?”

      Florence tapped on the stack of books and sorted through them until she reached one. She pulled it out and flipped through the pages. “When Barden instructed us to understand the runes, we came across several volumes of likely knowledgeable sources, but most of them are sparse. Every so often, we come across a particular marking, and it’s consistent, though we don’t understand the meaning behind it.”

      “What is it about the marking that you identify?”

      “We identify a name.”

      She tapped on the corner of one and switched books, opening another. This one was old, the pages faded, written in a strange yellowish ink. She tapped on another marking. It was similar to the last, but everything else around it was enough different that I could tell they weren’t the same. She headed to the computer and started scrolling through images before stopping and pointing to one, and then another. With each one, I thought I understood.

      “You think these were made by Odian?”

      “No. I think these call to Odian.”

      “Call to?” I glanced from Florence to Darvish. “How do these call to him?”

      “It’s the nature of the patterns. Some of them are basic, and all of them are difficult for us to understand exactly what it is that is intended by them, but one thing that we have been able to determine is that each of these patterns has an intention to it. The single marking, the one we suspect is tied to Odian, is linked to the rest of it.”

      “What do you mean linked?”

      “I mean that the power seems to call to it. Linking to it. I’m not exactly sure what else to say about it.”

      I looked over to the now-disrupted pattern, and a thought occurred to me. “Was Odian responsible for these?” Sharon said he was dead, but what if he wasn’t?

      “Probably not him, but one of his followers,” Florence said.

      The same people I’d been trying—and failing—to find. “You don’t know?”

      “These are much more complicated. We have them running through an algorithm trying to decipher the rune and tie it to others, but have been unable to do so.”

      “Was there anything here that you thought was linked to Odian?”

      “Now we won’t know, will we?” she asked.

      “What about the others?”

      “The mage council has disrupted most of the others,” Darvish said.

      “Not the one on the soccer field.”

      “That one was different.”

      “Why different?”

      “Because it seems as if it were incomplete. I suspect that you managed to get there before whoever placed the pattern was able to finish it.”

      “Why would the mage council not want to study these?”

      “Because the mage council does as they always have. They attack before they have a chance to try and understand.”

      I couldn’t even argue with him. When the knights had come across me, they had simply attacked rather than attempting to try and understand what was taking place. Maybe they didn’t care, or maybe they were afraid. With all of the changes that had been taking place recently, I could understand the mages feeling uncertain about their place within the new alliance.

      “Then we have to be ready for the next one.”

      “And if there isn’t a next one?” Florence asked.

      I looked down at the now-disrupted rune. I couldn’t help but feel as if there would be a next one. Regardless of what had happened already, there was a purpose behind these, and if they were meant as some way of linking to Odian, then we needed to figure out what purpose that might be and why they seemed to draw power from the other side of the Veil.

      “You never answered why here,” I said, looking at Darvish.

      “Because this place, like all of the others, has a proximity to the ley lines underlying the city.”

      I stared at the disrupted ground. The ley lines stretched all the way out here? I suppose that shouldn’t surprise me, but it did. When I looked up, I met Darvish’s gaze. “Whoever is doing this knows exactly what they are doing.”

      “They know, but within Minneapolis, there are quite a few ley lines running beneath the city. Enough that we can’t monitor everywhere,” Darvish said.

      They couldn’t do it by themselves, but if they could somehow convince the council to work together, the way that I had wanted them to, then perhaps we could monitor for attempts at reaching the ley lines.

      And once we did, once we figured out who was placing them, then we would have to figure out why.

      And if everything worked out, maybe we could reach the followers of Odian and maybe—just maybe—I could find out what happened to my mother.
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      Resting my hand on the door, I sent a surge of magic through it. It was a habit that I’d gotten into, and the protections placed upon my doorway were familiar to me. They were a reminder of what I’d lost, and each time I encountered them, each time I felt that familiar surge of power, I couldn’t help but feel sadness at getting nowhere with Aron. As much as I tried, there was nothing left within him, certainly nothing that I thought should be there. His mind was gone, broken, stolen from him.

      And unfortunately, it seemed as if nothing I was going to do would get him answers.

      “Kate?”

      I turned my head slowly and forced a smile at Marvin. He was an older man who lived down the hall from me and liked to check in on me. He hadn’t stopped by nearly as often as he used to, and I never pushed, figuring that there was a good reason for it, but a part of me actually missed having Marvin stop by.

      “Hey there, Marvin. How are you?”

      “Oh, you know. The usual struggles with work. It’s been awfully busy down at the post office, especially as we get into this time of year.”

      “I imagine you’re starting to sort holiday cards.”

      “They come earlier and earlier each year. Sometimes I wish people would just send them online.”

      “I’m sure the card companies don’t want that,” I said, smiling. I didn’t take my hand off the door, maintaining the connection to the protections within it. It took little more than a trickle of magic, nothing that Marvin would be able to detect.

      “I’m sure they don’t, and to be honest, I don’t either. If they did, I might be out of a job. It’ll probably happen sooner than later anyway. Machines are taking over everything these days.”

      “Aren’t you getting close to retirement?”

      “I’m not sure that I can retire. What would I do with myself?”

      “I imagine you could find a hobby to work on.” I wasn’t sure what sort of hobbies Marvin had anyway, but no one needed to work indefinitely, and since he worked for the government, he would have a pension that he could fall back on.

      “I really should look into a hobby,” Marvin said. “What sort of things do you like to do?”

      “Right now, I am mostly focused on finishing up with my residency.”

      “And then what’s your plan?”

      “I haven’t fully decided.”

      “I hope you decide to stick around here,” Marvin said.

      “Is that right?”

      “It’s been nice having you around. Most of these units are owned by us older types. Having an infusion of a little younger blood helps the rest of us feel a little bit younger.”

      “I think if you ask Mrs. Marbles, she’d tell you that you’re only as old as you feel.”

      “Sometimes, I feel pretty old. The old bones don’t work quite like they once did.”

      “Just keep active,” I said.

      “I try. That’s why I walk. I’ve got to keep up with the young blood in our units,” Marvin smiled. “Oh. That reminds me. I saw a friend of yours recently.”

      “That might be Jen. She had a fire in her apartment, and she might need a place to stay for little while. Don’t worry, though. She’s another doctor like me, and she’ll be pretty quiet.” Especially since I intended to make sure Jen didn’t bring anyone back to my place.

      “It wasn’t her. She’s been by often enough that I recognize her. A pretty one, she is. If I were twenty years younger…”

      I smiled to myself. Twenty years younger, and Marvin still probably wouldn’t be quite Jen’s type. He was a little too innocent for her. She liked someone who was willing to be a little bit more adventurous, and I didn’t have the sense that Marvin was the adventurous kind.

      “I’m not sure who you might’ve seen, then,” I said.

      “The big guy. He used to come around. I thought the two of you might have something, but since he hasn’t been coming by nearly so often, I guess it didn’t work out.”

      My mouth was dry. How would Marvin have seen Aron? As far as I knew, he hadn’t left the council house ever since he’d recovered, and so for him to have been out had to mean something, but what?

      “Kate?”

      I blinked, shaking my head. “Sorry about that,” I said. “It’s been busy with work.”

      “Oh. So the two of you are still—”

      “We’re just fine. Anyway, Marvin, I’m really tired. It was another long day at work.”

      “I imagine it was, especially since you’re getting home now. We can talk later.”

      He continued down the hallway, whistling softly. Marvin like to patrol, thinking that he was some sort of neighborhood watch, and considering that he was otherwise harmless, no one really seemed to mind. I wondered what Marvin would do if he actually encountered something dangerous.

      Pressing a hint of magic into the door, I released the spells protecting it and stepped inside. Jen lounged on my couch and she looked up at my arrival, a wide smile flashing across her face.

      “It’s about time.”

      “Yeah. Sorry about that. Something came up.”

      “And by something, you mean your magical world crashing into your real world?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      I dropped onto the couch next to her and looked over. “How is your apartment?”

      “Well, it’s not a complete loss. Everything is soaked, and quite a bit of char covers most of my belongings. But a few of my toys survived.”

      I arched a brow. “Toys?”

      “You really want me to go into that with you? I figured with as hard up as you been over the years that you wouldn’t need me to explain, but I’m more than happy to go over the basics of—”

      “I’m just fine, thanks.”

      Jen smiled. “Your loss. I’m a pretty good instructor. Just ask Johnny.”

      “I’m sure you were. Did you lose anything important?”

      “Most my pictures are digital, and I keep them backed up to the cloud. There are some things from medical school that I lost, but even that isn’t irreplaceable.” She shrugged, turning her attention back to the TV. A rerun of Friends was on, the one where Ross was trying to get a new couch up to his apartment. Jen stared blankly.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      She took a deep breath. “I lost everything I own, Kate. I know it can be replaced, and I know that there are others who have it worse than me, but… I lost everything I own.”

      I took her hand, squeezing it. “And I told you that you’re welcome to stay here.”

      “I know you did, but you got your own thing that you’re working on. I don’t want to get in the way of you learning your magical world.”

      “I doubt that you’re going to get in the way of it.”

      “Maybe I should phrase it differently. I don’t want to get involved in your magical world. I think I liked it better when I thought it was some sort of sex cult.”

      “You’re safe enough here. Aron placed protective spells around the room so that you shouldn’t have to worry about somebody attacking here.”

      “You know, just because there are protective spells around your home doesn’t mean that we’re safe. The fact that you needed them in the first place is enough to tell me that it’s not necessarily safe here.”

      “Aron thought it was safe enough to bring an injured shifter here.”

      “There is that,” Jen said. “How is hot shifter doing?”

      I shook my head and ignored the question. “Besides, now that the various factions of the mage society are no longer warring, there really isn’t much of a reason for you to be worried.”

      “No? Then what were you doing tonight?”

      “Chasing down a source of magic.”

      “Chasing it down? And why were you doing this?”

      “Because I want answers. The person who is responsible for what happened to Aron and my mother had a past with him. They’re some sort of rune master, and I need to find out as much as I can about the runes so that I can make sure that…”

      “That what? Do you intend to try to be the one who stops the placement of these runes? I don’t know how much time you think you have for this, Kate, but you still have to finish residency, and the longer that you spend on this, the more time that you take with it, the more distracted you will be with residency. You’re so close to finishing.”

      “I know. And I don’t want to do anything that will disrupt that.”

      I didn’t really want to do anything that would, but I also didn’t want to be left out of the discovery of what was taking place. The more that I learned, the more I felt I needed to be a part of it, especially as whoever was involved in this, whether it was Odian’s followers or not, had some connection to me now. It was a connection through Aron, and a connection that felt important to me. I needed to be a part of this, and I needed to ensure that whatever else happened, others weren’t hurt.

      It was part of my desire to be both the healer and the mage.

      I wasn’t sure how to make that work, and most of the time, it seemed as if it came out while I was in the emergency room, using magic to try to help others, but I also needed to use my healing within the magical world. And I had. Were it not for me, the mage councils would still be separated. I had helped with that. There was a healing involved, even if it wasn’t the same sort of healing that I did on a day-to-day basis in the emergency room.

      “You’re welcome to stay with me as long as you need,” I said. “Just think of it like when Phoebe’s apartment burned down.”

      “Wait. Are you calling me Phoebe?”

      “You are a little flighty like her.”

      “What does that make you, my Monica?”

      I started to smile when a sudden tingling along my spine caught my attention.

      “What? What is it?”

      “It’s magic.”

      “With you, it’s always magic.”

      “No. This is similar to the spell that I encountered earlier tonight.”

      And it was close.

      Close enough that I might be able to get to it before anyone else.

      But did I want to? If I got there, and if I borrowed power from it and something happened, without someone like Darvish there to help me, I might be in danger.

      But then, I didn’t necessarily have to use the power the same way as I had before. I could stick with simply sealing it off, but I would need to do so before anyone from the council got there.

      And maybe I could get there in time to figure out who was placing the runes.

      I leapt to my feet and headed toward the door. Jen followed, and I glanced over at her.

      “If you’re going out at night, I’m going to go with you.”

      “I’m not sure that this is the safest for you.”

      “Which means it’s not the safest for you. I don’t like the idea of you wandering the streets alone. There are dangerous people out at night.”

      “I can be dangerous.”

      “I have no doubt of that, but I felt better when you were off with your boyfriend.”

      “Jen, you don’t have any access to magic.”

      “I have other ways to protect myself.”

      “I don’t think your sex appeal is going to be helpful with that.”

      “Who said anything about sex appeal? Which, by the way, thank you. But, I have something else.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a Taser.

      “Good Lord, Jen. Are you sure you should be carrying that?”

      “After what we’ve been through? I need to be carrying something. And since you decided that you weren’t going to give me a magic wand, I figured I might as well have something that could help. I thought about getting a gun—”

      “Jen!”

      “I said I thought about it. I still might.”

      “I didn’t think you were with the gun type.”

      “What type? You mean the type who wants to protect herself? The type who wants to be ready in case there is some strange magical attack?”

      “Fine. But if we encounter someone, just let me lead the way.”

      “You’re the badass.”

      I shook my head and pulled the door open before hesitating and grabbing my coat. It was way too cold outside for me to go out without the proper attire. Jen grabbed hers and then wrapped a scarf around her neck before stuffing on a stocking cap. “You know one of the worst things about winter in the city?”

      “What’s that?”

      “Having to cover all this up,” she said, motioning to her body.

      “You wouldn’t have to. I’ve seen plenty of college girls who wander the bars without any coat.”

      “I’m not an idiot,” Jen said. “I just want to look good.”

      I flashed a smile. “Don’t worry. You do.”

      “First the sex appeal comment and now that? I’m starting to think that you had a different intention behind inviting me to stay at your place.”

      We hurried down the hall and down the stairs before stepping out on the street. It was near midnight, the sky was black, and a cold wind whistled in the air. An occasional snowflake fell, early for the season. But then, the cold had been early for the season, too.

      I paused, searching for a sense of the magic I had detected, and didn’t pick up on anything at first. I had detected it in my condo, which meant that it was here, but where? I needed to find it. And I needed to find it before the council—either council—managed to come across it.

      “Um, Kate?”

      “What is it?”

      “Are we going to keep moving, or did you want to just stand here a little longer?”

      “I thought that we could just stand here for a little while.” As I spoke, the sense of magic came again, a hint of cold. For some reason, it seemed farther away than it had before. I started down the street, focusing on the sense of magic before turning the other direction.

      “Did you forget something?” Jen asked.

      “I’m just trying to get my bearings.”

      “What sort of bearings are we talking about?”

      “The sort that let me figure out where the magic is coming from.”

      “You have to wander the street in order to find it?”

      “To have a sense of direction, I do. Otherwise, I’m not always aware of which way the magic comes from. Aron used to drive me around when he needed to use my ability to detect magic.”

      “Do you want to drive around? My car is right over there,” she said, pointing down the street.

      Her Volkswagen was there, the windows frosted. If we took her car, it would take time for us to defrost it. I could probably do it with magic, but I would just as likely melt something. I knew better than to attempt to use magic on a car like that.

      And it would distract me from what I was trying to do.

      “I don’t know that we have time to drive around,” I said.

      “It would be warmer,” I muttered.

      Continuing down the street, I felt the growing sense of magic. As I did, I realized where it was coming from. Especially if these spells were tied to ley lines.

      “Why are you hurrying?”

      “Because I want to get there before anyone else.”

      “You always were the gunner.”

      I glanced over at her. It was a derogatory term used to describe people in our class who did anything to get ahead. “Just because I did well in medical school doesn’t mean that I was a gunner.”

      “Still sensitive about it?” Jen asked, smiling.

      I didn’t have a chance to respond. Magic surged once again, and I followed its trail, heading toward the Mississippi River.

      Not only was this spell going to be near a ley line, but it would be near the ley line. Minneapolis was unique in that there were several rivers that came together to provide power, a kind of magical perfect storm that wove through the city. It was part of the reason that the mage council kept one of their offices here, and likely the same sort of reason that the Dark Council had remained here. Because of the power of this place, power that flowed through the natural waterways, both the shifters and the vampires were here. It brought us close to the Veil, but it also brought us close to dangers.

      I slowed as we neared one of the riverside parks. The grass had long since died and the leaves on the trees dotting the park had fallen. The branches swayed in the dark, sending strange shadows twisting. And yet, a light in the distance drew me forward.

      “What is that?” Jen whispered.

      “That’s the spell.”

      “Why can I see it?”

      “Because I don’t think they’re trying to conceal it.”

      “What’s the purpose of it?”

      I built a barrier, wrapping it around both me and Jen, holding it tightly so that neither of us were in any immediate danger. I couldn’t tell if the mage who had placed the spell was anywhere nearby, but I wasn’t about to take that risk.

      “The purpose is to draw additional power.”

      “Sort of like you with that fairy lady?”

      “We really have to work on the way you refer to magical beings.”

      “Why? I mean, you do have a mermaid who is a shifter. You have your grandparents who are special powered mages. And you have this fairy lady who sits on an island feeding off of teenagers bonking.”

      “Bonking?”

      “Would you prefer boning? I can give you a few different euphemisms if you prefer. I know how you like euphemisms.”

      The spell and the power within it continued to rise. I focused on it, not needing to be close to it to feel the effect. This was different than the last spell that I intercepted, though the power was enough that I worried about getting too close to it. I didn’t want to put myself into a place where I might end up injured. I needed to protect—and defend—Jen, and without having some way of doing it, I wasn’t sure that this was a good idea.

      The distant sense of magic pulled on me.

      A mage was coming.

      I glanced over at Jen. “You might want to get your Taser ready.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s about to get interesting.”

      Power began to flicker, getting closer. Each time it did, I felt the effect of the spell, and when the various mage factions arrived, we would be forced to either confront them to maintain this spell so that I could understand what it was, or we needed to act now.

      “Keep an eye on me,” I said.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Something that might get me in trouble.”

      I jogged forward, nearing the spell. This one had a strange glow to it, and as I made a circle around it, dragging my foot through the dirt, I could feel the way that the spell directed the power. I hadn’t been aware of it when I had found the first one, and there hadn’t been anything like it when I had been with Darvish.

      This time, I wondered if it was the proximity to the river. With as much power that flowed through here, it had to be the cause. It was the reason the spell had been placed here in the first place. The caster had wanted access to the ley line and the power from it.

      I finished my circle. I stepped back, sending a surge of power into it.

      It wasn’t enough.

      The spell continued to glow, directing toward the Mississippi, the power more than what I could cut off.

      Was it all about tying into the ley lines?

      I hadn’t experienced a spell like this before and didn’t know how to seal it off, but I had managed to do so at least once before, so I had to believe there was some way of doing so again.

      I couldn’t do it on my own, but could I use the power of the Mississippi, drawing from the ley lines?

      I knew that I could use them, but wondered if I could easily use the river. Would I be able to reach that power if it were already manipulated by the spell caster?

      I glanced back at Jen. Raising a hand, I motioned to her before realizing that I might’ve made a mistake. Separating from her meant that the barrier that I held around her wasn’t nearly as potent as it should be.

      Something slammed into me and I went staggering.

      I shifted, turning my barrier, trying to reposition it so that I could hold it in place when another spell struck me.

      Almost too late, I realized that I had detected nothing.
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      Staggering to my feet, I looked around. The attack had come from somewhere nearby, but I didn’t see where. Solidifying my barrier, I managed to get it in place just as another attack struck me, this time sending me staggering toward the river. I managed to keep on my feet, not slipping the same way as I had before.

      Whoever attacked me was strong.

      Could be the same person who had placed the spells in the first place?

      Checking my connection to magic, I realized I still held the barrier around Jen. Hopefully she didn’t need it, but I wasn’t about to leave her exposed, not when she had come out here with me.

      If the councils detected this the same way as I had, there would be other mages coming soon, but would they make it in time to make a difference?

      If only there was some way for me to summon Darvish and Barden. I hated that I was becoming dependent upon them, not really liking the idea of being dependent on anyone, let alone a pair of dark mages, but they were far more reliable with their help than anyone else in the council had been, and that included my grandparents. The only person within the mage council who had helped—really helped—had been Aron, and I couldn’t rely upon him, not until he was better.

      If he ever got better.

      What I needed was a way of illuminating my attacker.

      Magic struck me and my barrier crackled, but I managed to keep on my feet. At least this time they weren’t able to send me sliding down the shore to crash into the water.

      But then, maybe that wouldn’t be a bad idea. If I slipped into the water, I would have the power of the Mississippi and the ley line it formed to augment my natural strength.

      What I needed was my sword.

      I paused and, dragging my foot in a quick circle, I used that to help anchor my barrier so that I wouldn’t need nearly as much strength. Then I focused on summoning my sword.

      It burst into existence, a deep glowing purple and black that resembled the demon sword I once had carried. I still didn’t know what had happened to my demon sword, but this had been a suitable replacement. It didn’t connect me to power on the other side of the Veil, not the same way that the demon sword had, but it still allowed me certain things that the demon sword had not. It lit the night, letting the bright light of the sword push back the darkness, and it would unmask hidden mages.

      I spun around, holding onto the sword, and nearly came face to face with a green-eyed woman. She looked probably ten years older than me. Her dark hair was shoulder length and pulled back in a ponytail. She was dressed in a strange jacket and pants. Two others went racing away into the darkness.

      Followers of Odian. They had to be.

      I slammed the barrier into place, determined to hold onto it.

      “What do we have here?” the woman asked, sneering at me.

      I glanced down at her hands, looking to see if she held a wand or anything that would allow her to draw more power. Somehow, she had attacked me without me feeling the effect of magic. That had only happened a few times before, and usually with runes involved.

      I aimed my sword at her, twisting it so that it presented a more threatening appearance. She glanced down at it, her mouth twisting into the hint of a smile.

      “You don’t need that.”

      “Who are you? Are you with the mage council?” Her clothing was odd enough that I couldn’t quite tell. I’d met several mages whose idea of appropriate dress involved something that I would consider similar to this.

      “The mage council? They wouldn’t know what to do with the kind of power that I have.”

      “Dark Council?”

      She sneered. “Must it be one or the other?”

      “When it comes to the kind of power that you seem to be throwing around, it generally is. Why are you placing that spell here?”

      “And where else should I place them?”

      “What’s your intention behind them? Why are you trying to draw from the other side of the Veil?”

      There was a flicker of hesitation in her eyes.

      “You didn’t think that we would work it out?” I asked.

      I brought my sword around, sweeping it toward her.

      She reacted, simply pointing a finger, and my sword parted past the magic.

      It took considerable power to summon the sword, and in my experience with it, it was something that others within the magical world didn’t know how to counter.

      Or that had been my experience.

      I’d fought others who I had difficulty with when it came to the sword, but this seemed to be something else. It wasn’t quite like facing the vampire who managed to stop my attack with little more than a series of augmentations. This seemed to be a spell, but what sort of spell did she use?

      And how was she able to summon a spell without me detecting it?

      “You would attack without asking questions?”

      “I’ve already asked you questions, and you don’t seem interested in answering them.”

      “Perhaps I don’t,” she said, smiling at me. “Don’t hurt yourself.”

      Something struck the barrier. Thankfully, I had it anchored enough that I managed to keep from getting harmed, but the force of the attack required that I push even more strength into my barrier, drawing it away from the sword. It flickered, the light growing dimmer, and when the attack faded, I sent another surge of power back through it, casting back the night.

      The woman was gone.

      Where was she?

      She had significant power, but it was nothing like I had seen before. Stepping outside of the circle, I continued to hold onto my barrier, keeping the sword raised to push back the night.

      The ground around me trembled.

      That was new. Even when we had been dealing with the spell on the soccer fields, there hadn’t been any sort of trembling of the ground. That it would do so now suggested that there was something else taking place.

      Could this be their endgame?

      I’m not even sure what they were after, but at least this time I knew how to reach the ley line. I started toward the river when I realized that I had lost track of Jen.

      I spun, using my sword to look for where she might be, and saw two figures on the hillside. One of them was Jen… And the other was the strange mage who had just attacked me.

      Racing forward, I sent a surge of power into my barrier around Jen, hoping that it would be strong enough to hold.

      The mage struck.

      I felt it through my connection to my magic, and then I saw it as Jen went staggering.

      I reached her just as she slid across the ground. She held her Taser in both hands, pointed outward.

      “Did I hit her?” Jen asked.

      “What?”

      “Did I hit her? I pulled on the trigger before she blasted me with that strange magic.” She looked over my shoulder. “Thankfully you did something to protect me.”

      “I kept my barrier around you.”

      “Yeah. Like I said.”

      “You’re not hurt?”

      “No. And go figure out what the hell that woman is doing,” she said.

      I twisted, holding the sword out in front of me, and the mage was there again. She held her hands outward, and faint light glowed within them. It took a moment for me to realize that runes had been placed on either palm. They seem to be branded there, different than the tattoos that had been placed on the vampire familiars.

      “You’ve become troublesome,” the woman said.

      “Troublesome? I’m not the one out here trying to attach my spell to the river.” I watched the woman, and this time when her eyes twitched again, I smiled. “You didn’t think we’d pick up on that, either? Some of us can feel it.”

      She sent a blast of power at me, and I fortified my barrier. The sword didn’t fade nearly as much as it had the last time, and her attack parted around me.

      “You’ll find that I’m not quite that easy to defeat.”

      “One of the fae on this side? Interesting.”

      “I’m not one of the fae.”

      “No? Then what are you?”

      “Something I’ve wondered about myself.” I swung my sword, angling it toward her leg. I wasn’t surprised when she brought her hand down and the blade parted around it. What sort of spell did she have control over that allowed her to do that? I’m not even sure that I had seen any mages of the council have control that tight.

      A spell built, and I felt it behind me.

      The paralytic. It was a familiar sense, and it came from a familiar spell caster.

      Most of the time when it came to magic, I wasn’t aware of who was using it, or the intention of the spell. With this particular spell, and the person who held it, I had much more familiarity than I would prefer. I knew Barden was close.

      The mage stiffened, but it lasted only a moment, barely long enough for me to start bringing my magical sword back around. When I did, she twisted her hand, pointing at the blade. All of a sudden, the color faded, disappearing.

      “Not just troublesome, but you seem to have some troublesome friends.”

      I stared at my now empty hands. What the hell had just happened? How had she simply dismissed my sword?

      “Who are you?”

      “Someone who knows what’s coming,” she said.

      “And just what is coming?”

      “The usual. Danger. Despair. War.”

      Power built again, much closer. Once again, it was the paralytic, and it struck the woman, lingering a little longer this time. She squeezed her eyes shut, and as she did, her skin began to glow a faint purplish color.

      The coloration reminded me of what happened when I used my magic.

      Could she have the same type of magic as me?

      I’ve never met anyone else who shared my type of magic, not since I realized how different mine was. There was a color to it when I used it, enough of a color that it let me realize that what I possessed was different than what others had. Not only that, but the way that I use magic was dramatically different. Could she have something similar? Could that be why I couldn’t detect magic from her?

      If that were the case, what purpose was there in the runes placed on her hands?

      More magic built, this coming from somewhere nearby. Could it be dark mages, or was this the mage council?

      The woman stared at me. “It seems that you and I will have to finish this another time.”

      Power built again.

      “Dr. Michaels. Do you need assistance?” Barden asked.

      The other mage jerked her head around at me, and she stared for a moment. Something in her eyes changed, and then, with another surge of power, she disappeared.

      I glanced over at Barden.

      “Did you recognize her?”

      “The woman you were just fighting?”

      “No. My friend sitting here.” I shook my head. “Yes. The woman I was just facing. Did you recognize her?”

      “I do not. She seemed to be somewhat powerful, though.”

      “Incredibly powerful,” I said. “And I wasn’t able to detect her magic.”

      Barden arched a brow at me. “Are you certain?”

      “Do you think I would make that up?”

      Barden regarded me for a long moment. “No, Dr. Michaels. I don’t think that you would make that up.”

      Jen pulled on my arm and I glanced over at her. “Did you see her face?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Jen frowned. “When Barden said your name. Did you see her face? She knows who you are, Kate.”

      I shook my head. “I was trying not to get destroyed by her magic. I mean, she was able to simply dismiss my magical sword.”

      “It’s unfortunate that she has your name, Dr. Michaels.”

      “She just has my last name.”

      “And the fact that you are doctor. That might place you in danger. Perhaps you would allow us to offer our protection.”

      “I think I’ll be okay,” I said.

      I turned toward the rune that had been made, and found three mages surrounding it. All three of them were from the mage council.

      When I approached, one of them turned and looked over at me. When he saw Barden, a spell built from him. I stepped forward, slamming a barrier between the two.

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      The man glared at me. “And who are you to tell us what to do?”

      “She’s my granddaughter.”

      I turned just as Gran approached. Power surged from her, and whatever spell she was using radiated off her, the kind of power that I didn’t often detect from her.

      Gramps came alongside her, and he flashed a smile. “Hey, Katie.”

      “Counselor Michaels. Forgive me.”

      Gran waved her hand. “What is this?” she asked. The mage who had thought to challenge me started to answer and Gran shook her head, cutting him off. “I’m asking my granddaughter.”

      He nodded.

      I stepped over to them and Barden joined us, staying close by. Jen remained near me, too.

      “Are you enjoying the fact that I’m using magic more openly?” I asked.

      “You seem to be,” Gran said.

      “I wouldn’t have been out tonight other than the fact that I was sitting in my condo and felt the effect of this spell.”

      “You felt it from your condo?”

      I looked down at it. The shape was similar to the last two that had I seen, though it had some subtle differences. I wasn’t able to detect what those differences were, only that they were there.

      “I could feel the effect.”

      “And how is it that you knew what to look for?” Gran demanded.

      “Because I found another one earlier tonight.”

      Gran glanced over at Gramps. “Two in one night?”

      “And my people have found another,” Barden said.

      “Your people?”

      “If your council would have agreed to the truce that we have discussed, we might be able to work together, but as it stands, it seems as if there remains a separation.”

      “We continue to advocate on your behalf,” Gran said.

      “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that we are no longer hunted. If the council decides to attack once again—”

      “The council won’t attack,” Gran said.

      “Can we talk about what happened here,” I asked.

      “I’m not sure what this is,” Barden said.

      “Did you talk to Darvish?” I asked.

      Gran glanced at me briefly. “Darvish shared with me what happened. He also shared with me the reaction that you had when you attempted to use the last spell.”

      “It was different than the first one.”

      “Each one is slightly different.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “For the same reason that people aren’t generally able to tap into the power of the ley lines,” Gran said.

      “Because the ley lines are each different?”

      Gran stared at the marking. “Each of the ley lines is a little different, and they come together in such a way that allows them to create even more power.”

      “Then why was I able to use one but not another? I haven’t had any problems using the Mississippi River before.”

      “I wonder if many of them are experiments,” Gran said.

      “Experiments?”

      “Whoever this spell caster is, they are placing various spells, trying to determine the efficacy. And it seems that they are growing bolder and even more successful with each one they try.”

      That explanation fit with what had happened. The spell I had used to draw power from the other side of the Veil had been more recent than the one that Darvish had secured. I suspected, but didn’t know, that the spell he had surrounded had been one of the earliest, and because of that, they had managed to keep it secure, but it wasn’t nearly as well-developed as the more recent ones.

      “You need to get Florence out here to study this spell,” I said.

      “She has already taken photographs of it,” Barden said.

      “Then we need to remove it,” Gran said.

      “It’s not going to be easy. I tried to disrupt the spell when I first arrived, but I wasn’t able to. I was heading down to the river to try to hold it when I was attacked by that mage.”

      “What mage?” Gran asked.

      I described my attacker, hoping that Gran might recognize her, but she stared without any look of recognition in her eyes.

      “You haven’t heard of any rogue mage like that?”

      “There has been no report of anyone like that.”

      “Whoever she is, she’s powerful. And I didn’t like the fact that I wasn’t able to detect her magic.”

      Gramps chuckled. When I shot him a look, he shrugged. “Welcome to what the rest of us experience, Katie.”

      “Well, I got used to being able to detect magic when it’s used around me. The fact that she was able to do so and attack me without any warning makes it harder to capture.”

      “Yes. It’s the same way that facing you was difficult,” Barden said.

      “But don’t you all have spells that you used to detect the use of magic?”

      “There are spells, but they come at a cost. When we place spells like that, we aren’t able to use other magic, at least not well,” Gran said. Barden nodded, signaling to me that it must be the same for the dark mages. “With you, you don’t have the same downside. You’re able to detect the use of magic all the time, and you don’t struggle with the possibility that someone might attack you without any sort of warning.”

      “Not until recently,” I said.

      And I didn’t like it. I had come to depend upon that connection, to count on it, and if I didn’t have it, I would have to be prepared for the possibility of someone attacking me at any given time.

      Did it mean that I was going to have to walk around with a barrier in place? If there was a mage with as much power as I had encountered roaming the streets of Minneapolis, I needed to do something to be prepared. I couldn’t simply let her get close to me.

      As Jen had suggested, she had a name—my name.

      With that, she would be able to find me.

      It meant the hospital might not be safe.

      I looked over at Jen. Her eyes were drawn and I could see the fatigue within them. The night had gotten away from us and she had already experienced enough tragedy of her own.

      “I’m going to get Jen back home. I’m going to get some sleep, and then I’m going to get up and be ready for work in the morning.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea or not, but I don’t have any other choice. And I’m not going to live my life worrying about what might happen.”

      Barden and Gran shared a look that left me uncomfortable.

      I tapped Jen on the arm and we started away. I paused for a moment. “You need to disrupt that spell.”

      One of the other council mages came running over to Gran. “It’s drawing on the river.”

      “That’s what we hear,” Gran said.

      “There’s something more. Whatever is taking place within it is increasing.”

      I turned my attention to the spell, focusing on it. As I did, I could feel the effect of what the mage mentioned. There was something happening.

      When we had gotten here, I had thought the formation of the spell was all the woman had been after, but that didn’t seem to be the key. It was growing, changing, and as it did, it was drawing upon more and more power.

      For what purpose?

      Gran and Gramps joined the other three council mages, and they formed a circle around the spell. Power built from them, but nothing changed.

      Barden glanced over at me before turning his attention to someone behind him. They motioned, and the two of them joined the five mage council mages. Standing in a circle as they were, the power building from them was enormous.

      And still not enough.

      “Shit,” I said.

      “What is it?” Jen asked.

      “The spell is more than those seven mages can counter.”

      “That little lady did that herself?”

      “That little lady had enough magic that she was able to simply wipe away a powerful spell on my part.” I glanced over at them. “I’m going to have to help with this. You can head back to my condo and wait there.”

      “Wait? Kate I’m not going back until you’re with me.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. As I headed toward the water, Jen caught up to me and grabbed my arm. “I thought you were going to try and help them.”

      “I am going to help them, but I can’t do so the same way they are. I’m going to see if I can’t separate this spell from its connection to the ley line.”

      “By that, you mean the river?”

      I nodded.

      “The water has to be nearly freezing! Think about how cold it’s been. You can’t go in there.”

      I hadn’t given that thought before, but it was bound to be unpleasant. It might even be nearly frozen at this point, though the Mississippi never really froze.

      I reached the shore and Jen stood a few steps behind me. Chunks of ice floated near the shoreline, but the main part of the river was still flowing. I glanced back, feeling the power from the spell the various mages were trying to coordinate, but nothing they were doing was enough to stop the spell that was now drawing upon the ley line.

      Wrapping myself in a barrier, I stepped forward.

      The barrier did nothing to take away the biting cold as I splashed into the river. Jen shouted after me, but I ignored her, focusing only on the magic that was calling to me. I didn’t have time to do anything else—and I didn’t have the necessary focus to do anything else, either.

      Power swirled around me, merging with my own magic. I drew upon it, and as I did, I realized that something was off.

      I had called upon the magic of the Mississippi River before, and I had attempted to use the power flowing through it to heal, thinking that it could save Aron when he had nearly died. I knew the way the river felt and I recognized the magic that was here, but what I picked up on now was different than what was usually present. I tried to ignore it, continuing to call on that magic, but something about it was wrong.

      “Kate?” Jen hollered at me.

      I opened my mouth, trying to call out to her, but I couldn’t.

      It was almost as if the spell was diverting the power, drawing it out of me, changing it in a way that siphoned it off me.

      That wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t drawing it off me, but it was affecting the way that I was drawing upon it, leaving me tingling.

      At first, the tingling was on my skin, but then it started to flow through me, a tingling sensation that raced through my arms and in my chest, and finally settled within my lungs. My breathing was labored and the clinical part of my mind began to work through what was happening to me.

      It was the same thing that had happened to me before.

      Anaphylaxis.

      And if I didn’t do something soon, I would get to the point of shock.

      If that happened, there would be nothing that would save me.

      Circling my barrier around me, I held onto that, trying to cut myself off from the connection to the ley line flowing through here, but I had already allowed myself to get too close to it.

      The spell continued to build around me and I struggled to hold onto my barrier, but I couldn’t use any more strength than I had. I had put everything that I had into holding onto this barrier, and even with my connection, it still wasn’t enough.

      “Kate!”

      I tried stumbling forward, if nothing else to get out of the water, but my legs didn’t work, almost as if they were frozen in place. It felt almost as if the paralytic held me, confining me.

      I staggered forward, falling. Water splashed over my head. The cold washed over me, painful and burning throughout me.

      “Kate?”

      Hands were on me and I tried to fight. Who was it?

      Everything hurt. It was a pain unlike anything that I’d felt before, and it rolled through me, waves of agony that washed over me.

      I blinked, clearing water from my eyes, and realized that Jen crouched over me, her face too close to mine.

      “Taser,” I managed to get out.

      “What?”

      “Taser.”

      “Kate, I’m not going to tase you because you were nearly drowning. I’m not going to make it worse.”

      “Taser.”

      “Kate?”

      It was the only thing I could think about. If she could—and would—tase me, I had to think that I would be able to shake off the effects of what was happening. I needed to separate from it somehow. The electrical current within the Taser should be enough, sort of like shocking an unstable rhythm.

      Jen was saying something, but I couldn’t make it out and I didn’t dare take my mind off what was taking place. I couldn’t think of anything other than trying to survive, but even that was becoming more than what I could manage.

      “Please,” I said.

      Moments passed. And then more moments. Finally, pain jolted me.

      As it did, my eyes fluttered and pain surged through me, but it was different than the waves of pain.

      It took a deep breath, the swelling in my throat going down. Slowly—far too slowly—the pain in my throat began to abate.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “What happened?”

      “The spell. I don’t know what it was, but somehow…”

      Somehow it had nearly dragged me away with it. But then, I didn’t think that was the intention of the spell. Whatever had happened wasn’t its intention.

      Worse, I hadn’t been strong enough to separate the spell from whatever intention it had. Even as weak as I was, I could feel how it still worked against the ley lines.
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      “I don’t detect anything wrong with you,” Sharon said, looking down at me.

      I still didn’t know why my grandparents had brought me here, but this was the first place they had decided on after getting me dragged out of the water. I rested on a couch in the living room and tried to keep my eyes open. It was more difficult than it should have been, given how tired I now was. Everything within me hurt and didn’t seem as if that was tied to the spell that had nearly claimed me. This was probably related to the Taser.

      “Something’s not quite right,” I said.

      “I understand that you believe that to be the case,” Sharon said, looking over at my grandmother, “but I can detect nothing.”

      Gran frowned. “Are you sure, Sharon? The nature of the spell was quite malicious.”

      “The spell wasn’t intending to do this. It’s something tied to the way that it is drawing upon the ley lines,” I said.

      “There is no spell that can consistently draw upon the ley lines,” Sharon said.

      “This one does,” I said. I let my eyes drift closed. I stared at the back of my lids and couldn’t shake the visions of what had happened. It still terrified me. The overwhelming sense of that magic had been like a torrent of power that I couldn’t control. It was much like facing the mage had been. There had been nothing that I could do against her. This was the same.

      “We think we have it secured,” Gran said.

      “Only secured?” Sharon asked.

      “Even working with Barden and his mages, we weren’t able to do anything more than just secure it. We’ve tried, but…”

      Sharon took a deep breath. “There shouldn’t be a spell like that,” she said.

      “Which is why I suspect the council needs to get much more involved than we have so far,” Gramps started. “If this is made by a mage as powerful as the one Katie describes, then—”

      Sharon looked over at Gramps, cutting him off with a glare. “You’re not on the council, Veran, so I would prefer it if you keep your opinions to yourself.”

      Gramps clenched his jaw but didn’t say anything more. It surprised me that he would bite his tongue so much. Gramps was a proud man, and though he often took a backseat to Gran, I knew that he was a powerful mage in his own right and he deserved to have his opinion heard.

      “I will go and investigate,” Sharon said.

      “You would leave Kate here?” Gran asked.

      “She’s welcome to stay here until she is well enough to return home.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. I didn’t know how to describe what had happened. I felt weaker than I should, though it didn’t make any sense. It wasn’t anything that had physically happened to me; it was just that something about my magic was off.

      And all of me suffered because of it.

      “I think I’m well enough to return home,” I said. I sat up, looking at Sharon and at Gran and Gramps. Neither of them met my gaze. I had the sense that they were both still upset with me and the fact that I had been willing to go and confront this mage on my own. In their minds, along with Sharon, I was an untrained mage. But then, I think they still overlooked the fact that I wasn’t a mage at all. If the person I’d confronted was anything like me and might have the answers that I sought, I needed to figure out what it was and who she was.

      “You can’t go by yourself,” Gran said.

      “It’ll be fine. Jen is there”—she had returned to my home, not wanting to come with me to the council home, knowing that she didn’t really belong here—“and all I need to do is get home and get some rest. Nothing more than that.”

      “I’m still not comfortable with it,” Gran said.

      “I will accompany her.”

      I twisted to see Aron standing in the doorway. Maybe standing was the wrong description. Looming fit better. “I’ll be fine,” I said. Even though the idea of having Aron in my home once again was tempting, I didn’t like the way that I would feel. There was so much different about him—and about our relationship—than there once had been.

      “Let the archer accompany you,” Sharon said. “Perhaps it will be good for the both of you.”

      I breathed in deeply. I had a hard time thinking that having Aron accompany me would be good for anything, but I had a sense that I wasn’t going to win this one. Injured as I was, whatever that meant, the other mages weren’t about to let me leave on my own. I would be stuck here until they decided to allow me to leave, and I didn’t really want to remain here, especially when I would be much more comfortable in my own home.

      “Fine. He can accompany me. One of you needs to come and reclaim him when you’re done with whatever you end up doing.”

      Grand looked at me strangely and I realized that I had been much harsher than I had intended. I needed to be careful. It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to be around Aron, it was just…

      It was just that I didn’t want to be around Aron like this, not in such a comfortable setting. When I came here, everything that I did with Aron, every moment that I spent with him, had a certain clinical aspect to it, even though it was a home.

      I got to my feet, ignoring Aron’s offered arm, and we headed out. My car wasn’t here, which meant that we had to go with Aron. That was a little bit odd as I didn’t know if he even had any of his cars still here.

      “What are you driving these days?” I asked.

      “The councilor has a garage full of vehicles that we can take,” he said.

      We made our way around the outside of the house, heading toward the freestanding garage. He punched in a code on the keypad and the door slid open.

      A part of me expected to come across a garage filled with cars that would’ve been like what Aron have driven, but it was nothing of the sort. There were three cars, so the garage wasn’t necessarily filled with anything. One was a Volkswagen wagon, far too practical for Aron. Another was a large, boxy conversion van, again nothing like I would expect Aron to drive. And the last was a Ford F-150 truck.

      Aron glanced the rack of keys before selecting one and tapping it. The wagon.

      I sighed. This definitely wasn’t the Aron I once had known.

      “Has anyone from your family come and visited you?” I asked.

      “Sharon tells me I don’t have any family remaining.”

      “None?”

      “I don’t remember them,” he said.

      “Do you remember anything?”

      “I remember driving,” he said.

      At least there was that. He might remember driving, but when would he remember the fact that he would never be caught dead in a vehicle like this? Even when he had been forced to take something more practical, he had done so with a Mercedes or a BMW, not a Volkswagen wagon.

      “Do you remember where I live?”

      “No. You will need to provide guidance.”

      I could only nod.

      He got in the driver’s seat and I climbed into the passenger side, taking a seat and buckling my seatbelt. Aron slid the seat back as he climbed in, adjusting the mirrors and taking a moment before he even started the car. There was a certain unfamiliarity with driving that he seemed to have, a hesitation that he never would have displayed before.

      As he backed out of the driveway, Gran and Gramps watched us depart. Was this all part of some plan they had? Did they intend to have us do this for my benefit or for Aron’s?

      Maybe they didn’t know. Maybe they simply were going along with what Sharon had suggested.

      We pulled out onto the road and Aron slowly accelerated, stopping completely at each stop sign before continuing onward.

      I guided him back toward my home, giving him the directions he needed until we finally pulled up in front of my building.

      “You can leave me here,” I said, pausing as I unlocked my seatbelt.

      “I told the councilor that I would escort you into your room.”

      “As I said, I’ll be fine. I’m only up one flight of stairs, and from there I can get in.”

      “I will walk you up.”

      Rather than arguing, I stepped out of the car, closing the door far too firmly. There was no point in arguing with him as I didn’t particularly care one way or the other.

      That wasn’t entirely true. I did care, I just didn’t believe that there was anything that would make a difference, not in trying to understand what was wrong with him or how to bring him back. I had begun to give up on the idea that I would be able to help him in any way.

      We climbed the stairs and I watched him, thinking that maybe he’d recognize where we were and where he was going, or maybe even recognize the fact that he had contributed to the spells placed around here, but his face showed no sign of recognition.

      It was disappointing. But then, I wasn’t sure that it should be disappointing. Aron didn’t have a significant and long-term connection to me, not the way that he would have to many other things. Why should I be the reason that he suddenly managed to realize what had taken place?

      We climbed up the stairs, reaching my hallway, and continued toward my door. As we went along it, I watched Aron. He had essentially rebuilt this hallway, hiding the fact that it had been destroyed. Nothing on his face suggested any sign of recognition.

      When we reached my door, I rested my hand on it and tried to summon the necessary spell. As I did, power exploded back into me.

      I frowned. “That was weird.”

      “What happened?” Aron asked.

      “The protections on my door seemed to be reacting with me.”

      “Are you sure this is your home?”

      I shot him a look of annoyance. He might not remember anything, but I certainly remembered where I lived. “Just because you don’t remember who you are doesn’t mean others have forgotten.”

      Aron pressed his hand on the door and as magic built, a chill raced along my spine. At least I still had that sense.

      His spell flowed into the door and it opened.

      “There is something familiar about that.”

      I laughed bitterly, looking at the door. Why had it opened for him but not for me?

      “It should. You were the one who placed the protections that are on the door.”

      “I placed these?”

      I nodded. “You did. You worried about me. I’d been attacked more than once, and you thought that by placing your own protections around my home, you could help defend me in case somebody else came to attack.”

      “These are complicated spells.”

      “You are a skilled mage. Not surprisingly, these are powerful spells.”

      I pushed the door open and stepped inside. Jen was lying on the couch, deep in sleep. Magic built from Aron and I grabbed his arm, shaking my head.

      “That’s my friend Jen.”

      “Why is she sleeping on your couch?”

      “It’s a long story, but the short version is that her apartment burned down recently and she thought she would stay with me until it gets restored.”

      “Is it common for you to have friends like this?”

      “Friends like Jen? It’s common enough that she would stay with me, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Whatever spell he was holding began to abate.

      I guided him back into my kitchen, pulling him away from here, not wanting to wake Jen. She had enough trouble that she didn’t need to have me keeping her awake anymore.

      “Have I been here before?” Aron asked, looking around my kitchen.

      “Many times.”

      “Why?”

      I smiled sadly. “Because we are—or were—friends.”

      I debated going for a glass of wine before deciding better of it. I started back to my room and Lucy sprung out, tapping my ankles. She rubbed up against me before backing away, the hair on her spine standing on end. Her tail puffed out.

      “What’s wrong, Lucy?”

      I glanced over at Aron, thinking that maybe she detected something wrong with him, but she went racing away, looking to get away from both of us.

      “Listen. I know you want to stand around and chat, but I’m tired and I’d like to get a little sleep. I have to work in the morning.”

      “What kind of work?”

      “What kind of work?” I threw my hands up in the air. “What have we been doing every time I visit with you?”

      Aron studied me for a moment. “This is your non-magical work?”

      “Yes. This is my non-magical work. And I thought that I would try to get some sleep so I don’t kill anyone.”

      “Is that a real consideration for you?”

      “If I’m sleep deprived, it’s a possibility. Will you let yourself out? Replace that barrier on the door.”

      Aron stared at me for another moment before just nodding. Rather than waiting to see what he might do or say, I made my way into my room, taking a moment to close the door and crash on my bed. Lucy was trapped outside, but I had a sense that she wanted that.

      I lay where I was for a long time, staring at my ceiling. Thoughts raged within me, a mixture of emotions that I didn’t know how to parse. Having Aron back in my home had been strange, but it also been nice, especially as he seemed to recognize something. Maybe it was nothing more than the spell that he placed, or the way that the spell would have made him feel, but that was more than what we had before.

      I would have to figure out the rest of it later. Why had my own magic bounced off the barrier in the way that it had? Why had it seemed as if it were rebounding in a dangerous way?

      Maybe it was nothing more than my fatigue, but a part of me worried that whatever had happened to me in the river had changed something. And if it had, did it mean that my magic had changed? Not only had my magic failed on me tonight, overwhelmed by the mage, but would it now be altered in some way?

      With those thoughts, it took me a while to fall into a slumber, and even that wasn’t very restive, filled with dreams of a strange mage attacking me, dismissing my magic as if it were nothing, and feeling impotent in a way that I so rarely had felt since beginning to master my magic.

      My alarm went off far too early.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I stared at the computer monitor, I tried to process the patient’s complaints, but it was difficult to do so. My head felt foggy, punch drunk from lack of sleep, a reminder of when I had been on other services.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I looked over at Joan. She stared at me, annoyance written on her wide features. “Yes?”

      “You’ve been staring at the monitor for… quite a while.”

      “Yes, I’m just trying to come up with my plan.”

      I looked over at the patient, a thirteen-year-old boy with an earache. It was an ear infection, nothing more than that, but it felt as if I couldn’t come up with the right plan of treatment, almost as if I were struggling with an attack.

      I blinked, focusing my attention once more. “Any allergies?”

      “You already asked him that,” the patient’s mother said, staring at me. She turned to Joan. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s fine,” I said, clicking a few buttons on a computer. I sent the prescription over to the pharmacy electronically and let out a restrained sigh. “Your prescription should be ready by the time you get there,” I said.

      “Thank you,” the patient’s mother said.

      I headed out of the room, trying once again to keep the tiredness out of my mind. There was no point in trying to convince Joan that I was not under some influence, especially as she probably wouldn’t believe me now.

      Taking a seat at the nurses’ station, I looked at the patient track board. Jen joined me, popping out of Room 9, a hint of concern etched on her face as she watched me.

      “How are you this morning?” she asked.

      “I think I’m okay,” I said.

      “Nurses are saying you’re a little tired.”

      “I’m a lot tired, but I’m otherwise fine.”

      “Are you sure? Whatever happened to you last night—”

      “I know what happened to me,” I said. I snapped a little bit more than I needed, and I shook my head, flashing a smile at Jen. She didn’t deserve that sort of agitation from me. She hadn’t done anything that would deserve it.

      “Listen, I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m just not quite right. I don’t know how to describe what’s going on, only that it’s not me.”

      “I don’t really know what happened, but I could tell that whatever it was was not quite right.”

      “Thank you for tasing me,” I said.

      “Right. You aren’t the first person I’ve tased.”

      “I’m not?”

      “I’d like to say that you are, but unfortunately some idiot thought to come up behind me in the parking garage a few weeks ago, and I gave him a jolt.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me about?”

      “What’s there to tell? I was fine, and he found out that he needed to avoid attacking women. I gave him an extra kick in his business to make sure he got the message.”

      I took a deep breath. As I did, a streak of cold washed along my spine, different than that of magic being used. This came from death.

      “Jen,” I said, elbowing her.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s that ability I have,” I whispered.

      “Now?”

      I nodded. I don’t know where the sense of death came from, but it was here somewhere, and near enough that it hit me quickly.

      I stood and made my way through the hall, focusing on the sense of the grip of death, wanting to find wherever it was that it came from, thinking that if I could find it, I might be able to help. I needed to mix medicine and magic, as I had told Ariel.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I turned to see Kristin, one of the younger nurses in the ER, looking at me expectantly. “Yes?”

      “You’re wanted in Trauma Four.”

      That had to be the sense of death that I was picking up on it, but it seemed to be in a different direction than what I felt drawn toward. Maybe that was only my fatigue.

      I followed Kristin, heading toward the trauma bay. “What is it?”

      “A motor vehicle accident,” she said. “Pretty bad.”

      Had it gotten to the point where they were coming to get me for traumas now? Could it have really gone so far? It seemed unusual, but then again, I had made a career of running after traumas, heading into them when, as a less experienced resident, I should have waited. And maybe that was now the reason I now got summoned.

      When we reached the trauma room, I paused in the doorway.

      It was an older man, heavyset, with his clothing all cut away. One side of his body appeared crushed, and blood had already pooled beneath the surface of his skin.

      “Have you called the trauma service?”

      “We have, but they haven’t made it down here, and the intern who was on thought that maybe there was something you could do.”

      I glanced over to see Dr. Stefan. Why wasn’t I surprised that he was the one here? And why was I surprised that he somehow thought I had a way of doing something? Maybe I had been too open with my use of magic.

      “Have you performed the FAST exam?”

      Dr. Stefan shook his head. “I’m still working on my ultrasound technique. I’ve been off service for the last few months, and—”

      I grabbed the ultrasound probe and began to complete the exam, looking for internal injury. From the crush injuries to his upper chest, the way that he appeared to be unable to move his arm, the degree of trauma had to be fairly significant. There wasn’t any sign of bleeding, not like there had been when I had done a similar exam on the pregnant patient.

      “Was he wearing a seatbelt?”

      “We don’t know.”

      “Was anybody with him?”

      “He came in by himself.”

      The sense of cold continued to race along my spine. As it did, I decided to push my magic into him, reaching for the sense of whatever it was that had happened to him, thinking that I could use that to probe him for his injuries.

      Magic raced through him, but not with any sense of control.

      What the hell?

      It was almost as if I had no control over my magic, but I had grown relatively skilled with using magic to probe for injuries. In this case, I wasn’t able to determine anything—other than that the patient was dying. And I didn’t need the magical connection to determine that. I could see that from the pooling blood.

      “What else have you done for him?” I asked Dr. Stefan.

      “We’ve got him typed and crossed for a couple units of blood.”

      “I think we’re going to need to protect his airway,” I said, trying to think through things, but my mind was still foggy.

      “He looks like he’s breathing fine now.”

      “We don’t know the severity of his injuries. All we know is that he was in a significant accident and he’s not responding. Get ready to intubate him.”

      Dr. Stefan paled and he looked almost as washed out of the patient.

      “You need me to walk you through it?”

      “I… I think I should give it a try.”

      I didn’t disagree, but at the same time, I also didn’t think the patient would make it, so it probably didn’t matter if he tried now or not. The patient wouldn’t survive regardless of what we did.

      “Have you done any intubations while on any of your surgical services?”

      “I’ve tried, but…”

      “This is a skill that you will need in the emergency room. I would suggest that you try to get as much experience with it as you can. Most of the anesthesiologists are happy to allow you to intubate, especially if they know that you’re an ER resident and not an anesthesia resident trying to compete with them.”

      It was something that I wish someone had told me when I was early on in my career. I had been forced to fumble around until another resident had taken pity on me and finally agreed to allow me to practice. Intubation, like so many other things in medicine, was a skill.

      I stood at Dr. Stefan’s shoulder, working with him as he prepared to intubate.

      As he did, there came another surge of cold that washed around my spine.

      At first, I thought it might be someone using magic, but that wasn’t it at all. This was a sense of power that came from the coming of death. The sense of it was more potent than I usually felt when dealing with someone dying. Could that part of my magic have been thrown off too?

      I tried again to push my sense of magic through him, but once again, I had no control over it and it washed away, leaving me with nothing. There should be the sense of emptiness, but I didn’t pick up on anything at all.

      Dr. Stefan slid the endotracheal tube into his throat. As he did, he glanced over at me. “I did it.”

      I nodded. “You did it.”

      The monitor beeped, his rhythm changing to asystole.

      His eyes widened. “What? I thought that we could save him. I’ve seen you save people worse than this.”

      There wasn’t anything that I could really say. It was hard losing a patient, regardless of how injured they were, and though it got easier over time, it was still never easy. “I know, but he’s lost too much blood, and severity of his injuries are more than what we were able to do. You did everything you could.”

      “You mean we lost him?”

      “We can call a Code Blue, but it’s unlikely it will matter here.”

      The cold continued to build, crawling along my spine, and then it filled me.

      I stood frozen in place. As that cold worked through me, it came with a sense of power. Most of the time I was able to ignore that power, but I wasn’t able to do so this time. I let that power wash over me, no longer fighting, and something shifted within me.

      There was a strange sense that reminded me of plunging into the biting cold of the Mississippi River last night. It was almost as if that power mingled with the power of this man’s dying, combining.

      I gasped.

      Power flooded into me.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I couldn’t speak. I didn’t trust myself to speak. The power that now worked through me was more than I was expecting. And I was borrowing—stealing—from this man’s death.

      I hated that I did it, but at the same time, it seemed to be restoring me.

      As it did, I realized that something had been dangerously wrong before. I wasn’t sure what it was, only that now it had washed through me, changing me, I no longer felt the way that I had, returning to the way I should feel.

      I breathed out and blinked.

      Whoever this man was had helped me, but why should he have needed to? What had that spell done?

      “Are we going to attempt a resuscitation?” Kristin asked.

      “We can call a Code Blue, but I don’t think it will do anything,” I said, my mind numb like the rest of me. Had I said that already?

      I wasn’t even sure I wanted to attempt one. The power had helped me, and there wasn’t anything that we were going to be able to do to help this man regardless of what we tried. I couldn’t feel bad about taking power from him, and he wouldn’t have been able to survive it anyway.

      Unless he had magic.

      The thought rolled through me with a chill.

      Could that be the case?

      He shouldn’t have been able to survive it even if he did have magic. There were certain things magic couldn’t heal, and unless he was an incredibly powerful mage, there might not have a way for him to have done so. I backed away, unable to push away the idea that maybe I had taken power that wasn’t earned.

      “Why don’t you finish up?” I said to Dr. Stefan.

      Without waiting for his response, I turned away and headed out of the room. I took a moment to pause in the hall, looking around to see who else might be out here, but I was alone.

      What had I done?

      There had been times when I had used my strange connection to death to make my magic stronger, but this seemed different in some way. This had been used to make myself better. That wasn’t the same as using the dying energy of a Great One, or even the same as using the magic from Aron’s near death to attempt to heal him. This had been a selfish act.

      And I didn’t know if it had mattered. Had I done nothing, had I let the power available with the man’s dying simply disappear, I would have remained injured. Though I still didn’t know what had happened to me, I did know the power from the spell had changed something.

      “Kate?”

      Blinking away the troubled thoughts, I looked over to see Jen watching me.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Why don’t you go and take a break? I’ll cover for you. It’s Allen on today, so we won’t really even be shorthanded.”

      I could only nod. Dr. Allen was better than having someone like Locks, who wouldn’t intervene. With Allen, there were times the upper-level residents didn’t get involved at all. It was a good opportunity for the interns. Dr. Allen was the kind of physician I wished I could be—the kind I once had thought that I could be, but the longer I spent in medicine, the more jaded I became, despite every intention on my part.

      It was worse knowing that I could do something different with my magic. Having the ability to diagnose and help without the trappings of traditional medicine left me in a difficult position. Though I could often tell what brought someone in, I didn’t always know how to help them, even with magic. But if I worked on it, if I honed that connection to magic, I had to think that I would develop that skill in time.

      Reaching the resident lounge, I flopped down on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. Strangely, I felt better than I had in days, and certainly better than I had before drawing away the power from the dying man. The pain that I’d awoken to this morning that I suspected came from the Taser was gone. The strangeness that I’d felt was gone. Had my connection to magic been restored?

      I hesitated using it. What if it was still altered?

      And if it was, then whatever I had done still hadn’t changed anything.

      Focusing on the source of my power, a sense that came from deep within me, I pulled on nothing more than a barrier. It surged into place, slamming around me with a vigorous sort of force.

      What the hell?

      There was incredible power there, almost more than I had before.

      Could I have held onto the stores of power the man dying had offered?

      That didn’t seem possible. When I’d used the magic of dying before, it had been used up at the time of the death, leaving me no different than when I used my magic at other times.

      This felt different.

      Releasing my barrier, I sat up. What I wanted was to summon my sword, but I didn’t dare do that so openly.

      Instead, I focused on my magic.

      Reaching into my connection to it, I felt the stirrings of power. Normally, there was a sense of untapped power, a sense that I could unleash with the right focus. It was power that I had kept tamped down for my entire life, afraid to release it, not certain what would happen if I did. I had grown accustomed to holding it down, using everything in my ability to keep from using magic that would lead to my exposure. Since I had started using my magic, releasing that hold had been increasingly easy.

      As I focused on the magic within me, there was something about it that was different.

      I had a sense of my magic after confining it for all the years that I had. I knew just how much power I could wield, so it didn’t take much for me to know how much different this power was than what I normally had access to.

      And it was considerably different.

      Enough so that it threatened to burble up from within me. The power surged, flowing through me, and I sealed it off. There was a sense of knotting it off, and had I not had the experience of doing so, I’m not sure that I would have known what to do—or would have been able to effectively seal it off.

      The door to the resident lounge opened and Tyson Chald glanced over at me. He was a second-year resident from somewhere out East and smart. He cocked an eye at me. “What’s up, Dr. Kate?”

      “Just trying to recover.”

      “I heard you had one of your patented traumas. Didn’t turn out so hot this time?”

      “They don’t always turn out so hot.”

      “Hey, I heard about that uterine rupture you took care of the other day. That’s some crazy shit you did.”

      “It was crazy.”

      “What made you think that was the only way to save them?”

      My eyes had drifted shut and I didn’t know if he was asking because he was genuinely curious or because he wanted gossip. It could be either. “The fetal heart rate was too slow. Baby needed to be delivered.”

      “Even with an unstable patient?”

      I opened my eyes. Was he challenging my decisions? With as off as I’d felt lately, I no longer knew.

      “The patient—the mother—was stable at that time. I wasn’t going to lose the baby.”

      “Isn’t the mother the patient?”

      I sat up, staring at him. “They both were. A term—meaning viable—infant and mother are both my patients. The infant was in greater danger at the time, which was why I acted. The mother was in trouble, but she had time. Had I not done anything, we would have lost the baby. Does that answer your questions?”

      He raised his hands and sat back, crossing his legs and grinning at me. “Hey, I just was trying to understand how you think. You’re the trauma monster, after all.”

      “Trauma monster?”

      He shrugged. “That’s what some of the interns call you. It sort of fits. Even when you were a second year, you were a monster when it came to traumas. I think even the attendings are happy when you’re the one to show up.”

      I didn’t like being called a monster, especially so soon after what had just happened and the way I felt about my magic. Rather than staying and arguing, I got to my feet and headed back out of the lounge.

      “Dr. Kate!”

      Glancing over my shoulder, I frowned at him before continuing onward, ignoring Tyson as I headed back out into the ER but unable to shake the sense that somehow regardless of how I wanted to use my magic, I was a monster.
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      At the end of my shift, I found myself back along the shores of the Mississippi River. I couldn’t help myself. The spell that had been cast remained, surrounded by power, by other spells placed by mages of considerable talent, but still not enough to eliminate the spell that had been placed here originally. As I stood near it, I realized there was something about the spell the mages of the mage council had done, a way of trying to keep others from getting too close.

      The sense of magic alone should be enough to do that. Magic was odd in that way. It had the ability to send other magic users away, keeping them from getting too close. I hadn’t asked Jen about how it felt, but she would have to be aware of it, too, though in the time since learning of my connection to the magical world, she had never seemed as if she were all that disinclined to remain near me—or my magic.

      The park was empty, or seemed to be. A trail worked its way through the center of it, heading toward the shores overlooking the Mississippi River. What had once been a lush, green lawn was now dried and dead in the early December cold. A layer of frost coated the grass, and branches on the nearby trees swayed with the steady wind. I pulled my coat around my shoulders, but even that wasn’t enough to keep out the wind and cold. The sun had already set, though it did so early at this time of year, darkness hanging over everything. The streetlights cast a dim glow, not nearly enough for me to see much more than what I already did.

      I had to believe that mages were nearby, watching this place, hiding in the darkness, but I saw no one. More likely than not, they were shielded.

      Taking a moment to summon my magical sword, I did so with a subtle power, drawing only a little bit, not wanting to fully draw upon it and reveal my presence. All I wanted was to reveal the mages watching, nothing more than that, and I could do it without drawing too much power from the sword.

      I hadn’t tested my magic enough since taking power from the dying man in the emergency room, and I wasn’t certain what would happen when I used it in this manner. Would it be different? Attempting to seal my home had certainly been different, and so I had to believe that this, too, would be.

      Thankfully, the sword burst into a glowing purple light.

      I withdrew power from it, wanting to mask it, and found that I required much less energy to do so than before. Did I still have some residual magic from borrowing from death?

      Turning slowly, I counted three people standing within the park who hadn’t been visible before.

      Interesting. They must all be members of the mage council, though I wouldn’t put it past Barden to leave others of his council here, as well.

      There was nothing about the pattern that I could tell without getting too close to it. The more that I stared at it, the more certain it was that whoever had placed it had considerable magical talent, more so than what I was capable of, and a connection to spells that was significant.

      It was more than simply placement of the spell. It had to be. The fact that this was here, formed in this fashion and so similar to runes that I’d seen left me believing she was a follower of Odian.

      Now I just had to find out who she was.

      I made my way to the river, pausing along the shores. As I did, a reminder of what had happened the night before came to me. I had connected to power on the other side of the Veil, borrowing from the power of the ley lines, drawing from magic that should not have been dangerous to me. I had enough connection to that magic in the past to know that it shouldn’t have overwhelmed me.

      Somehow, it had.

      More than that, it had changed something about me.

      That was the part that seemed the most striking. It hadn’t been clear until I had recovered, but now that I understood what it was, I found it strange. The spell had changed something about me, shifting it.

      I turn my attention back in its direction.

      Was that what it intended to do to the Veil? Too often, there were people who intended to attack and damage it, and I had been a part of that enough that I practically expected that to be the goal, but as I thought about it, it didn’t seem as if this were intended as some weakening of the Veil.

      What was being done was targeting the ley lines.

      It wasn’t the first time they had been targeted. When Lexy and those with her had attempted to do so using the drought, they had weakened the ley lines, weakening the Veil. With that, I had to wonder if perhaps it was more connected than I realized.

      Could all of the other attempts have been a test?

      They all seemed to be related, though they were different, targeting different aspects, and it left me with questions but no clear answers. How could the attempt to summon a demon king be related to an attempt at allowing gorgons across the Veil? How could either of those be tied to an attempt allowing the Great Ones to break free of their prison?

      There were too many questions, and without having anyone to ask them to, I wasn’t sure what to do.

      The mage council didn’t have the necessary answers. I was close enough to them now to know that to be true. The Dark Council didn’t have answers. Had Barden known anything about what was taking place, he would have shared it. Would the shifters know anything? I hadn’t gone to Ariel with this, but even if I did, what would she say? When it came to information about the other side of the Veil, I had a sense that Ariel had a distinct type of knowledge, but it also had limitations, the same way the mage councils had limitations. I didn’t know enough of the vampires to go to them, but after having survived an attack, I didn’t necessarily want to go to them. I certainly couldn’t go to the Siren family, though there were other families active within Minneapolis that I could approach.

      And Sharon had revealed that she had gone to the Seelie queen. She might’ve gotten back to Sharon, but if she had, I suspected there would’ve been some information about how to remove these spells.

      There was another place I could go, but it was a place I had avoided.

      And I would still avoid. I couldn’t go to Solera with questions. Not only did I not trust her, but I feared what she might do. I feared how powerful she was, especially when connected to her source of power. I had stolen from her once before, and had little doubt that she would find some way to take vengeance for it if I approached her.

      I stared at the river a moment longer. Ice collected along the shore, but the water near the center of the river continued to flow freely. It was early for ice to be forming like this, especially on the Mississippi, where the current flowed steadily downstream. Power emanated from the river as it always did. Since I had accepted my magic, allowing myself to reach for it, I had been more attuned to the sensation of power that came with it, and much more aware of how things like the Mississippi River, along with other rivers like the St. Croix and the Minnesota, all carried with them power related to their ley lines.

      The power was still here, but it was altered, shifted in a way that it had not been before, and I debated a moment before stepping forward and dipping my toe toward the water. Someone shouted behind me, but I ignored it.

      With my toe in the water, I ignored the freeze and the cold, choosing to fight off the frost that threatened to overpower me. It was stupid to do this, but I had to know. Ever since climbing into the river the night before, feeling the way the spell shifted the power flowing within it, I had been aware of something unusual.

      And it was time to see if my recovery had allowed me to regain some measure of connection to the ley lines.

      I could restore myself if it came to it, though perhaps my recovery the last time had been more chance than anything else. It was possible that if I were to get injured by the spell, somehow changed by that magic, I wouldn’t be lucky enough—if I could call it that—to find a dying magical user to borrow power from in order to save myself.

      The power of the river flowed over me.

      Whatever it was felt different than it had when I had been in the Mississippi before, trying to use that power to save Aron. I’m not sure why I should detect it so clearly, but it was there, the nature of the power flowing over me, filling me… almost as if it were adding to my stores of power.

      I staggered back, pulling my foot out of the water.

      A shout from behind me caught my attention and I turned.

      “Aron?”

      He stood near the shore, arm stretched out as if he were to grab me, wearing nothing more than a jacket and tight-fitting jeans. His icy blue eyes didn’t shine with the recognition I longed for, but there was something within them. Could it be concern?

      “Dr. Michaels. You are not to be here.”

      “And why am I not to be here?”

      “I was instructed to ensure your safety.”

      “Instructed by who?”

      “Members of the council.”

      I tapped my boot on the shore, trying to shake the water free. My foot was cold, but it wasn’t terribly unpleasant, and with magic flowing through me, I was able to ignore the cold in a way that I wouldn’t have otherwise managed to do.

      “I don’t need members of the council to keep an eye on me.”

      I didn’t like speaking to Aron in such a way, especially as he didn’t know what he was doing. At least, I believed that he didn’t know. It was easier that way.

      “You shouldn’t be out here.”

      “And why not?”

      “The council is trying to determine how this spell interacts with the ley line here.”

      At least the council believed that much. I wasn’t sure whether they would take the threat seriously or not. “I think the council needs to be focused more on how this spell allows an interaction with the other side of the Veil.”

      “They are trying to determine that, as well. They have missives out waiting for a response.”

      I started to smile, unable to help myself. “Missives?”

      “As I said, they are waiting for a response.”

      I glanced back at the water, deciding to try another tactic. “Do you remember being in the water with me?”

      “We’ve had these conversations before.”

      “I know that we have, but I’m just wondering whether you have any memory of being here with me.”

      “I have none,” he said.

      At least that was honest. It didn’t make it any less painful, but the honesty helped. “You were dying. You’d been shot by what I can only suspect was a bullet marked with a rune that allowed it to penetrate your barrier. Otherwise, from what I understand, you would be able to defend yourself against such attacks. You were bleeding, the kind of injury that most who come to the emergency room don’t survive. I tried healing you, but I wasn’t strong enough. I brought you to the river, a shore that wasn’t all that different from this, and laid you down, letting the water flow over you.”

      I couldn’t look up at him. The memory of that night came crashing back over me, and my voice caught as I spoke, though I needed to get the words out. In all the times that I had been working with Aron, trying to understand what had happened to him, I hadn’t revisited that night.

      “Even drawing on the power of the ley line flowing through here wasn’t enough. As much as I tried, I wasn’t able to save you. I have a connection to death. I don’t know what it is or why I have it, but it’s there, and I had started to feel you dying. When I felt that, I tried to push it away, tried to do whatever I could to stop it, but the injury to you was too much. And though I tried, you started to pass away.”

      Silence fell between us for a moment and I thought that he might say something about his lack of memory the way that he often did, but he did not. The silence allowed me to continue.

      “Power comes with dying. I don’t really understand it, and I never have, but it does. I discovered that I could use that power. It makes me feel something like the Grim Reaper, but with death, there’s a surge of magic. In your case and others like you who have considerable magic, that surge is significant. It strengthens me, and I used that strength, combined with the power flowing through the river, to try and save you. I thought that I had failed.”

      I licked my lips and swallowed, staring out across the water. Lights glittered on the surface, making it look beautiful and peaceful, though the Mississippi was powerful and not peaceful. I had thought the river was unforgiving, the magic hidden beneath it unable to help me at the one time that I wanted it to, and somehow I had succeeded in spite of that.

      “Death comes for all of us,” Aron said.

      “It does, but I didn’t want it to come for you.”

      “Why?” Aron asked.

      “Because I care about you.” I turned to him, looking up at him, meeting his empty blue eyes. “I wasn’t able to articulate it very well, but I care about you. And I think you were starting to care about me, too. Neither of us were good at such things, me especially. I’ve been always so focused on myself and my career that I never took the time to spend with someone else. And yet, with you, it was different.”

      I wasn’t sure exactly why Aron was different. He was everything that I thought was not my type. At the same time, he had become exactly my type. I think it was the quiet strength, but maybe it was more about the fact that he respected me for who I was and what I was without passing judgment on either. Too many men I had been around were threatened by strong women. Even though Aron was older than me, we had shared that simple connection.

      “I’m sorry that I don’t remember,” he said.

      With the words, the dam broke within me that I hadn’t realized was there. I started crying, sobbing, with tears streaming down my face. I had tried to be strong about all of it, had tried to hide my sadness when I was around Aron, but being out here, reminded of the night that he had died, I no longer could hold it in.

      And then he had not been dead. I thought that I had saved him, thought that I had brought him back, but even that was an empty victory. Aron had died that night, the man that I knew and had begun to care about was no longer, leaving me with someone new, someone without those memories… and someone who needed to be supported the same way that I needed to be supported.

      I had been so focused on myself, so focused on trying to do whatever I could to heal him to bring him back for my own selfish reasons, that I hadn’t taken the time to think about how he was dealing with all of this. It had to be incredibly difficult for him, too, and not just for me and others who cared about him.

      “What are you thinking about all of this?” I asked.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      “I haven’t really asked how you feel.”

      Aron stared at me, and in that moment, I wondered if perhaps he might not answer me, but his jaw clenched briefly before he took a deep breath. “There have been many people who have come to visit, and all of them talk about this person that I was, this person that I can’t remember. I remember magic. That is my memory, but even that is tainted somehow. I want to remember the person that I was, if only because the person everyone talks about sounds like a good man.”

      “You are a good man,” I said.

      “I am an empty man,” Aron said. “For now, I have magic and the council, and that is it. I will serve the council, and I will use my magic to do so, and perhaps in time the memories of who I was will come back to me.”

      I couldn’t tell from the way he said it if he cared if those memories came back. Maybe he didn’t care, though I cared, so I wanted him to care.

      “Do you want to learn more about yourself?” When he didn’t answer, I smiled tightly. “It’s okay if you don’t. You’re not going to hurt my feelings if you tell the truth.” Even that was a lie, though I tried to hide the fact that it would hurt me. It would hurt me deeply and greatly, especially as I wanted him to want the person back as much as I did.

      “The council has tried with magic. You have tried with your medicine. There seems to be nothing that will work.”

      And maybe there was nothing that could work. I had tried with medicine, but I had also tried with magic, searching to see whether I could reach that part of him that had been lost, but it hadn’t come to me. And maybe it wouldn’t. Without having an understanding of my magic, it was possible that there wasn’t anything that I could do for him.

      “If you want to know more, I will work with you. We haven’t done everything possible to help you.”

      “What more could you do?”

      I took a deep breath. “There is a person who might know a way of helping. She’s a person that I angered, but you also have a connection to her.” There was an obligation, though only Aron had known what that obligation was. Without knowing what price he would have to pay for Solera’s help, I wasn’t sure that it was safe for us to go to her.

      “And yet this person has not come to me.”

      “Because she can’t.”

      “Why can’t she?”

      “She’s exiled. As one of the fae, she is trapped, forced to be apart from the world that she loves. But she is dangerous, so if we went to her, any help that she might have would potentially carry with it consequences that we may not want.”

      “What sort of consequences?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. When it comes to Solera, there is a price. I don’t know what price she would exact for this.”

      Aron stared at me for a moment. “I would have to ask the council.”

      I could only nod. What else was there for me to do? Even in this, Aron was different. And I suspect that this person would never have gone to Solera in the first place. I doubt that this person would ever have gone to Ariel in the first place.

      I started away from the shore, watching Aron for a moment, and then turned away from him. It was too painful. When I reached the top of the shore, I headed straight toward the spell, staring at it for a long moment. Power radiated from it, confined by whatever magic the council had used to hold it in place, yet I had to wonder whether the council would be successful in maintaining that hold indefinitely. If this was tied to the ley lines, eventually they would be overpowered. They would have to be.

      Yet, there remained something about the ley lines and the sense I had when dipping my toe into the Mississippi River that had been different. Changed. Much the way my magic had been changed.

      That was the answer we needed to find. That was the key to whatever the strangely powerful mage intended.

      And maybe that was what I needed to search for. I had experienced that power three times now, and I might be the only one who understood the way it influenced things, particularly how it impacted the connection across the Veil.

      Summoning my sword once again, I did nothing to hide it, revealing myself to the other mages in park. I took a swipe at the spell, but the protections around it prevented me from reaching it.

      The mages watching the park started toward me and I released my hold on the sword and headed away from the park. I needed answers, and they weren’t going to be found here.
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      The warehouse looked the same as it did the last time I was here, though perhaps it was better protected than it had been. Spells surrounded it, power emanating from the warehouse, surrounding it and leaving me with a biting chill along my spine.

      There couldn’t be that many magic users within the warehouse, so the amount of magic they had placed around the warehouse itself must’ve been incredible.

      I waited, motionless, saying nothing as I stood at the door. Eventually Darvish or Barden and one of their people would come, and then they would open the door.

      I wasn’t expecting Florence.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “I came to see Barden.”

      “He’s been a little busy these days with the spells that have been placed throughout the city.”

      “That’s the reason I’m here.”

      “And he’s not, so I’m not sure what you expect to find.”

      “I was expecting to find someone that I have a working relationship with.” I still didn’t have a good read on Florence and wasn’t sure why she seemed to immediately dislike me, though the feeling was somewhat mutual.

      “Listen. You’re not one of us. We have been hunted long enough that some of us are a little sensitive to such things.”

      Could that be why she reacted that way with me? “I’m not a mage, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “You might not be a mage, but you are related to one of the counselors, aren’t you?”

      “My grandmother isn’t quite the same as most of the mage counselors.”

      “She didn’t try to burn off dark magic?”

      “Well—”

      “I’ll let Barden know that you stopped by.”

      She started to close the door when I pushed my hand out, preventing her from shutting me off. “I just need to know if you’ve figured anything out about these spells. There was another one placed last night, and it’s a little different in the way that it works. It’s tied into the ley line that runs beneath Mississippi, and in order for us to be able to prevent this, we need to understand just what it is that these spells are doing. I know that you were there. Barden said you got a picture of it.”

      “I got a picture of it,” Florence agreed.

      “All I need to know is how it compares to some of the others.”

      She took a deep breath and I could practically see her debating whether she would acquiesce or not. The debate that warred behind her eyes was evident and she paused, magic leaching off her, before she spun and motioned me to follow.

      I took a deep breath, closing the door behind me as I followed her into the warehouse. The main part of the warehouse was now banks of cubicles, and it was late enough that most of the cubicles were empty. One row had a single person sitting, hunched over a computer screen, and focused. The steady tap-tapping of the keyboard caught my attention, but Florence headed straight toward the back of the warehouse, so I followed her rather than going to see what Barden might be up to. He wasn’t going to share that with me if he didn’t have to and I wasn’t going to push, not when it came to something like this and with him. Whatever it was likely involved criminal activity, and I figured it was best that I simply not know.

      When we reached the back of the warehouse, she pressed her hand against the door and magic surged. I felt it much more acutely than I had before, and I suspected that the protections placed throughout here were much more stout than they had been.

      Was Barden that concerned about what the mage council might do?

      Or did he worry about something else?

      He had been there following the strange mage attack, and I wouldn’t put it past Barden to think to protect himself and his people from the possibility of another attack. He no longer hid his presence, not worried about trying to keep ahead of the mage council, so I wasn’t surprised that he would want to fortify this place, but what was it that he feared?

      When the door opened, she stepped through, leading me down the familiar hallway. The room that had once had contained a bank of computers was now different. The door was open, something that it didn’t used to be, and rows of file cabinets filled it.

      What was Barden up to?

      She stopped at another door along the hall, this one leading into a room that was too much like the one where I had been trapped, held in order to heal Barden’s son Rory. I hadn’t seen him since that attack long ago and didn’t know what had come of him, though I hadn’t really asked, either. It was a sort of thing that Barden would keep to himself, which didn’t surprise me. His personal life was kept separate, at least as much as was possible when it came to the magical world.

      Two desks occupied this room, and computer monitors sat on the top of both. Florence took a seat at one of the computers and punched in a password. If I were faster, maybe I would’ve been able to pick up on what her password was, but what reason would I have for that?

      “This is the one we found last night,” she said, pulling up a picture.

      I stared at it, recognizing the pattern from having seen it. “I’m quite familiar with it. And I think that I was the one who found it, not we.”

      Florence arched a brow at me and flicked to the next picture. “This is the one that we found previously. You can see that there are similarities between them.” She flipped them so that they were side by side. The patterns were similar, though not the same. She did something, removing the background, leaving only the burned-out shape of the spell, and layered them over each other. As she did, it was even more clear how similar the two patterns were.

      “There are differences,” she said, pointing to an extra triangular structure on what was situated as the top of one image. “We’re not quite certain what these differences mean.”

      “What if the various patterns are tied to the particular ley line?”

      “It would be possible, but such control over the ley lines isn’t known.”

      “It isn’t known by the mage council—or the Dark Council—but what if there is someone who does know about these things?”

      “Having some way of controlling it would make them incredibly powerful.”

      I debated how much to share with Florence. “It’s more than simply a matter of controlling the ley lines, I think. I’m not exactly sure, but when I was there, I went into the Mississippi River, and I could feel how it had been modified.”

      Florence sat staring at the screen for a moment before swiveling in her chair and looking up at me. “You did what?”

      “I told you. I felt the difference of the power from the ley line after the spell was placed.”

      “A single spell shouldn’t be enough to influence the ley line. I mean, when there was the drought—”

      “Also magically induced.”

      Florence nodded. “Right. When the drought that was magically induced happened a year ago or so ago, it influenced the ley lines, making them weaker, but it didn’t modify them in any way. It simply took power from them.”

      She was right. It was one thing to diminish the strength of the ley lines, which could be done through some difficult but understandable magical spell. From what my grandparents had said, influencing weather patterns was challenging but wasn’t beyond the means of serious magic users.

      What I had detected was quite a bit different. It was powerful magic, the kind that suggested someone had a familiarity with magic and spells that had control over deep powers of the world. There couldn’t be that many people who had control over that sort of power, could there?

      “What if whoever placed that spell—or any of the spells—isn’t from this side of the Veil?”

      “We would know if there was a crossing.”

      “I’m not so sure that we would. I didn’t detect any magic used by this mage. Whatever she can do is different—significantly different—than other magic users.”

      “You can feel the use of magic?”

      I nodded.

      “What sort of spell is it?”

      “It’s no spell. Listen, if you intend to challenge me on my magic, this will take a long time. Barden has been working with me, trying to help me understand what sort of magic I have. It’s different than yours and different from those of the mage council. I don’t think that I’m one of the fae, especially since my mother would have been descended from mages, but I don’t know what my other half is.”

      She started building a spell and I nodded.

      “Interesting. And you didn’t detect anything last night?”

      “Not when I was attacked. I felt the spell and that’s it.” Did that have to do with how much power went into placing the spells? “The only other time that I felt anything like that was when we faced the vampires with the runes and their magic wands.”

      “Magic wands?”

      I shrugged. “I wasn’t really sure what else to call them. They had runes placed on metal rods, drawing power from your people. Magic wand seemed to fit.”

      “I suppose, but it makes it seem too much like movies.”

      “Just because it’s in the movies doesn’t mean it’s not real.”

      “Yes. I’m well aware of that fact.”

      “Have you seen anything else that would help us?” I asked.

      Florence stared at me for a moment before turning back to the computer. She tapped on the keys and brought up a series of pictures. Each of them represented one of the spells that had been placed on the ground, each of them from somewhat different terrain. Overall, there were significant similarities. Most of them had a circular pattern, and on those were various other patterns that were added, a series of shapes that were designed to add more to the spell. I suspected that knowledge of runes would be helpful, especially when it came to understanding how to form the spells, but didn’t understand all the aspects involved.

      “There is nothing that really ties into any of the others,” Florence said. “Most of these have some similarities, but when I run them through the database of known patterns, nothing pops out.”

      “You have a database of known patterns?”

      “Barden asked that we compile one after the last attack.”

      I started to ask how they would’ve compiled a database of known patterns but realized that they wouldn’t have had any challenge in doing so. How many of the dark mages had patterns that had been stolen from them? They could have documented each of those, using the knowledge of runes to understand what they might mean, but even with that database, they might not have any way of knowing what each pattern was used for.

      There was one way that didn’t involve going to Solera, but I didn’t like it any more than I liked trying to speak with her.

      “Why do you look like you swallowed a bug?” Florence asked.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out how we can understand the intent behind these runes.”

      “Shapes and patterns are important for magic. I understand that you’re not the same type of mage as the rest of us, but you have to understand that.”

      “I understand how shapes and patterns have purpose, but the sequence is complicated. Most of these runes are different than anything other mages have used.”

      “They are different,” Florence agreed.

      “And with those differences, there is one place that we could go to try to understand they are different.”

      “You mean the vampires.”

      I nodded.

      “I’m not sure Barden would agree with that.”

      “Barden might not, but then, it’s not up to Barden, is it?”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “Serious about what?”

      “Serious about going by yourself.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “For one, you’re outside of the treaty. You said it yourself. You’re not a mage, and you certainly aren’t a shifter, which means that you wouldn’t fall under the same benefit of the treaty.”

      It was the same reason that the dark mages had been used by the vampires and the familiars for a source of power. If I went, not only would I be placing myself in danger—possibly unnecessarily—but there would be no protections either.

      But maybe that was what was needed.

      “I don’t know that I have any other choice.”

      “There is another choice. You don’t go. Let us continue to analyze these patterns. Eventually we’re going to come up with something. Especially now that we have the…”

      “Now that you have the what?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “It didn’t sound like it’s nothing.”

      “We borrowed a few volumes from the archives.”

      “The mage council archives?”

      Florence nodded, keeping her gaze focused on the computer. The books that had been stacked on the table in the shack outside of town had a new meaning now.

      I started laughing.

      “Why is that funny?”

      “It’s funny that you still feel the need to hide that from them.”

      “You haven’t been chased and attacked for centuries. You don’t understand what it’s like.”

      “I don’t understand what it’s like, though for a long time, I thought I had dark magic.”

      “And yet you chose not to use it.”

      “I chose not to use it because I didn’t think I had enough control, and I didn’t want to have it burned off of me.”

      “You know what it’s like to have someone you care about have their magic burned off?” Florence asked.

      I met her eyes. “I don’t.”

      “It takes something from them. The mage council claims that it doesn’t, but it most definitely does. There is something that is altered, modified, and they are no longer the person they once had been.”

      That explained her reaction, then. “Who did you lose?”

      “My brother.”

      “What happened to him?”

      “When the council found him—and they always went after those with negligible power, not mages of any considerable strength—they brought him before the council. He was convicted of the crime of practicing dark magic and his powers were burned from him.”

      “From what I understand, it doesn’t truly burn power off. It only seals it off.”

      “And is that so different? If you don’t have access to magic, it’s no different than having it burned off of you. It doesn’t matter. My brother couldn’t stand not being able to reach that magic. He remembered what it was like, and remembered being able to perform spells. He was young, early with his magical talent, and the two of us had agreed that we would keep an eye on each other. Protecting each other. And I failed him.”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. It was one thing to know in nonspecific terms that dark magic users had their powers burned off, and it was quite another to come face to face with someone who had known—and loved—someone who it had been done to.

      “They weren’t supposed to go after those of negligible power,” I said.

      “They couldn’t catch anyone with any real power. The knights like to think that they could, but they rarely were successful. It’s how Barden and Darvish and others like them have managed to say free all these years.”

      That fit, though it went against what Gran and Gramps had said. They claimed that only those who were significant dark magic users had ever been captured and had their magic burned from them. It wasn’t supposed to be those with minimal power.

      Could that be why they had hidden me?

      I would’ve been an easy target. And then, I had believed that I would be a target my entire life.

      “What happened to your brother?”

      “What happens to all too many people who have lost something important to them. He no longer wanted to go on. Not that I could blame him.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that he decided that he had enough. He decided that he wasn’t going to suffer any longer. He took his life.”

      “How many others have done the same?”

      “I don’t think you want to know the answer to that.”

      “I do want to know the answer.”

      “More than you would care to know about,” she said.

      I swallowed. Could that really be true? Could it be that so many dark magic users had decided that they couldn’t go on without their connection to magic that they simply took their own lives?

      And if it was true, what did that say about the mage council and their willingness to act?

      It meant they were brutal. It meant that they were cruel.

      And these were the people I had sided with. These are the people who had been my family. People who my grandparents worked with.

      “I’m not like that,” I said.

      She stared at me and I didn’t know what she might say or do, but I didn’t look away.

      “I know you’re not like that. If you were, Barden would never have welcomed you.”

      “Barden has welcomed me?”

      “As much as he can welcome anyone who’s not a dark magic user. You’re the one who saved him, after all. He credits the rest of us for helping, but he knows that he wouldn’t have been rescued if you hadn’t gone after him.”

      “What choice did I have?”

      “Aren’t you a doctor?”

      I nodded.

      “You don’t need the magical world. You didn’t have to go after him.”

      “I couldn’t have let someone suffer and die, especially if there was something I could do for them.”

      “Which is why he respects you, Dr. Michaels.”

      It was good that Barden respected me, but there is a part of me that wanted something more. I wasn’t entirely sure what that was, but I wanted to be a part of something.

      “You won’t help?”

      Florence shook her head. “I don’t know that I can. Barden made it clear that we weren’t to intervene while we were attempting to reconcile with the mage council.”

      I couldn’t force the issue, not with someone who was doing exactly as I had hoped they would, forming the connection that I had hoped would happen.

      “If I find anything out, I’ll let you know.”

      “You’re not still going to go through with it, are you?”

      “I am.”

      “You can’t be serious.”

      “I can.”

      “Dr. Michaels—”

      “I might not be part of the treaty among the vampires, the shifters, and the mages, but I recognize the need to ensure the stability of the Veil.”

      Florence frowned. “What was that?”

      “The stability of the Veil. That’s what this is about. If something happens and shifts the ley lines in such a way that they are no longer stable the way they are supposed to be, then the treaty won’t matter.”

      “Maybe I can come with you.”

      “What about Barden?”

      “What about him?”

      I spun around and saw Barden standing in the doorway. He frowned when he saw me, though it seemed almost as if there were a hint of amusement marked on his face.

      “I am going to the vampires.”

      “I’m not certain that’s a very good idea,” Barden said.

      “Probably not, but we need to understand these markings so that we can know what’s happening to the ley lines.”

      Barden glanced from me to Florence, who shrank back from his stare. That surprised me. I didn’t have much experience with Florence, but she didn’t strike me as someone who was quite so passive. “And you believe that the vampires hold the key?”

      “The vampires might not hold the key, but I suspect they learned from someone who does.”

      “This Odian.”

      “He knows about runes.”

      “And you thought him responsible for this until you encountered the mage.”

      I shrugged. “I did, but I’m not sure that he’s still not involved.”

      “We haven’t seen anything that would suggest anyone else.”

      “We don’t know anything about this. It could be some hidden cartel working together, all of them trying to place these spells throughout the city.”

      “Dr. Michaels. I would never have taken you for such a conspiratorial type.”

      “I never would have been before realizing just how strange the magical world could be.”

      Barden smiled darkly. “It certainly can be. I will accompany you.”

      “You will?” Florence said.

      “I’ve learned that when it comes to Dr. Michaels, whatever she finds herself entangled in often has interesting consequences. Now that we have been legitimized however slightly by the mage council, we can at least enforce our right to be a part of what’s taking place within the treaty.”

      “We could ask the shifters to come with us,” I said.

      “I doubt you would have much luck.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because I’ve already reached out to Ariel,” Barden said.

      That surprised me. But then it shouldn’t. Ariel had been a part of helping to rescue him in the first place, and so I could see that Barden would find value in it, though Ariel might not. It wasn’t shifter business, though if the ley lines were disrupted, it would become shifter business.

      “I guess it’s just us again.”

      “Who would have guessed that Veran and Cyn Michaels’s granddaughter would end up working with the Dark Council?” Barden asked, a playful smile on his lips.

      “Be careful,” I said.

      “I’m always careful.”

      “If you were always careful, you would never have been caught by the vampires in the first place.”

      Florence gasped but Barden, to his credit, only chuckled.

      “You see? It’s things like that where I find myself thoroughly enjoying your presence, Dr. Michaels. You make a point of ensuring that I don’t get too full of myself.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “No. I suppose you’re right. I’ve lived far too long to not have a sense of just how powerful I am. If you would prefer, we can reach out to members of the mage council to see if they would like to come with us, though I doubt they would find accompanying several dark mages and Kate Michaels to be very exciting.”

      I considered reaching out my grandparents. Wouldn’t they come with us? But then I looked over at Florence, realizing what she had been through during her life and the way that she had feared the mage council all these years, and decided that maybe that didn’t make sense.

      And here I was more concerned about convincing the mage council to work with the Dark Council because of the need to combine their powers, but it was more than that. The mage council needed to be held accountable to what they had done to the Dark Council all these years.

      Would they ever be able to hold them accountable? It seemed almost too much to ask for, especially as they—including my grandparents—still didn’t view themselves as having done anything wrong.

      “No. We don’t need to reach out to the mage council.”

      “Are you ready to proceed?”

      “Now? You know, it is night.”

      “And your point is?”

      “My point is that if we’re going to approach the vampires, we should probably do it during the daylight,” I said.

      “Because you believe they would be weaker?”

      “Is that how it works?”

      “That would be how the rumors would tell you that it works, but with the vampires, they might be sleeping, but they aren’t necessarily weak. And it’s early enough that I think we can pay them a visit without disrupting too much.”

      “Why do I have the sense that you look forward to this?”

      “Why, Dr. Michaels, I don’t know what you mean.”

      “We can’t go to the Siren family. They might be responsible for what happened to you, but not all of the vampires were.”

      “Not all of them were, but do you know that we have learned that other families shared the same practice?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “And did you know that once the council placed their position that it should not be allowed that many of the families have brought their mage victims underground, making it difficult to rescue them?”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Well, I do know. And I intend to find every last mage that has been captured and brought under the control of the vampires and free them, whether mage council or Dark Council.”

      “Maybe it’s not a good idea that you come with me.”

      Barden flashed a dark smile. “Ah, but Dr. Michaels, I think it’s imperative that I accompany you.”
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      The van raced along the road, moving with nearly the same speed that Aron once liked to reach. I couldn’t imagine Aron ever taking a vehicle like this, though it wasn’t that this was somehow unpleasant. Far from it, as the van was nice enough and Barden certainly kept it clean. It was just that it wouldn’t have been fast enough for Aron’s tastes.

      “How do you know where to go?” I asked, looking over at Darvish. He drove with a serious intensity, focused on the road ahead of him, gripping the steering wheel much more tightly than I would have expected he would need to do.

      “The location of the Vangalor family hideout isn’t much of a secret.”

      “It’s not? We had to search for the Siren family.”

      “The Siren family is more secretive about where they remain, mostly because the Vangalor family is so powerful in this part of the country.”

      “I don’t know anything about the vampire families, other than the fact that there are families.” I stared out at the highway blurring by. Street lights flickered as we drove past, everything dark around us. Modest homes lined either side of the road. We were heading east, away from downtown, and making our way generally toward St. Paul.

      “There are five separate families,” Barden said, leaning forward from the backseat. I had thought he might want to sit up front, but he had volunteered to sit in the back, leaving me sitting next to Darvish. Did he think that he would pair me off with Darvish? Maybe Barden hadn’t seen the way Darvish had looked at Ariel, though I could imagine Darvish had wanted to hide that interest. “In the Twin Cities, at least. The Vangalor family is the most prominent, though the Siren family has grown in strength and numbers over the years. The three other families are smaller, little more than sects, spinoffs of much greater families found elsewhere. For the most part, the other families want to maintain a presence here on the chance that the Vangalor family fails. That way, they already have a foothold, and thus a claim.”

      “Are their powers all that different?”

      “You saw firsthand what the Siren family can do. They have a certain type of persuasion.”

      “I wasn’t persuaded by them.”

      “No, but you are unusual. I suspect whatever your natural protections are allowed you to remain safe. Most don’t have those protections and need to use spells in order to defend themselves from the Siren family.”

      It was one more immunity that I had. I suppose that immunity wasn’t quite the right way to describe it. I didn’t necessarily have an immunity to magic, but I did have natural abilities that were different.

      “What do you think the fact that I was unaffected by their persuasion means?”

      Barden shrugged.

      “You have an idea.”

      He turned, meeting my eyes. “When it comes to you, Dr. Michaels, I don’t have an idea. I long ago gave up on thinking that I know what you might be. The only way we may learn is if we are ever willing to step across the Veil, but doing so is so incredibly dangerous that it would be basically asking for a death sentence.”

      “Even as powerful as you are?”

      “I may be powerful on this side of the Veil, but on the other side, I would be of middling power. Perhaps even less than that. I have no misperceptions about what I am capable of doing. Much as I have no misperceptions about the benefit of remaining on this side of the Veil, where I understand the extent of my power, much as I understand the extent of others’ power. At least here, I don’t need to worry about someone surprising me with the nature of their magic.” He flashed a smile. “At least, I hadn’t needed to worry about it. That may have changed.”

      I turned my attention back to the road, watching where Darvish drove. After a while, we turned off onto a wider street. A boulevard ran along the middle of it, and tall evergreens grew within the boulevard, swaying slightly with the strong wind that still gusted.

      “What are the odds of something going wrong with this?” I asked.

      Darvish continued to stare straight ahead. “I would say the odds of something going awry are quite high. The vampires don’t need to accommodate us. They could argue that they weren’t fully aware of the concessions made between the two councils, and with you, Kate Michaels, I think that we run the distinct risk that they would want to study you, possibly even use you the same way they used the dark council before.”

      “I won’t allow it.”

      “No. And neither will we,” Barden said.

      “What you mean by that?”

      “If it comes down to it, Dr. Michaels, I would like you to stand as close as you can to me. Florence would be on the outside, Darvish next to her, and then me at the center.”

      “Circles?”

      “A summons. We would tap into the power on the other side of the Veil, much like we did when facing the Siren family.”

      “And Florence and Darvish—”

      “They would serve as a deterrence.”

      “A sacrifice.”

      Barden fixed me with a hard-eyed stare. “A deterrence. They have not come along intending to perish here.”

      I glanced over at Darvish, noting again the white-knuckled grip he had on the steering wheel. They were more alarmed than they let on, and it had to do with coming into the vampire world, risking ourselves, facing a family that was powerful in their own regard.

      The Siren family had been almost too much for us, and then we had the shifters along with dozens of dark mages. What would it be like when facing the Vangalor family?

      “If it comes down to it, I want you to leave me.”

      “I don’t intend to leave you.”

      “I know you don’t intend to, but if it comes down to it, leave me behind. You can go and get help.”

      “If we went for help, you would disappear.”

      “Then place a spell on me.”

      Darvish grinned, but it was Barden who answered. “Do you think we’ve not tried that tactic before? Your magic presents unique challenges, Dr. Michaels. For whatever reason, you tend to burn through it more powerfully than you should. It’s almost as if your magic rejects the presence of something else.”

      “Are you sure my magic is the one that’s rejecting it? Maybe I’m the one rejecting it.”

      “Why, I’m hurt,” Barden said.

      I shook my head. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”

      “Too late,” Darvish said.

      We slowed in front of a driveway. Brick pillars marked either side with an iron gate folded inward. Small lanterns shaped like old-fashioned flames glowed softly. We started forward, turning down the drive, passing rows of shrubs lining either side of the driveway, the leaves long since fallen and swept up. As we drove, my skin itched, tingling for a moment before it passed.

      “What sort of protections do they have?”

      “The vampires have no intrinsic magic,” Barden said. “They have abilities. They are naturally strong and quick. They can see and smell nearly as well as the shifters. And they are attuned to powers.”

      “They have some sort of magic. I felt it as we turned down the driveway.”

      “Where?” Barden asked.

      I turned and glanced at him. “Was that why you wanted me to sit in the front seat?”

      “You do have a unique ability, Dr. Michaels. I thought that we could take advantage of that ability, and we could use it to help us understand what sort of dangers we might be facing here.”

      I chuckled softly. I should have known that Barden had something like that in mind, especially when it came to putting me in the front seat. “It was around the second or third shrub along the driveway.”

      “Not at the post?”

      “Not the post. It wasn’t until we pulled into the driveway that I felt it. It’s like an itching along my skin. It’s different than a spell, though I suspect it’s magical, but I don’t have any other way of explaining it to you.”

      “Nor do you need to.”

      “The sense is gone, if that matters.”

      “And do you feel any ill effects?”

      “No. Should I?”

      “When it comes to the vampires, I worry. They can be quite devious.”

      “I thought you could be quite devious.”

      “I can be. They take it to a different level.”

      I shivered. Barden was devious, and I knew that he had some underworld dealings that were dangerous, so for him to make that comment about the vampires… “Maybe that’s their magical ability.”

      Darvish laughed. “That’s an ability I would like.”

      His laughter trailed off as we reached what I could only call a mansion. The building was enormous, shaped something like a horseshoe, with garages on either side of the building. Lights glowed in most windows and bright spotlights shone down on the circular drive. Two enormous men stood guard outside the double door leading into the home.

      “Those don’t look like vampires,” I said.

      “Familiars,” Darvish whispered.

      “They’re huge.”

      “Yes. They look like WWE wrestlers,” Darvish said.

      “That’s what you go to? You don’t strike me as a WWE kind of guy.”

      “When I was younger.”

      “Because you’re so old now,” I said.

      “It was the WWF then,” Darvish started with a smile.

      “Quiet,” Barden said. “They will be listening.”

      “They can hear us from inside?”

      “I suspect that spell you detected adds to their natural powers.”

      Which meant that they could hear us from inside. And likely see us. Could they smell us, too? “Do they have a way of knowing who can use magic?”

      “It’s likely they do,” Barden whispered. “We don’t know with much certainty, but it fits what we do know. And the Vangalor family would be the most potent of the vampire families with such an ability.”

      Would they know what I could do?

      Maybe I needed to see if they did.

      I pushed those thoughts away. That wasn’t why we were here. We had come to see if we could discover anything about the runes, not about me. Barden might have a different reason for coming, but I had to remain focused on the reason that I was there.

      We stopped in front of the house and I got out, placing a barrier around myself immediately. I should have done so before, and should have taken the time to place one around the van. Maybe that would have prevented the vampires from detecting us sooner, though had I done that, I might not have known about their protections. Knowing about them had to be helpful in some way, though I wasn’t entirely certain how.

      The two men standing on either side of the door turned toward us. I flashed a smile, but they crossed their arms over their chests, looking to barricade our entry. Glancing over at Darvish, I could see him tensing, though magic didn’t build through him.

      That surprised me. Why wouldn’t he be drawing upon his source of magic at this point?

      When I looked back to Barden, I saw the same out of him. They used nothing. No source of magic. No spell held within them.

      “Darvish?” I whispered.

      “I can’t summon any magic,” he whispered.

      “What do you mean?”

      Barden joined me, standing at my other shoulder. The tension within him was nearly palpable. “I cannot either.”

      “How is it possible that you can’t reach for your magic?”

      “Apparently, the Vangalor family has some way of suppressing it.”

      I glanced over at Florence, who remained with a hand on the side of the car, watching Barden as if trying to decide whether she would get out of the vehicle. He shook his head at her.

      “It seems as if we need to handle this a different way,” Barden said.

      “I still have access to my magic,” I said.

      “I was hoping that you would,” Barden said. “If you would be so kind as to create a barrier around us?”

      “I already have, but what good will that do us if the entirety of the family decides to attack?”

      “I’m hoping that it isn’t necessary, but—”

      A strange flickering movement caught my attention and I spun, noticing the sudden appearance of a vampire.

      He had pale skin, much like most of the vampires we had encountered, and a long face with slicked-back dark hair. Deep, black, piercing eyes stared at us. He was dressed in a gray jacket with a white shirt unbuttoned one too many buttons, and nearly black jeans. It had a very European feel to it.

      “What have we here?”

      Barden clenched his jaw. “Roland,” he said, stepping forward. I was careful to maintain my connection to the barrier, keeping it wrapped around him. “Is this really necessary?”

      The vampire spread his hands, smiling sweetly. A hint of the fangs within his mouth was visible, gleaming in some of the reflected light. “Is what necessary, Barden Leifan?”

      “The protections you placed on your compound.”

      “The protections are for just this situation. Do you think I would really allow mages to come onto my property and maintain their connection to power?” He tsked softly. “After what happened with my cousins, I, for one, have learned better.”

      “You understand what they were doing.”

      “And just what were they doing?”

      Barden balled his hand into a fist, the angriest I think that I had ever seen him. If he had some connection to his magic, I could imagine the rage that would be coursing through him.

      Could I do anything to reconnect him and the others to their abilities?

      It had to be some sort of protection, which meant that it was placed by a mage or someone with a similar type of power, especially if the vampires didn’t have magic of their own.

      Focusing my magic, trying to concentrate on the barrier, I tried to shift it. It wasn’t a natural sensation, but what I wanted to do was change it so that the emphasis was more on sealing out outside influences. If I could separate whatever had been done to prevent my friends from reaching their magic, perhaps we could gain the upper hand.

      All of a sudden, a surge of magic tingled along my spine. Barden’s shoulders relaxed. Whatever I had done seemed to have worked.

      “You were using my people.”

      “Your people? You say that as if you have some control over them. I didn’t realize that the Dark Council was so formalized. I thought that you are more concerned about keeping ahead of the mage council.”

      “And now we have a treaty with them. Or haven’t you heard?”

      “Oh, I have heard. From what I understand, the treaty is nothing nearly as formal as what it needs to be to offer you any sort of protection. Which is why I question your interest in coming here. If you know what my cousins were willing to do, then allowing yourself to be such a delicious target is not what I would have expected from the great and wise Barden Leifan.”

      Magic burst from Barden. The spell slipped out of my barrier and slammed into the vampire.

      The shock of it caught the vampire off guard and he snarled, flashing his fangs.

      “Did you think that I would come unprepared?” Barden took a step forward, forcing me to shift the barrier with him. I hoped that in doing so, it didn’t detract from his ability to maintain his connection to magic. “And I know what you’ve been doing. Trust me when I tell you that I will rescue any of my kind. All dark magic users are under my protection.”

      “And mine,” I said.

      Barden glanced over his shoulder at me. The corners of his eyes tightened.

      “And who might you be?” the vampire said.

      “My name is Kate Michaels.”

      “Michaels? Could it be that we have a representative from the mage council?”

      “Could it be?” Barden asked, smiling.

      “Why are you here?” All pretenses faded from the vampire’s voice and he glared at Barden. The jolt of power that had slammed into him didn’t seem to have hurt the vampire, but it certainly had caught him off guard, enough so that he was unsettled by what had happened.

      “We are here because there has been an attack on the Veil,” Barden said.

      “Another one?”

      “This one is different.”

      “All of them have been different,” Roland said. “And it’s interesting to me that they would happen with such frequency. Perhaps others don’t feel the same, but I find the intensity of the attacks to be unsettling. First of all, we did lose one of my family.”

      I stared at Roland, looking for any sort of similarity between him and the vampire that had been sacrificed as part of Lexy’s plan to summon the demon king, but there wasn’t anything obvious. Maybe all vampires had a shared appearance, but other than the pale and waxy complexion and the dark hair, there didn’t appear to be any real similarity.

      “I was there,” I said.

      “You were? Then perhaps you can explain how my beloved brother was murdered?”

      “I wasn’t there when he was killed. The magic user who had taken him had murdered him long before I arrived.” I was careful not to say dark mage, mostly because I didn’t know if Lexi was a dark mage. She had risen high within the mage council, which suggested to me that she was imbued with Seelie magic rather than the Unseelie that came from the dark mages.

      “That’s quite interesting, and, I might add, convenient.”

      “You can find it convenient or not, but it’s the truth.”

      “And what did you do to get vengeance for my brother?” Roland asked.

      “It wasn’t my place to get vengeance for your brother. I stopped the demon king they were trying to summon across the Veil.”

      Roland took a step forward and slammed into my barrier. He frowned, but any surprise that I thought he might have faded quickly. He reached one hand out and a sharpened nail on his index finger scratched at the barrier. Red and blue sparks flew where he touched, and a hint of a smile began to spread on his face.

      “Not a representative of the council, are you?”

      “And what does that mean?” I asked.

      Roland straightened his back and sniffed.

      I understood the workings of my barrier well enough now to know that I could influence what could pass across it. I could make it so that sound did not, and I could solidify it enough that magic—and other things such as bullets—wouldn’t cross. I had used my barrier to protect myself from sword attacks, and had used it to defend myself from a Great One.

      At first, I thought that Roland attempted to smell us within the barrier, but as I watched, I realized that wasn’t the case. He was smelling the barrier.

      My magic.

      “Interesting. You would have made quite the catch.”

      “I’m not interested,” I said.

      “Oh. I think that you might have been. You see, we can be quite persuasive.”

      Gross.

      I’d gotten accustomed to strange come-ons within the ER. There were far too many men—especially older ones—who thought it was perfectly fine to hit on young women, regardless of whether they were part of the medical teams taking care of them. It didn’t matter to that kind of man whether it was a nurse or a doctor. All they saw were breasts and asses, apparently far too much temptation.

      Since gaining a foothold in the magical world, I’d found similar come-ons, though none were nearly as creepy as what I had just now experienced.

      “Take another step forward and I will ensure that it’s your last.”

      “Do you think you’re so powerful that you could end me? An Elder of the Vangalor family?”

      “I’d be careful, Roland. She had little difficulty with Perrander.”

      Roland turned his attention back to me. His mouth pressed into a tight line. “You were the one who removed the Siren family?”

      I nodded. I wasn’t about to argue with Barden that it was easy, as it was most decidedly not. It seemed that with the Vangalor family—and this vampire in particular—showing strength had merit, and regardless of what else, I thought that we would benefit from portraying ourselves as vampire destroyers. We wanted information, but it seemed the vampires responded best to threats.

      From what I had seen, many within the magical world responded best to threats. The shifters were much the same, as were members of the council. Even the Dark Council had been similar, though surprisingly, they had a greater normalcy than almost any other magical user.

      What did that say about me that I felt that way?

      “Perhaps I should thank you,” Roland said.

      “Thank us or not, we need answers,” Barden said.

      Roland studied us for a moment. When he nodded, it seemed as if more of the tension I’d seen from Barden faded. “I will offer you the protections of my home. You will not be harmed within my home or on my grounds.”

      “Does your protection extend to all of us?” Barden asked.

      “All who are with you are granted this protection.”

      Barden glanced back at me. “It’s okay, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Just like that?”

      “His word is a bond. We won’t be harmed.” He turned his attention back to Roland. “I hadn’t expected him to be quite so open with his promise, but I’ll admit that I’m pleased that he was willing to see reason.”

      “I’m willing to see reason because you brought with you someone that I have been most eager to meet.”

      With that, Roland Vangalor turned toward the door and, with the wave of his hand, it opened, almost as if he had magic, but that couldn’t be. Vampires didn’t have magic of their own, did they?

      I glanced over at Barden and Darvish. Neither of them appeared nearly as nervous as I felt. Either they were hiding it well or they simply didn’t feel it.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “As sure as I can be,” Barden said. “Chasing the answers that we do, I think this is necessary.” He took a step forward and then hesitated, glancing back at Roland. “Perhaps you don’t fully let go of your barrier.”

      I released part of the connection but not all of it. Doing so left me feeling uncomfortable, and as I stepped into the home of the most powerful vampire family in the Minneapolis area, that discomfort only increased exponentially.
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      The home was amazing. It had an Old World style, and many of the decorations appeared to be antiques, the kind that would be more suited for homes out East, multimillion-dollar mansions that celebrities would live in. Jen would have loved to have seen it, and I wondered what she might say when I told her that I had come to a vampire’s mansion.

      Paintings along the wall looked incredibly expensive. I knew next to nothing about art, but the detail and the colors left me thinking that they were extremely valuable. It made me think of when I had gone to the Minneapolis Institute of Art when I was in school, though I don’t recall having the same sense of dread as I walked along halls there.

      A slender man sat on a velvet bench, staring across at the wall. His eyes had a glazed appearance to them and as we passed, I noticed a few faded markings on his hands.

      Familiars.

      I looked over at Barden. He recognized the same thing as I did. “The markings were gone,” I whispered.

      “They might be gone, but the intent is still there.”

      “We will rescue as many of your people as we can.”

      “Oh, I know that we will,” he said.

      We might have been offered safety, but I had a sense that Barden wasn’t necessarily interested in maintaining that. How many vampires were in this compound? We had barely survived with the Siren family, and if the Vangalor family was as powerful as everyone seemed to say, I doubted very much that we would be able to withstand an attack from them.

      The home was much nicer than that of the Siren family. That had been very sparsely decorated, and though it didn’t appear so from the outside, it was almost a modern styling.

      There was nothing modern about this.

      “Everything here has the look of wealth,” I whispered.

      “It should. The Vangalor family is incredibly old. Centuries old. They have accumulated much over the years, and they have secured more.”

      “Secured?”

      Barden’s gaze drifted back to the man sitting on the velvet bench. “Familiars. Men and women of power and wealth who would do anything to become one of them.”

      “If they have power and wealth, why would they want to become one of them?”

      “How old do you think Roland Vangalor is?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t know. He looks to be in his forties, so considering the way mages age, I suspect that puts him well into his eighties.”

      It seems strange to talk like that, but it was a fact of magic users that age was different. It was part of the reason that Jen didn’t believe that my grandparents were actually my grandparents. Though they were considerably older than me, they looked to be barely in their forties. Barden shared a similar look, and I suspect he was closer to his seventies.

      “From what I’ve been able to ascertain, Roland Vangalor is nearly five hundred years old,” he said.

      I stopped short, staring at the back of the vampire. He continued along the hall and Darvish gave me a small push, encouraging me to go forward.

      I glanced over at Barden. “Five hundred years old?” I knew vampires were old, and I knew they had something of an immortality, though they weren’t quite as immortal as the movies would make them out to be. Or so I thought.

      “And he’s not the oldest of their kind. He sits at the head of the family in Minneapolis, but the Vangalor family extends throughout the United States. There are other families outside of the US that are even older. There is one vampire in Europe who is well over a thousand years old. As you can imagine, living that long has benefits, not the least of which being that you have time to accrue wealth. It is why all powerful vampire families are incredibly wealthy.”

      I didn’t even know what to say. The idea of someone being that old—truly that old—boggled my mind. Bodies shouldn’t survive that long. We were meant to break down over time. Cells no longer regenerated the way they were supposed to and eventually everything began to change. Modern medicine did its part to try to slow those changes, and considering the average lifespan had continued to increase over time, it had done its part.

      And all we had needed was to allow vampires to bite us and we all could have lived much longer.

      “It’s tempting, isn’t it?” Barden whispered.

      “To live that long?”

      “To have seen what he would have seen.”

      They reached the door at the end of the hall, and I realized that despite their differences, and despite the antagonistic relationship between the dark mages and the vampires, Barden carried a hint of respect for the vampires, at least those who were as old as Roland Vangalor.

      The vampire opened the door and we entered a comfortable study. A massive oak desk occupied one end of the room. A computer looked out of place on the lacquered surface. Rows of bookshelves surrounded us, shelves packed with books. Two Victorian-style chairs were angled across from the desk.

      Roland made his way around the desk and took a seat. He motioned for us to follow.

      I let Barden take a seat first, and then waved for Darvish to sit. I would prefer to stand, mostly because there wasn’t the same temptation to relax. And I was accustomed to standing.

      “I can have a chair brought in,” Roland said.

      “I prefer to stand,” I said.

      “A lady should not remain standing.”

      “Is that right? You don’t think that I can stay on my feet? Or would my womanly sensibilities be somehow offended by standing while you sat?”

      Roland studied me. Now that I had some sense of his age, I wanted to get a sense of how he would react to me. Barden smiled. I knew how he would react to me. Regardless of his age, he shared a modern sensibility.

      “Is your name actually Kate Michaels?” Roland asked. He set his hands on the desk, clasping his fingers together. He leaned slightly forward, the posture nearly perfect. It left me feeling a little bit embarrassed about the slight stoop to my shoulders.

      “It is. Why? Do you intend to stalk me?”

      “I intend to find out all that I can about you. Much as I imagine you have already done with me.”

      I tilted my head in a nod, wishing that I had taken the time to learn all that I could about Roland. We had hurried off too quickly and I hadn’t had the same opportunity that I would have preferred. I didn’t like being unprepared, certainly not like this, and not when it came to someone like this. I had always been the kind to study. It was why I had done so well in medical school, along with undergraduate school before that.

      “And if your name is Kate Michaels, I presume that you are related to Cynthia and Veran Michaels?”

      “I wouldn’t call her Cynthia,” I said.

      “She doesn’t care for her given name?”

      “Not her full name. It’s sort of like me with Katherine. I’m not so much of a fan.”

      “I find Katherine to be a lovely name.”

      I decided not to take the bait and pushed him on commenting on his age. “We don’t need to spend time on these formalities.”

      “You aren’t in any danger. I’ve already offered my protection, and I do not intend to violate it. Regardless of what you have done to my cousins, I will offer you—What is the saying?—an olive branch.”

      I glanced over at Barden. He sat stiff within the chair, and the way he leaned suggested that he wasn’t completely comfortable. He didn’t trust Roland, though he might respect him.

      “You offered your protection, but are there situations when you may violate that?”

      “If you decide to attack me in my home, then of course I am honor bound to respond in kind.”

      “Of course,” I said. “But I imagine your interpretation of an attack leaves quite a bit of flexibility.”

      “I have no intention of exercising my right to attack. As I’ve said, I—”

      “I know. You have offered your protection. And Barden is willing to accept that, so I am, too. But whatever protections you think you have within your home, protections that you think would keep me—and my friends—from their magic, won’t work on me.”

      “So it seems. And yet, as you likely have ascertained, we have superior numbers. You will find that I am difficult to kill. You may have had an easy time with my cousin, but a Vangalor is a much different creature.” He smiled again, flashing his fangs.

      For a moment, I had an image of those fangs sinking into my neck. With it came a longing, a desire for those fangs to touch across the surface of my skin, to pierce me, to draw forth my blood, and I would offer it to him willingly…

      I pushed away that thought.

      It took an incredible force of will. Barden had warned me that the Siren family had a way of persuasion, but the Vangalor persuasion was different, seductive, and I suddenly realized that he was much more powerful than I had given him credit for.

      I took a moment and wrapped my barrier around me. I didn’t know what sort of magic he might have used on me, but I wasn’t about to succumb to it. I would withstand whatever influence he thought he might exert upon us.

      Roland smiled, locking eyes with mine. He knew exactly what I had done.

      Within that gaze, I had a sense that he viewed me as a challenge, something that he needed to conquer.

      I suppressed a shiver.

      There was a very predatory gleam in his eyes, one that I hadn’t even seen within the shifters’ eyes. This vampire was dangerous.

      And I absolutely couldn’t let Jen be around him.

      “I think it’s time you tell me why you’re really here.”

      “We need access to your knowledge of runes,” I said. There was no use in delaying. We had come for a specific purpose, and the sooner we managed to learn what we’d come for, the sooner would be able to leave and I would no longer have to struggle with resisting Roland’s personal brand of persuasion.

      “What makes you think that we have any particular knowledge of runes?”

      “For beginners, the familiar that was sitting out in the hallway,” I said. “And our experience with what we saw from the Siren family. We need to understand what you know about the runes so that we can stop a greater threat.”

      He chuckled. “What you ask can’t be given.”

      “Even if it means ensuring the safety of the Veil?” Barden asked.

      “As you have mentioned before, the Veil is often in danger, especially of late. If we hand over knowledge that has given us a benefit within the treaty over the years, then we would be placed in a position of weakness. You can understand that I cannot simply allow my family to be placed in such a position, not when you have already demonstrated your absolute willingness to destroy an entire family.”

      “Even if it means protecting the ley lines?”

      Roland cocked his head to the side. For a moment, I felt the longing that had come before, but I solidified my barrier, pushing away that strangely compelling desire. Did Barden and Darvish have the same thing, or was Roland focusing his effort solely on me?

      “The ley lines have been the target of many attacks over the years. All magical users would like to reach that power, and yet they are a primal energy. There is nothing that can change that, regardless of how powerful the magical user might be.”

      “Have you been to the Mississippi recently?” I asked.

      “Not recently, but would you like to stroll along the river with me?”

      I ignored the comment. There was nothing else that I could do other than simply ignore it. It seemed as if he wanted to get a rise out of me, trying to throw me off, and maybe it was more than that. Maybe he thought that he could truly use his powers of persuasion to get to me.

      “There was an attack recently on the Mississippi. The ley line there has been modified.”

      Roland stared at me for a long moment. At first, I wasn’t sure how he was going to react, but then he pressed the tips of his fingers together and leaned forward. “Modified?”

      “The power within the river is different. I’m not entirely sure what happened, but it has changed.”

      “And how is it that you can tell such things?”

      “Dr. Michaels can tell a great number of different things,” Barden said.

      “Doctor?” Roland asked, turning his attention to me.

      Great. Now I had a deal with Roland having a different interest in me. A five-hundred-year-old man who looked barely into his forties wasn’t the kind of person I wanted stalking me. Even worse was the fact that he was a vampire. And it wasn’t that he was unattractive, either. “The river is different. Which suggests that whatever has happened is intending to modify the ley lines, though I don’t quite know why.”

      “What do you notice?” Roland asked.

      “The power has shifted. I can’t really explain it any more than that, only that it is different than what it had been before.”

      Roland sat back, surveying Barden and then me. “I’m not sure whether to believe that she is really that capable of determining the difference within the ley lines.”

      “Then go yourself,” Barden said. “If you don’t believe Dr. Michaels, then feel free to take an opportunity to stroll along the river.”

      “I wouldn’t stroll alone,” Roland said, waving his hand dismissively.

      “You wouldn’t be alone,” I said.

      He arched a brow and I shook my head.

      “The mage council has several mages watching over the river. They have contained the spell, but I don’t know how long they will be able to do so.”

      Roland chuckled. “Is this your way of trying to compel me to face the mage council?”

      “Don’t go yourself,” Barden said.

      “You think I fear the council? We have a treaty in place that protects me.”

      “Perhaps, but you also are so risk-averse that you would want to expose yourself. I know you, Roland, and I know just what you are willing to risk.”

      Roland smiled widely, his gaze locked on Barden. “Are you so certain that you know me, Barden Leifan?”

      “Where would you like me to start?”

      “Is this some sort of test?”

      “If that’s what you intend. Much like me, you aren’t originally from Minneapolis.”

      “How many people my age really are from Minneapolis?”

      “There are quite a few natives of power that I know who would make that claim,” Barden said.

      “Fine, but they have a different sort of power.”

      I looked over at Barden, frowning deeply. Did Native Americans have a different sort of magic? I hadn’t given it much thought, but they would have been here first, and the power of these lands would have certainly called to those who had a tie to magic.

      “You once called Virginia your home, though you didn’t last long there.”

      Roland pressed his lips together in a tight line.

      “You moved west, chased out of some of those earliest places, hunted much like the trials in Salem. It was a different time, and there wasn’t tolerance for those with any sort of difference.”

      Roland’s eyes continue to narrow.

      “From what I could find, you settled in Chicago for a time. You stayed there until attention began to build, and by the time you made it this far west, the magical world had settled a little bit more within this country and you were able to avoid persecution.”

      “Enough,” Roland said.

      “I can share with you what I’ve discovered of your family heritage, if you would prefer,” Barden said.

      “I think we’ve heard all that we need,” Roland said.

      “I’m not certain that we have. As I have said, you didn’t believe that I know you, and yet, I want to assure you that I have a great many resources working to ensure that I know everything about those that I might come in contact with. You see, I might not have the same traditional wealth as the vampire families or some of the ancient mage families, but I am not without means.”

      With that, I thought I understood the reasoning behind Barden’s approach. The dark mages had been attacked for centuries, accused of a dangerous sort of magic. Not only did they have to fear people outside of the magical community learning, but they had to fear those within the magical community, too. Unlike the mage council or the vampires or even the shifters, they had no way to accumulate wealth, which put them at a disadvantage when it came to people like Roland Vangalor. It put them at a disadvantage when it came to the mage council, as well.

      Realizing that made me respect Barden even more. I had respected him before, but knowing what he’d gone through, knowing the extent that he had done to reach the level that he had, I couldn’t help but be impressed by him.

      “And what of you, Barden Leifan? Would you like me to share what I have learned about you?”

      “You can share all that you want. I don’t have any vested interest in maintaining those secrets.”

      “All men have secrets.”

      “Perhaps all men like you have secrets, but mine are more of a business nature.”

      Barden sat comfortably, though it seemed as if he had some tension still within his hands. He rested them on his lap, and though they didn’t move, it seemed as if he were on edge, waiting for the possibility that he might need to erupt.

      “If you two are about done?” I asked.

      “Yes. I think that we are about done,” Roland said.

      “Will you help us with this?”

      “I’ve already made my position clear,” Roland said.

      “Even if it has to do with the ley lines?”

      He turned his attention to me. As before, there was that strange longing that surged within me and I solidified my barrier, preventing him from forcing it on me. “If there is what you discuss, I will take a look at it. If there’s anything of value in it for the mage council,” he glanced at Barden for the briefest of moments, “or the Dark Council, then I will be sure to pass on what we might know. In the meantime, I think it’s time for us to part ways.”

      Barden lingered for a moment, watching Roland. The door opened behind us and a pair of muscular men appeared.

      “I will find my people,” Barden said.

      “I don’t know what you refer to.”

      Barden grunted, getting to his feet and nodding to Darvish. We wound our way back through the building, and as we went, it felt as if eyes were on us. I ensured that we had a barrier wrapped around each of us, splitting it so that all three of us were protected, and only when we were back outside under the darkness did I finally let out a breath. We climbed into the van and Barden raised a finger to his lips as Darvish pulled us around the drive, speeding toward the street.

      When the itching crawled along my skin once more, I breathed out.

      “Did you discover anything?” Florence asked.

      “Only that they have the knowledge that we seek,” Barden said.

      “He didn’t reveal anything,” I said.

      “No. He revealed exactly what we suspected, but I worry that we shared too much with him.”

      “Telling him that the attack on the Mississippi River changed the ley line?”

      Barden nodded. “The vampires will be drawn to that. And because of that, they will want to know how they might be able to use that power for themselves.”
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      It was late by the time we reached the Mississippi River, but Barden had made a good point that we needed to watch, prepared for the possibility that the vampires would come, that the temptation of discovering runes of power would be too much for them.

      Faint moonlight bounced off the river in the distance. From here, the sense of something being not quite right was much clearer than it had been before. I didn’t know what it was, only that it felt unsettled. I normally wasn’t aware of the power within the river quite so potently. Maybe having lived along the Mississippi—or near enough to it—all these years had made it so that I no longer felt its typical effects.

      I summoned my sword, using just the faintest light to push away the darkness and the shadows, wanting to see how many members of the mage council were here protecting the spell.

      I only counted one.

      “Could they have really abandoned it already?”

      “What?” Barden asked.

      “There’s only one here,” I said.

      “The promise that I had been given by Sharon was that there would be more than one.”

      “I only see one mage.”

      “Then something is wrong.” He glanced over at Darvish, who quickly pulled out his phone and tapped in a number before slipping it back into his pocket.

      “Do you think Roland has already arrived?”

      “It’s possible, but this would be too soon even for him. He would’ve wanted to prepare, especially as he knew the council was involved. He wouldn’t have wanted to risk himself so quickly.”

      If it wasn’t Roland and the vampires, then what?

      I looked around, searching for any sense of magic that might indicate what was taking place. There was a subtle sense, and it came from the one mage I saw, but from nowhere else.

      “Something is wrong,” I said.

      I summoned my sword completely, making the darkness evaporate. It wasn’t so much that night faded into light, but more that the strange purplish glow of the sword allowed me to see more clearly.

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Barden asked.

      “Seeing as how I’m not sure what has happened, I want to be prepared. The last time I was attacked, I almost didn’t have enough protections.” And that time, the Mississippi hadn’t been completely modified, at least not in such a way that I would notice it. Now, there was more of a sense of a change.

      I reached the spell, and as I did, I realized what felt wrong.

      The protections the mage council had placed around it were gone.

      Barden recognized it as well and began to make a steady circle around the spell, infusing power into it.

      “Why would they return to this spot?” I asked.

      “Perhaps it’s important,” Darvish said.

      “Maybe, but there are other places along the river they could have used. Why come back here?”

      “Certain places have a greater proximity to the Veil,” a voice said behind me.

      I spun, holding my sword out.

      The dark-haired mage stood behind me, smiling. In one hand, she held a slender length of metal, a wand that reminded me of those the vampires had used.

      Could that be what she was?

      She didn’t strike me as a vampire, though she had enough strength and quickness that it was possible. She was young, though apparent youth didn’t always mean anything, not when it came to magic users.

      “This place is particularly connected. There is a reservoir of water deep underground that is fed by the river, and with the right combination of spells, we can tap into that and modify it in the way that we need.”

      She stood casually, unconcerned about the fact that I held my magical sword. She was unconcerned about the fact that Barden held a spell ready. And she was unconcerned about Darvish nearby, standing in a martial arts pose.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “This is merely a plan that has been in the works for a long time. Unfortunately, you have gotten in the way. You don’t even know what you’re doing, but soon, you won’t be a threat any longer.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Only someone who has come to a greater understanding than most on this side.” She darted forward, swinging her wand.

      I brought my sword around and the wand bounced off the sword.

      If I had thought that I might be able to carve through the wand, I was mistaken. She continued forward in a motion, and Darvish had to duck out of the way, barely avoiding getting struck.

      Barden stood in place, his hands moving in a complicated pattern, and a spell built from them. A burst of light erupted from his hands, streaking toward the other mage.

      She twisted her wand, merely a flick of her wrist, and the spell was drawn into the wand.

      “You have some power,” she said. She flicked her wrist again and the spell—possibly even the same one—burst back out of the end of the wand, striking Barden in the chest. He went flying.

      I didn’t have a chance to turn and check on him. Barden was a powerful mage, so I didn’t worry that he was completely injured, though this woman had overpowered him with nothing more than a flick of her wrist and use of the magic wand.

      Sliding forward, I flowed through a movement, hacking down with my magical sword.

      She twisted, blocking, and brought the wand around and slammed it into my chest.

      Hurriedly, I forced the barrier into place with barely enough time.

      Power struck the barrier, sending me staggering.

      She swung toward Darvish and I held out the sword, pushing power from the end of it.

      I’d never attempted that before, but had I not, her wand would’ve connected with Darvish’s head.

      The blast from the end of my sword caught her on the hand and her attack missed, giving Darvish the chance to duck. He spun low, swinging his leg around, and she jumped over it.

      Darvish didn’t hesitate, continuing through a series of movements.

      I had known that he was skilled in martial arts, known that with his magical connection, he would be talented, but I had never seen him fight quite like this before. He and I had discussed sparring, and seeing him now, I realized that I probably wouldn’t be able to survive a spar with him. He was simply too fast.

      Somehow the mage kept up with him.

      Every time he brought his leg around, trying to sweep hers out from underneath her, she managed to either jump or she blocked. She was skilled, and though I didn’t know if it was martial arts training or simply reflexes, the back-and-forth impressed me.

      I lunged forward, keeping my sword out of Darvish’s way but wanting to help.

      I released the connection to the sword and as she neared, I swung, connecting with her shoulder. Power exploded out of me, slamming into her shoulder.

      She staggered but caught herself faster than she should have.

      Shit. Even one of the shifters had been slowed by that kind of attack. She shouldn’t have been able to ignore it so easily.

      She flipped, landing between Darvish and me.

      The suddenness of the movement, and my surprise at the acrobatic way that she twisted, caught me off guard. She spun her wand toward me, catching me in the stomach. Even with my barrier in place, the force of the blow knocked the wind out of me, doubling me over.

      Her knees swung up. She would’ve caught me in the head had Darvish not barreled into her.

      They collapsed in a tangle.

      I stood, trying to catch my breath, and started toward her when Barden grabbed me.

      “Wait,” he said.

      “Darvish can’t handle her on his own,” I said.

      “Perhaps not, but you aren’t able to do anything either. She is far too powerful.”

      “The three of us—”

      “The three of us won’t be able to overpower her, either. With the way she dismisses my spells, we need something more.”

      He started to make a quick circle around me, the pattern not completely regular, and when he finished, power surged through him.

      “Draw what you can,” he said.

      “Barden—”

      He shook his head. “This is my contribution.”

      I knew what he was doing. He had connected me to power on the other side of the Veil. It was a powerful spell, and it was one that required considerable strength. Because of that, it drained him much more quickly.

      He wouldn’t be able to fight at all, not when using power like this.

      The summoning circle connected me to the other side of the Veil.

      I had connected in this way before, but when I had at that time, Barden had been tired, weakened by the assault from the Siren vampires.

      This was a mage in full control of his power. The connection was solid and power surged through me, filling me.

      I drew upon it, letting it fill me as I summoned my sword, and stepped forward.

      The mage kicked Darvish off her and he flipped through the air before landing back on his feet. A gash on the side of his head dripped blood. His eyes had a glassy appearance, and I knew from evaluating concussion patients that he wouldn’t be able to withstand many more attacks like that.

      Drawing through the connection to the other side of the Veil, I sent a burst of power from the end of my sword and at the mage.

      She caught it with the magic wand, and I considered cutting off my connection to power, but followed with more and more instead.

      She gripped the end of the wand with her other hand. Her jaw clenched.

      “Not just a mage,” she sneered.

      I ignored her, drawing more power. The wand began to tremble in her hand, the metal buckling. Whatever runes she had placed on it, and whatever power she was able to draw through it, could be disrupted, and I was determined to do so.

      With another push, the wand exploded.

      She tossed it off to the side and swirled her hands in a quick pattern. Sparks burst from them and streaked toward me.

      Summoning my barrier while connected to the power of the Veil was much easier. Whatever spell she had drawn slammed off my barrier, bouncing away.

      She hadn’t used the wand for that. It was her magic. And I hadn’t felt it.

      I needed to know what she was. She wasn’t a mage, not like those of the mage council or those of the Dark Council, but what was she? How was she able to use such power? How could she face two powerful dark mages and me at the same time?

      She reached my barrier. Her hands pressed against it and where she touched it, sparks flew.

      “You draw power that you know nothing of,” she said.

      “I know enough about it to stop you,” I said.

      “I don’t think that you do,” she said. “I’ve seen mages like you who think too much of themselves. They think that with a little training and a connection to the other side of the Veil, that they can become something they are not. Unfortunately, most of them fall, and often painfully so. Will you fall in such a painful way?”

      “I don’t intend to.” I pushed power through the end of the sword, though I could already feel the connection to the Veil beginning to fade.

      I wanted to look back at Barden and see how much longer he could hold out, but this summons was difficult for him, even when he was completely well, and that power was difficult to maintain for any length of time.

      I needed another push.

      The mage continue to press her hand on the barrier. It took effort on my part to resist, and eventually, even that would explode.

      Then I would be forced to confront her.

      We might not even be able to defeat her, but maybe there was something else I could do.

      Movement out of the corner of my eye caught my attention and I stared at her, determined to avoid drawing attention to it. As Darvish neared, I waited, trying to let him get close enough, and when he was, I pushed outward with my barrier.

      It created a little bit of separation, just enough for me to shout, “Darvish!”

      He lunged, catching the woman on the shoulder.

      Racing forward, I reached the spell she had placed. I focused on it, drawing all the power that I still had left, pushing out through the sword, and dragged the tip of my magical sword across the ground, creating a mishmash of patterns that would disrupt the flow.

      The sword met resistance. Pain flowed through me, the kind of pain that I wasn’t expecting, and power exploded back against me.

      I fought through it, holding onto the link that Barden had forged, taking the last bit of power that I could from the Veil, and carved across the spell.

      As it was disrupted, I was thrown back.

      I landed near Barden. He rested on his knees, his neck bowed, and he rolled his head to look over at me.

      “I broke up the spell,” I said.

      “She’ll only make another one,” he said.

      “Maybe, but Darvish will—”

      “Darvish won’t do anything,” Barden said.

      I lifted my head and saw Darvish lying with his body at a strange angle.

      Only then did I realize the cold along my spine. In the midst of the fighting, I hadn’t paid attention to anything other than trying to defeat the mage, disrupt her spell, but now I noticed it. It was distinct from the remnants of Barden’s spell.

      Death.

      The mage stood over top of him and brought her foot back.

      “No!”

      I lunged, pushing off with everything that I had remaining.

      I collided with her and drove my fist into her stomach, bringing my knee around to crash into something—possibly a shoulder—and forced my forearm underneath her neck.

      I held it there, my body trembling. As I did, she laughed.

      “Do you think you’ve stopped me?” She didn’t even sound breathless, which caused anger to build within me. The cold raced along my spine, and the power from Darvish’s near death tempted me. I could use it, but I refused. There might be something that could be done. “You’ve only delayed me. The three of you were never a real threat.”

      More cold tingled along my spine.

      I pushed, forcing my forearm down.

      “It’s not just the three of us.”

      Spells began to burst around me. I didn’t recognize any of them, but the frequency told me that more mages had arrived. It was possible they were from the mage council, but it was just as possible that they were from the Dark Council, summoned by Barden when he had made his call.

      She tilted her head, still somehow unfazed by the fact that I held my forearm up to her throat, crushing her.

      With a surge of power, she kicked, sending me flying off her.

      I got to my feet, but she was gone.

      A dozen or more mages now occupied the park, and I ignored them as I staggered over to Darvish.

      Blood pooled along the back of his head, and I checked to make sure that his airway was open before straightening his body.

      His eyes stared blankly.

      Checking for a pulse, I leaned in, listening for any signs of breathing.

      He was not.

      My medical training raced through me, wishing that I had some way of assessing him, but out here in the park, in the darkness, with a man who had likely sustained multiple injuries, there wasn’t anything that I could do with traditional medicine.

      It had to be magic.

      I had used so much to try and fight off the mage, and I wasn’t sure that I still had any strength remaining, but what choice did I have? I wasn’t about to let Darvish die. He was the reason that I had managed to disrupt the spell, and though he had come willingly, sacrificing himself, I didn’t want to be the reason that he died.

      Was there anything that I could do?

      I didn’t know, which angered me more.

      Drawing upon power, I sent it flowing into Darvish, searching for signs of his injuries.

      I wasn’t strong enough. I couldn’t feel for anything—other than the emptiness. That much was clear.

      And I had experienced that sense of emptiness far too many times. I knew exactly what it meant. His life was slipping away.

      There was one thing I could try, but the last time that I had done so, I had brought Aron back in an altered state. Would the same thing happen to Darvish if I brought him back?

      Maybe he could be revived, but if he was, would it be the same person? Or would he be changed, no longer the man that he once had been?

      Barden touched me on the shoulder. “There’s nothing you can do.”

      “There’s something that I can try.”

      “Dr. Michaels—”

      I ignored him. Reaching for that power of death, I used it, wrapping it around the emptiness. That was what I had done with Aron before, and it was how I had saved the vampire familiar. It would be how I would save Darvish now.

      The cold filled me. I didn’t take that power for myself. Instead, I used it on the person who offered that power.

      Continuing to draw on it, I let it surround that emptiness, sealing it off.

      And then with a sigh, I sank back on my heels.

      “What did you do?” Barden whispered.

      “Maybe nothing,” I said. Fatigue filled me in a way that I hadn’t known since nearly losing Aron. And when that had happened, I had been exhausted already. Maybe the combination of trying to reach across the Veil and the use of my own magic combined with drawing upon this magic of death had overwhelmed me.

      I sat back, staring blankly.

      “Is he…”

      I couldn’t finish.

      There came a gasp and I shook myself, blinking at Darvish. Could it be him?

      His chest rose and then fell. I reached for his arm, feeling for a pulse, and it was there. Faint. Thready. But there.

      I lost track of time. I watched and his wounds began to close, somehow his power healing himself. After a while, he rolled his head to the side and looked over at me.

      “How?”

      Barden crawled over to him, an actual smile on his face. There was warmth in his eyes that I didn’t always see. “It seems that Dr. Michaels is much more of a healer than even I had realized.”

      A part of me expected Darvish not to recognize me, or even not recognize Barden, something that would suggest that he was lost the same way Aron was lost.

      “Did you stop her?” Darvish asked.

      “For now,” I said.

      Darvish breathed out heavily. “What kind of magic is that?” he asked, glancing from me to Barden.

      I could barely even shrug. “I don’t know. It’s not any kind of magic that I can detect, so… I don’t know.”

      My mind raced. Not only had Darvish come back, but nothing seemed off with him, at least not yet. I would have to check him later, but for now, I wondered why he would recover but Aron had not?

      “This pattern means nothing.”

      I swiveled, looking up and seeing the pale face of Roland Vangalor. When had he gotten here?

      “I disrupted it,” I said.

      “I thought you said it couldn’t be done?”

      Barden helped pull me to my feet, and together we brought Darvish to his feet. There was a part of me that screamed against that, warning me that getting a man who had very nearly died up to his feet so soon was a mistake, but another part knew that it was just as much of a mistake to remain lying on the ground near a vampire as powerful as Roland Vangalor.

      “I didn’t think that it could be done,” I said. “But we managed to disrupt it. The woman who cast the spell had returned, and she intended to undo the containment the council had placed. We had to do something.”

      “And do you know who this woman is?”

      “No,” I said.

      Roland glanced over at the now-disrupted spell. “Then we can help.”

      “You could—”

      I never had the chance to finish. Roland disappeared with a flicker of movement, taking whoever he brought with him away.

      I looked around, realizing that there were several fallen bodies, and wondered how many of them came from the mage council and how many were Dark Council mages who had been slaughtered as the woman had escaped. Surprisingly, I hadn’t felt the passing of death from any of them.

      How was that?

      And I had saved Darvish, but there wasn’t anything I could do for the others. It was too late—and I was exhausted.

      I sank to the ground, staring at the fallen bodies, feeling nothing but emptiness. This time, it was from within me.
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      I didn’t say anything on the ride back to my condo, and when Barden offered to walk me up, I shook him off. It was late, and everything hurt. Exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me and I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to last. I could barely keep my eyes open as it was.

      “We will let you know what we discover,” Barden said. “We will keep looking into the runes and see what we can find out. If it involves us going back to the Vangalor mansion, then we will do so.”

      “I could go with you,” I said, repeating what I had told him before.

      “I wouldn’t go without you,” Barden said with a wide smile. He looked as tired as I felt, and both of us looked as if we needed to rest. Darvish sat in the backseat of the van, his head leaning back along the headrest, eyes closed. He hadn’t moved since we’d gotten into the van, but I was reassured by his steady breathing that he still lived.

      “We have to be ready for the next time that she places a spell like the last one.”

      “We will be ready, but there may not be any way of preventing it,” Barden said. “I’ve never seen anything quite like it.”

      “We could go back to Roland,” I said. Had I already said something like that? I couldn’t keep track.

      “Roland has already shown what he’s willing to do. The vampire wants nothing to do with this.”

      “He wants to know the nature of these runes, if only so that he can replicate them.”

      “Which is reason enough for us to exclude him.”

      “Then how do we think that we can stop her?”

      “We need to find where she’s gone.”

      “Would one of your tracking spells work?”

      “At this point, I don’t know whether they would or not. I’m not sure how they would work against someone like her, who has as much power as she demonstrably does. In that way, she is something like you, Dr. Michaels.”

      I hadn’t met anyone else with a power like mine, and didn’t know if that were even possible. The nature of her magic was unique enough that I wasn’t able to detect it, and I didn’t know if I would be able to detect my own sort of magic. What if that was the answer? What if she did have the same sort of power that I did?

      Maybe that was why I hadn’t picked up on the sense of death from the dying mages. Could she have drawn on it?

      “Get your rest, Dr. Michaels, and like I said, we will let you know what we uncover.”

      “You should involve the mage council.”

      “The mage council want nothing to do with us or our kind of magic,” Barden said.

      “The mage council worked with you on this already. Even if they think they can continue to influence events, they don’t have the necessary power in order to do so.”

      Barden smiled. “Don’t let your grandparents hear you saying that.”

      I breathed out heavily and trudged into my home, dragging myself up the stairs and to my room, and pressed my hand on the door. As I called on my magic, sending it surging into the protective spells, I felt a tingle of familiarity. At least my magic had truly been restored. I hadn’t tested it enough to know whether I would have the same sensation as I had the time before, but the protections parted, allowing me to open the door and step inside.

      Jen lay on my sofa, blanket covering her. She breathed heavily, slowly, and I closed the door as quietly as I could, feeling it once again protected with magic.

      As I made my way into the kitchen, Lucy rubbed up against my shins. I leaned down and scratched her cheeks. “You don’t want to ignore me now?” I whispered.

      Could she have recognized that my magic was off before? I would be an impressive ability on her part, and if so, it would indicate that she was attuned to how my magic should be.

      She meowed and I scooped her off the floor, bring her with me into the kitchen.

      I froze.

      I wasn’t alone.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Aron sat at the table, his hands pressed on the surface, staring straight ahead. “I was asked to keep an eye on you, but you have been gone for quite a while, so I haven’t been able to protect you as I was instructed by the council.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He eyed me up and down. “You don’t appear to be fine.”

      “Well, I am.”

      Why was I reacting this way to Aron? I cared about him, and he didn’t deserve this sort of antagonism, though I couldn’t help but wonder why he had not recovered the way that Darvish had. Was it because he had been closer to death? Had I needed to drag him farther than I had with Darvish? I didn’t remember all that it took, only the panic that had set in when Aron was dying, so I couldn’t recall how much I had done with him.

      And maybe there wasn’t anything different that I could do. Maybe this was all that remained of him.

      If so, I needed to come to terms with it, and I had to stop behaving as if he would return to the man he had been.

      “We went looking for information about the rune used in the spell along the Mississippi River.”

      “Where would you find that information?” Aron asked.

      With this Aron, everything I told him would get back to the mage council, unlike the Aron I had known before. This Aron would report like a dutiful soldier. “We went to the Vangalor family.”

      “Vampires?”

      “They used runes like that spell in order to summon power and siphon it from mages. If anyone would have known anything about a different sort of magic, I thought that maybe it would be the Vangalors.”

      “And did they?”

      “I don’t know. If they did, they weren’t willing to reveal it.”

      “Why does it look as if you’ve been fighting?”

      “Because I have. There was a dangerous mage. She attacked. She’s the same one who was involved in placing the spell in the first place.”

      “And you fought with her again?”

      “Not because we wanted to, but she was there.”

      “Did you defeat her?”

      “We stopped her. And we disrupted the spell she had placed on the Mississippi.”

      “That was more than what the council was able to do.”

      “Yeah, well I have a different sort of magic than the council.” I leaned over my sink, shaking my head, hating the way that I was talking to Aron. He deserved so much better than that. “Is there anything more? Is there a reason that you’re here, other than the council telling you that you needed to keep an eye on me?” I had little doubt who among the council had made that request. My grandparents worried about me, but they needn’t have. I was fine.

      Aron stared at me for a long moment before turning his attention to my kitchen. “I’ve been here before.”

      “Yes. You were here before. You came with me, and I tried to help you realize that the two of us know each other, but it doesn’t seem as if that did any good.”

      Aron glanced over at me before shaking his head. “That’s not what I mean. I have been here before then.”

      I froze, my entire body tensing. In all the times that I had been working with him, all of the times that I had been praying that whatever had triggered the amnesia would eventually resolve, he hadn’t shown any signs of recovery. It was incredibly frustrating, but I suspected it was equally frustrating for Aron.

      “You’ve been here many times, much like I told you.”

      “Do you miss the person that I was?” he asked, turning his attention to me.

      “Very much,” I said in a whisper.

      “Why?”

      “We’ve already gone through this.”

      “We have, but I want to remember.”

      That was new for him.

      “Do you want to remember, or are you just saying that you want to remember?”

      “I would like to know what it is that you miss about the person I was.”

      “I miss the fact that you were protective, but you were willing to allow me to be myself. The person who didn’t mind that I had my own strength. The person who refused to share with the council my abilities.”

      “My obligation is to the council.”

      “Perhaps now, but before this happened, you recognized that you needed to have some level of discretion. You didn’t immediately report everything to the council.”

      “That doesn’t sound like something I would do.”

      I chuckled. “Not now. As you said, you have an obligation to the council.”

      He looked down at his hands. “What else can you tell me?”

      “I could tell you a lot about who you were, but I don’t know whether any of that would matter. Not anymore.”

      “You don’t think that I want to know?”

      “It’s not that you don’t want to know. I think you have changed. When I brought you back, you’re different. I don’t know why you would be different and another wouldn’t be, but that’s the way it seems.”

      “You brought back another?”

      “Another mage. He was under attack and he nearly died. It was the same attack that I experienced tonight. Had I done nothing, he would have died.”

      “Do you care about him the way you cared about me?”

      “I didn’t want him to die, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      Aron stared at me.

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t care about him the same way. He has become something of a friend, and though that is somewhat surprising, considering everything I’ve been through with him, it doesn’t change the fact that we have become friends. I have many friends now that I would never have expected before.”

      “Such as the woman lying on your sofa.”

      “She’s a friend from my other world.”

      “The non-magical world.”

      “Non-magical. But she’s been exposed to the magical world, even though I think she wishes that she had not been.” Jen would never say it, but the fact that she had asked to be kept separate from everything that had been happening told me enough. She was brave, and having someone like her who knew about me and what I could do was helpful. It was nice being able to confide in someone, especially someone who was such a good friend. Without her, I don’t know how I would’ve handled everything. Even with her, it still wasn’t quite the same. There were times when I missed Derek, and missed the fact that he shared the conflicted magical and non-magical world as I did.

      “I don’t remember anything about my other world.”

      “You weren’t that open with me about it. You told me that you had once been a chef, and you told me that your parents were powerful mages, but not much more than that.”

      “If I cared about you, why wouldn’t I have shared?”

      “I had the sense that you were trying to protect me.”

      “And why would I do that?”

      “Probably because you weren’t sure whether involving me so deeply in the magical world was what I wanted.”

      “You seem to be quite interconnected with the magical world.”

      “I am now.”

      “Is that what you want?”

      “I didn’t think so. For a long time, I was content staying separate from the magical world, but the more that I’ve learned about my abilities, the more that I’ve come to embrace the differences that I have, the better I feel about them. Now I find myself using my magic all the time.”

      “The council wants me to use magic to protect those within the council.”

      “And what do you want to do with your magic?”

      “It feels to me that there should be more.”

      I shrugged. “I think it’s because you once were more. You were an archer, and you hunted demons.”

      “So I’ve been told, but that is one more thing that I don’t recall.”

      “Maybe you will in time.”

      “Perhaps,” he said.

      “That was how we met.”

      “Hunting demons?”

      “You were facing several demons in the park and were injured. I helped you, though at the time I didn’t know you didn’t necessarily need my help.”

      It was a memory that I could smile at now. At the time, I had been worried about his stubbornness and the fact that he had wanted to simply remove the vent keeping his lung expanded, but in hindsight, knowing that he could heal himself, I wondered whether any of that had been necessary at all. It was possible that he would have been able to restore himself regardless.

      “I remember the magic. The spells. There is one that is particularly useful in facing demons,” Aron said. “I don’t know why I should remember that but nothing else.”

      “Maybe because so much of you is tied up in the magical world,” I said.

      “That’s unfortunate if true.”

      “Why?”

      “It seems as if you have another side of you and are content with that.”

      “I enjoy medicine. I find it difficult to strike the right balance these days, trying to maintain my connection to both my residency and understanding my connection to the magical world, but I enjoy the challenge of medicine. I enjoy the interaction with patients. And I enjoy helping people.”

      “I can see that you do.”

      “What would you do?”

      “I don’t know. All I remember is magic. Others have tried to remind me of things that I enjoy, such as you with cooking.”

      “And cars,” I said.

      “Cars?”

      “You were always quite particular about your cars.”

      “Does that impress you?”

      I laughed and covered my mouth, realizing that I was too loud. “Cars never impressed me. It was always the person driving it that impressed me.”

      “I imagine that driving a fast car was fun.”

      “That’s what you said.”

      He fell silent, and I didn’t say anything, not wanting to upset him. This was an introspective side of him, one that I hadn’t seen in the days since we had been working together.

      “I don’t remember anything when people try to tell me about the person that I was.”

      “Maybe you will in time.”

      “Maybe,” Aron said.

      “You can always find something new that interests you. It doesn’t have to be the same things that interested you before.”

      “I don’t even know where to start.”

      “Get out into the world. I suspect that’s what you did before. You’re a powerful mage, Aron. You don’t need the council’s permission to practice your magic. I know they’ve instructed you to protect them, the way that they once would have instructed you, but even then, you had chosen your own way. That was one of your charms.”

      I was suggesting to him that he leave the city, that he venture off, and that he discover himself. I knew where that could lead, but at the same time, if he wasn’t going to remember who he was, he could at least discover who he wanted to be. Didn’t he deserve that opportunity?

      It would be hard, and it might mean that I wouldn’t get to see him anymore, and it might mean that we wouldn’t get to work together and any chance of me helping him would be lost, but I couldn’t be selfish when it came to his recovery. And I might not even be the right one to help restore him. It could be that it had to come from within, and he might have to do as he was saying and find something new that interested him and gave him a way of experiencing the world, of understanding who he could be, now that he no longer knew who he was.

      “You look as if you need sleep,” he said.

      “I’m exhausted,” I said.

      “You rest. I will watch over you.”

      “I’m not sure that you need to.”

      “Maybe not,” Aron said. “I want to.”

      I met his eyes, holding them for a long moment, searching for any sign of recognition or a hint of the man that he’d been, but there was none. He looked back at me with the same blank expression that he’d worn over the last few weeks, nothing changed within it.

      I smiled at him, trying to hide the sadness in my face, and nodded. “Thank you.”

      When I made my way back to my room, flopping on my bed, I stared up at the ceiling. I didn’t hide the tears that streamed down my cheeks. Who would I hide them from, anyway? It was only me, and Lucy who had joined me, leaving me crying in the dark all alone.

      It might’ve been easier had I never met Aron, and had I never found myself drawn to him. I wouldn’t have to suffer this way. I wouldn’t have to feel as if I hurt all the time.

      But had I not met Aron, had I not taken the chance to try to understand my magic, wouldn’t I be less, too?

      It took a long time before I managed to fall asleep. When I finally did, painful dreams came to mind, and in each of them, I was fighting the dark-haired woman, losing, and yet feeling as if I were doing what I was meant to do.
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      Morning came quickly and I headed out of my room, half-expecting to see Aron sitting at the table still awake and waiting, but he was gone. Light streamed in through the window, bright and almost blinding after coming out of the darkness that was my bedroom. I blinked back the bright light, trying to ignore it, and rubbed the sleep off my eyes.

      “Morning, sunshine.”

      I looked over at Jen as she came out of the living room carrying a bowl. Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she wore a sleep shirt with the words “Hot Mama” printed across it. Considering everything that she’d owed had burned in the fire, she would have had to buy it. “You don’t have to work today?”

      “My day off. I’ve got the weekend, a couple of twelves, but today is all mine. I figured I would use it to go through what I’d lost, sort through whatever belongings could be salvaged, and maybe shed a few tears.”

      “Do you want some company?”

      “You’re not skipping work again, are you?”

      I shook my head. “I have two days off.”

      “Two in a row? Who did you have to sleep with two get that?” She arched a brow at me as she set her bowl in the sink. “Don’t tell me it’s Roberts. Please, don’t tell me it’s Roberts.”

      “I think it was just luck.”

      “I can’t remember the last time I had two days off in a row. When I’m an attending, I intend to take several off in a row. I can work five or six straight in order to have five or six off.”

      “You still have quite a bit of time before you get to make those claims.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m just saying that you intend to do a fellowship.”

      She waved her hand, turning to the coffee maker. “Only if they accept me.”

      “They’re going to accept you. And didn’t you apply to other programs?”

      She shrugged. “Only this one. I didn’t really want to relocate, mostly because I like my apartment. I guess now I have a chance to relocate if it comes down to it.”

      “I’ve told you you can stay here as long as you need.”

      “I know you have, and I appreciate it. I don’t know how long I can stay with you, Kate. You and your strange sex cult might be more than I can manage.” She grinned.

      “I was with your boyfriend last night.”

      “Which one? The sexy shifter or the much sexier older mage?”

      “The mage.”

      “Did he talk about me?”

      “You realize that he’s like seventy years old?”

      “As if that matters. What were you doing?”

      “Something dangerous.”

      “It seems as if you’re always doing something dangerous. What was it this time?”

      “Getting my ass kicked by a woman who is only a few years older than me but quite a bit more powerful than me.”

      “I always had the sense when we were around other magical types that you were pretty powerful.”

      “Lately I’ve thought the same, but after having been around this woman, I no longer feel that way. She was incredibly powerful, and she had little difficulty taking care of me.”

      “What kind of magic does she have? Is she a mage or a shifter or…” Jen’s face scrunched up in a frown. “I guess I don’t really know what other types of magic exist in your world. I’m sure there are others, especially since you talked about vampires and you talked about fairies and mermaids—”

      “You’ve been the one talking about mermaids. For all I know, there aren’t any mermaids.”

      “Even that lady that Aron used to bang?”

      “She was not a mermaid.”

      “Probably good that she wasn’t. I can’t imagine following a mermaid. I mean, I’ve seen Splash. Those ladies are sexy.”

      “I can’t believe you, Jen.”

      “What part?”

      I laughed, reaching for a mug over her shoulder and pulling it down. It was one that had the Hello Kitty logo on it, and had been given to me by a mutual friend of ours from medical school who had gone out East for training. “All of it.”

      She grinned. “Was there someone else here last night?” she asked, glancing over the sink.

      I looked down and saw a mug resting in the middle of the sink. Could Aron have made himself a drink? “When I got back, Aron was here.”

      “Aron? As in your boyfriend?”

      “As in the man who is suffering from a global amnesia.”

      “I know one way you can help bring back his memories.”

      “I doubt that your attempt with sexuality with Aron would bring back any memories.”

      “Not me. You.”

      “We’d never gotten intimate.”

      “How long did you know him before all this happened? Months? I know the two of you were sort of dating, whatever you magical types would call it. In all that time, you didn’t bring them back to that boring bedroom of yours and strip that tight T-shirt and tight jeans off of him?”

      I snorted. “In all that time, nothing like that happened.”

      “You’re lost.”

      “It might be easier now that we didn’t. I can’t imagine having that sort of connection with him and now… nothing.”

      “At least you have memories. Sometimes, Kate, you get so caught up in planning for the future, trying to keep control of everything, that you don’t let yourself have fun in the moment.”

      “Like you?”

      “It’s not like I don’t think about the future, I just recognize that I want to enjoy my time. Everything is fleeting. Time in the emergency room has taught me that much, at least.”

      I put the teakettle on and let it get hot. “Why don’t you change and we can head over to your place?”

      The laughter on her face faded. “I don’t really have anything to change into. I have scrubs, but there are only so many places I want to go wandering in scrubs. Depending on how much is lost, I might have to make a shopping trip.”

      “I can go with you for that, too.”

      “Good, because I wasn’t going to give you any choice.”

      “You can borrow something of mine.”

      “Yours? You know, Kate, one thing you could do would be to dress a little bit sexier when you’re not at work. You don’t have to always be quite so frumpy.”

      “Frumpy?”

      “Fine, plain. You almost seem as if you enjoy keeping yourself unavailable. If Aron isn’t going to be the one, then take a shot at some of those other attractive magical men. I’d offer someone else, but I think with everything that you continue to get into, you need someone who understands that you have a darker side of you.”

      I tried to ignore the comment, but it reminded me too much of getting called a monster. There were times I felt like that, times I felt as if my ability to access the magic of the dying made me a monster.

      “Hey,” Jen said. “I wasn’t really trying to insult your style. We all can’t be quite as fancy as me.”

      “That’s not it,” I said.

      “And what is it? Is it about Aron?”

      I flashed a smile and took a deep breath. “Go get changed.”

      Jen studied me for a moment before nodding and heading into my room. I could hear the sound of my closet opening and her sliding clothes along the hanger rod. “You know, you do have some things that are a little nicer.”

      “Such as?”

      “Wait for it.”

      After another minute or two, long enough for me to get my tea steeped and take a drink, she came out wearing jeans and a tank top, but it was the leather jacket that she pulled over it that made the ensemble work. “I didn’t know you had anything like this.”

      “Where did you find that?”

      “The back of your closet.”

      “The back?” I frowned before shaking my head. “That’s where there were a few belongings of my mother. Gran gave them to me to keep, thinking that I might want something of hers. They didn’t have all that much. But that…”

      Jen glanced down at the jacket. “This jacket was your mother’s? Damn, but she had much better style than you.”

      “Hey!”

      “You never told me what happened with her.”

      “Because no one really knows. She disappeared, and with the type of magic she was messing with, my grandparents figure she died. They found the remnants of a spell that would cause it, but nothing else.”

      “Oh God, Kate. I’m sorry I brought it up.”

      I shrugged, taking a sip of my tea. “It happened so long ago that I don’t even think about it anymore. And I never really knew my father. He was just never a part of my life.”

      “But you knew your mother?”

      “Until I was about five. That was when she disappeared. Died. My memories are hazy,” I said, thinking of what I could remember of her. Mostly it involved singing, but nothing more. Was that normal for a five-year-old to forget her mother? “After that, I stayed with my grandparents.”

      “I can get why you don’t talk about it.”

      “I can’t talk about it with anybody outside of the magical world. Who would understand that my father was some sort of dark magic user and my mother was a mage who dabbled in powers that she shouldn’t have?”

      “I guess no one. I don’t even know what to make of that. It all sounds so bizarre.”

      “It is bizarre.”

      “If you want me to take off the jacket—”

      “No. Someone should wear it. And I think that my mother would have liked you.”

      “Everyone likes me.”

      “Sometimes too much.”

      Jen grinned. “Let’s get this over with. I want to get over to this disaster and see what we need to do from here.”

      “And if it’s not a disaster?”

      “How can it be anything other than a disaster?” Jen asked.

      I set my mug down in the sink and followed her back out of my condo. After taking a moment to seal the door closed, we headed down the stairs and out to her car. Within a few minutes, we reached her building.

      I hadn’t seen it, but in the light of day, the burn marks along the side of the building were evident. The air held a hint of char and I wrinkled my nose, glancing over to see how Jen was handling things. I couldn’t imagine going through what she was, the loss of everything, and now having to come and sort through it.

      “I’ll be here with you.”

      She nodded. “I know you will, Kate.”

      We headed up the stairs and I looked around, noticing the soggy carpet and the stench of smoke that hung over everything.

      “How many others lost their homes?” I asked.

      “There were several others on my floor. I’m not sure where the fire started, and they won’t give me a straight answer, but I don’t think it was in my place. It was probably the potheads who live below me. I could never get them to stop lighting up, and too often when they got stoned, they would be completely stupid.”

      We stopped at her door and she pushed it open. I stood there, glancing inside. Her living room looked intact, if a little wet. The furniture would all have to be replaced. But then, furniture could be replaced. I followed her inside, surprised by how little damage there was. Her kitchen looked fine, as well. Most of the things in the kitchen could be washed and cleaned, so anything here that wasn’t damaged could be salvaged.

      Following her back to her bedroom, that was where the devastation hit the most.

      Jen had a one-bedroom apartment, and her entire bed was destroyed, burned by the flames. The half charred remains of a dresser leaned forward, smashed on one end, with the contents of the drawer strewn all over the room. A nightstand was little more than broken pieces of wood.

      She turned to her closet, a large walk-in, one that was much bigger than what I would’ve expected in an apartment like this. Everything inside it was soiled. Soot covered most of her clothes and the firemen had sprayed down everything within it. Fire had crept along the floor, leaving it charred.

      “Are you sure it’s safe for us to be here?”

      “They said there weren’t any structural issues,” she said.

      “Maybe we should wait for firemen to accompany us.”

      “There’s nothing here that I can take, anyway.”

      “We can go through what you have here. We can see what there might be.”

      Jen leaned on the doorway. “There’s nothing. I thought that maybe I would have something here I could recover, but all of these clothes need to be thrown.”

      “Do you have anything else that you want to salvage?”

      “I don’t know if I can. I thought… I thought that if I came here, it wouldn’t look quite as bad as it seemed before.”

      “I told you that you’re welcome to stay with me.”

      “I know that you did. I just don’t know that I can.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m scared, Kate. I’m scared of what I don’t know, I’m scared of the things that you can do, and I’m scared of the people you have around you. I don’t know how you do it. I don’t know how you can face the things that you’ve been confronting as if there’s nothing strange about it.”

      “It’s not that there’s nothing strange about it, it’s just that I can’t do anything but continue to move forward.”

      “And yet that’s not entirely true. I’ve seen you put yourself out there when you wouldn’t have to. I’ve seen that you throw yourself into danger when you don’t need to. You might say that you don’t, but I’ve seen that you do.”

      “Just because you’re staying at my house doesn’t mean that you would be pulled into it.”

      “Probably not. You would do everything that you could to protect me, though I don’t know how much you would be able to. I know you have some sort of protection on your home that is meant to keep you safe, but what if it fails? What if somebody like the woman who kicked your ass last night manages to get through?”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “You don’t need to be sorry. I’m the one who’s sorry. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’re just trying to be a good friend, and here I am throwing it back in your face. I just can’t shake the uncertainty.”

      “I can help you find someplace else to go,” I said.

      Jen took a deep breath. “You don’t even have to do that.”

      There was a part of me that felt as if I were losing my friend. It felt as if she were rejecting the magical side of me, and I couldn’t blame her. What would I do if the situations were reversed? I wouldn’t want to be threatened by the magical world any more than Jen did. I wouldn’t want to be exposed to the dangers of this society, not if it weren’t necessary.

      “We can go,” she said.

      “Jen?”

      “I’m going to be okay,” she whispered.

      “But are we?”

      She turned toward me. “Of course. Just because I don’t want to face the same demons that you do doesn’t mean that I don’t want to be your friend.”

      “What happens if I embrace that side of me even more?”

      “You mean by letting go of the part of you that’s the doctor?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been struggling with it. I love medicine, but the longer that I’m entrenched within the magical world, the more I begin to wonder if perhaps I could use the knowledge I have of magic and mix it with medicine.”

      “I don’t know how you could do it and not get exposed.”

      “Neither do I. Which is why I wonder if I have to decide to embrace one side or the other.”

      “Which means you are going to choose the magical side.”

      “That’s not what it means.”

      “It’s okay, Kate. I’ve seen the way you interact with that world. It fits you.”

      “And medicine doesn’t?”

      “Medicine does, too. It’s just that you seem yourself when I’ve seen you around the magical world.”

      What did that mean for me if I abandoned the medical training I’d spent so long to acquire? I didn’t think that I had to, but the more that I was pulled into the magical world, the more I didn’t fully understand how I could easily mix the two. Maybe it wasn’t a matter of mixing them. Maybe I needed to simply choose. Ariel had suggested that I find a balance, but that balance seemed to be difficult, especially when I faced terrible creatures and terrifying power like I had the night before.

      Jen wrapped me in a hug and held me. “I’m still going to be your friend.”

      I hugged her back. When she let me go, we headed back out of her apartment, closing the door over the sopping carpets. Back out on the street, I pulled my coat tighter around my shoulders, pushing back the cold.

      “Do you want to go shopping?” Jen asked.

      As she did, a strange tingling along my spine caught my attention.

      It was a familiar spell. The kind of power that I had felt several times before, most recently when the woman had placed the spell along the Mississippi River, trying to divert the power of the ley lines.

      Could she be doing it again already?

      “Kate?”

      “I don’t know if I can,” I said.

      “Your other job?”

      I met her eyes, wishing that there was a different answer and not wanting for this to separate us so soon after feeling as if I were pulled away from her, but what choice did I have? I needed to find out what this woman was doing, especially if she was drawing upon the power of the ley lines and trying to alter them.

      “I can drive you,” she said.

      “I don’t know that you should.”

      “I’m not going to make you walk, and the last time I let you borrow my car, it came back with a few modifications that I wasn’t particularly thrilled with.”

      “I thought the shifters repaired it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure they did, but some of the things they did were different than what I had before. Your friends have a strange sense of humor.”

      “I wouldn’t have considered them having a sense of humor at all.”

      “Are you going to let me drive you, or not?”

      The spell continued to build and I sighed. I needed to get there and find out what was taking place.

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “It’s not that I don’t mind, but I’m willing to bring you.”

      “Thanks.”

      We got in the car, heading toward the Mississippi. For some reason, I was able to track this spell in a way that I wasn’t able to track others. It continued to build, the power within it incredible. I punched in a number on my phone, thankful Barden had given me a way to reach him, and sent a message.

      “Who was that?” Jen asked.

      “Barden.”

      “Well, if he’s going to be there, maybe I should stick around.”

      I laughed, thinking that Jen probably would stick around, if only for Barden.

      We cruised along the street, getting closer to the river. This was a different part of the city, and a different park, but if what the mage had said remained applicable, then this place probably dipped into the power of some hidden storage well of the Mississippi the same way the last one did. And if that were the case, then she would try to modify it in the same way.

      “We’re getting close.”

      “You can feel it?”

      “I can feel something, but I’m not entirely sure what it is.”

      “Then we can—”

      Something struck the car, sending us rolling. I reached for a barrier, wrapping it around the car before thinking better of it and wrapping it around both Jen and me. The car could crumple, but I needed her not to get injured because of some accident.

      She looked over at me, panic in her eyes, and when the car came to a stop with us hanging upside down, I looked out the window to see the mage stalking toward us.

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered.
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      Tearing through my seatbelt, I jumped out of the car but left Jen in place, not wanting her to have to confront this mage. Anything I could do to prevent them from coming face to face, I would do.

      We were in the middle of the street. Jen’s car had come to a stop near the base of a tree planted in a strip dividing the road in half. To my right was a row of houses and to my left, on the other side of the treed island, was where I suspected the woman had placed her spell. How had she known we were coming?

      Fading sunlight made it easy enough for me to see, so I scanned the street, looking for the woman. Where had she gone?

      I held onto my barrier, thankful that I had enough rest and that my power had mostly restored. I needed Barden and his ability to connect me to the other side of the Veil. If he were here, I would be better equipped to face her.

      I located my nemesis. It wasn’t hard; she was dressed strangely. She wore a leather jacket with runes marked all along the surface. I couldn’t make out the detail in the patterns, but suspected that she was protected by it. She held a long metal rod, another magic wand. I looked beyond her, just in time to see two other figures—people—disappear.

      They didn’t consider us—me—a threat.

      I didn’t know whether to be offended or not.

      “You need to stop meddling in our plans.”

      “Whose plans are these?”

      “Someone that you would do well to avoid.”

      I tried a different approach with her. I wrapped a barrier around her, trying to seal her within. Attempts to attack her had failed, so I doubted that anything I might do now would hold her very effectively, but I was willing to try.

      She tapped her wand on the side of the barrier and it exploded.

      I staggered from the force of the sudden change.

      “Had you more power, that might’ve been effective.”

      Summoning my sword, I pointed it at her, sending a blast of power through the end. Unlike the last time I faced her, she twisted, moving the wand out of the way, avoiding the possibility of me connecting with it, and let her leather jacket absorb the attack. It simply dissipated.

      There definitely were protections in place.

      Where was Barden?

      “We aren’t going to let you get away with this.”

      “You think I would’ve planned this if I feared the mage council?”

      “It’s not just the mage council you need to fear.”

      “Oh, that’s right. You have involved the so-called Dark Council. And somehow, you think I should fear that, as well.”

      “We stopped you once.”

      “You did, and at what cost? Your friend perished. Others fell. How many are you willing to sacrifice in order to stop these plans?”

      “As many as it takes,” I said.

      “Even your friend?”

      She pointed her wand at the car and power exploded from it.

      I solidified the barrier around Jen, hoping that it would be enough to save her.

      I needed to get that wand out of her hand.

      Using magic on her wasn’t going to be enough. It was a similar realization as I’d had when facing one of the Great Ones, which meant that I had a choice. I could run—and I still had enough power to transport myself from one place to another, probably even enough to bring Jen with me—or I could fight.

      The better sense would involve running, but I couldn’t leave, not with what she was likely doing to the ley lines. I needed to understand what that was and if there was anything we could do to stop it.

      Knowing that I shouldn’t, I danced forward, bringing my sword around.

      She used the wand to block.

      I ignored it, swinging my other fist. In mid strike, I dropped, sweeping my leg around, and caught her on the back of her knee. She bent and I shifted my elbow, driving into the side of her face.

      She slammed onto the ground.

      I chopped at her arm. My goal wasn’t to incapacitate her this time. She wasn’t expecting the strike and dropped the wand. She pushed, much stronger than I would’ve given her credit for, and sent me flying away from her, but not before I managed to grab onto the wand and fling it away.

      “I don’t need that to be effective against someone like you.”

      “You might not, but I think it helps. And I’m willing to take the chance that you would prefer to have it. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have brought it with you. If you didn’t need the wand or your leather jacket, you wouldn’t have either.”

      She twisted her hands, the spell building with a spark of light. I didn’t feel it, but I could tell that power was coming.

      I made a hasty circle around me, augmenting my barrier, and it slammed into place just in time. Her spell bounced off my barrier.

      She started toward me. “How long do you think you can hold onto this?”

      “Long enough to keep you from hurting others.”

      “You’ve done nothing but slightly delay me.”

      “I think I’ve done more than slightly delayed you. You had to make another attempt at the river, which I suspect you weren’t intending to do.” I watched her expression as I said it, and the twitch at the corners of her eyes told me that I was right. “And I only need to delay you long enough for help to arrive.”

      I could feel the spell building, a power that came from the arrival of dark mages.

      She sneered as she slammed her fist into my barrier. Her hand twisted in a motion as she did it, some spell forming. The barrier collapsed.

      “Your help will get here too late.”

      She pressed her hands out and I braced myself, trying to raise a barrier, but the loss of power around me had made it difficult to do. As I readied for her strike, she went sliding across the pavement.

      I looked over to see Jen standing there, holding the wand in both hands.

      “Jen, you need to be careful.”

      “It worked,” she said.

      “How did you know how to use it?”

      Jen shook her head. “I just pointed it and said what I wanted to do.”

      “I don’t know much about magic wands, but I suspect that’s not how they are generally able to work.”

      “Can I keep it?”

      “I thought you didn’t want anything to do with the magical world.”

      “I don’t, but if it means that I can use the magic wand, maybe I was a little hasty in my decision.”

      The mage had gotten to her feet. She swept her hands around in a circle. The movement suggested that she’d formed a barrier around herself. I had to wonder again why it was that I didn’t detect anything from her use of magic.

      Did she have some way of masking it? Her spell certainly had the appearance of a mage spell, but the sensation that came with it was nothing like those that I detected from the mages. I started toward her, holding the sword out.

      She glared at me. “Even like this, you don’t have enough power to overcome me.”

      “And what if I hold onto the wand?”

      “It would do nothing more than what you already have done.”

      “I don’t believe that. Had it done nothing, my friend wouldn’t have been able to use it.”

      The woman swiveled her head and looked over at Jen. “You have made a grave mistake.”

      Jen paled and I stepped between her and the mage, drawing the woman’s attention to me. I didn’t need Jen worrying about what this woman might do to her.

      “Tell me what you’re after.”

      “You keep accusing me as if I’m acting alone. That is your mistake.”

      “It’s your mistake to keep placing these runes and attempting to disrupt the ley lines.”

      “And you keep assuming that I intended to disrupt anything.”

      “What do you intend if not to disrupt them?”

      “Why would I need to disrupt them? They are an ancient power and incredibly useful.”

      “And yet you’re not using the power.”

      “Am I not?”

      I frowned. As I did, the sense of magic continued to build, surging around me.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I glanced back at Barden. How had he gotten here so quickly? Darvish was with him, and the woman stared at Barden before turning her attention to Darvish.

      “You were dead.”

      “Not so dead,” he said.

      “I was there. I saw you.”

      “You saw nothing,” Darvish said.

      Several other dark mages surrounded her. Power built from them. I didn’t know the nature of the spell, but I suspect it was intended to contain her. The circle they formed around her led me to believe they were prepared for that possibility.

      Would it work?

      “You’ve made a mistake. And now you will suffer.”

      She twisted her hands, making a tight spiral of them, and she disappeared.

      A shout echoed from behind me and I looked back.

      The mage reappeared near Jen. She grabbed her, squeezing tightly, grabbing for the wand, and made another flick of her wrist before disappearing again.

      I lunged for her, but it was too late. She had disappeared, taking my friend with her, the friend who had wanted nothing to do with the magical world.

      Worse, the mage knew that Jen was my friend.

      “Dr. Michaels, we will get her back.”

      “How?” I asked Barden. “She took Jen, and we don’t even know who she is or where she’s hiding, or even how she’s traveling.”

      “You have traveled in such a way,” Barden said.

      “Not like that. Mine is never that quick.”

      “Perhaps not, but it’s not that you don’t understand the nature of the spell.”

      “I have to get to my friend.”

      “And we will.”

      There was an emptiness within me. It was my fault that Jen was missing. She had come here, dropping me off at my request, and after telling me that she wanted to be separate from the magical world. She had wanted nothing to do with it, trying to find a way to remain my friend but also not get involved in things that were outside her ability.

      And now it had claimed her.

      “Barden. You need to take a look at this.”

      Florence ran toward Barden. He followed her, glancing in my direction and motioning for me to follow. I wanted to be anywhere but here, but decided to go after him, knowing that there was a reason I had ended up here. We still had to deal with the rune the woman had formed. Would Barden be able to create a connection to the other side of the Veil for me to disrupt again?

      “What is it?” Barden asked as we approached a clearing.

      I could feel power building, and it was different than the last time. There was a directionality to it, a way that it pulled toward the Mississippi River, drawing upon the power of the ley lines. It was uncomfortable, and it took a moment for me to realize that it was a shifting, much like I’d felt from the Mississippi River before.

      But not just a shifting. It wasn’t so much that there was an intent to change the ley line, but it was an intent to move the ley line.

      Why would she want that?

      “I can feel the intent behind the spell,” I said.

      Barden looked over at me, his eyebrows raised in surprise. “And what do you feel?”

      “There is some attempt to move the ley line. I don’t entirely know how they would accomplish this, but that’s the purpose behind it.”

      “Can you tell where it’s pointing?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Can you tell where it’s focused?”

      I closed my eyes, thinking about the ley line, trying to get a sense of the power flowing through it, seeing if there was anything I could determine about it. The sense of it was there, distant, but growing stronger the longer I paid attention to it. It was pulling upon the power that flowed through the Mississippi, the natural direction of that ley line, and sliding it in a different direction.

      The focus shifted, though I couldn’t completely tell where it was going or why.

      “With just this ley line, I’m not sure I can.”

      “It’s not just this one,” Barden said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you called, we had found another.”

      “Where?”

      “Along the St. Croix River.”

      It was one of the other ley lines that ran through here. At least one of the more obvious ones. There were others that were subtle, and they might have been subtle enough that we wouldn’t be able to pick up on them at all. All of it worked together, a network of power that came together here, granting magical strength that allowed for the various magical factions to hold the Veil more effectively.

      “I need to see it.”

      Barden nodded. “I can show you, but I fear that her plan has already started.”

      “What if I disrupt this one?”

      He sighed, then made a quick circle around me, infusing power into it. I reached for that strength on the other side of the Veil and summoned my sword. When I did, I attempted to slice through the spell, using the power flowing to the sword to disrupt what had been done.

      It didn’t work, not as it had before.

      I looked over at Barden. “I can’t do it.”

      “I was afraid of that,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “She would have anticipated what you did. If nothing else, this woman is skilled and powerful, and you have proven that you can influence the spells she places. Were I in her shoes, I would have taken the time to try to modify it, placing something else within the spell to prevent you from interfering.”

      I looked down at the spell but there wasn’t anything within it that told me why I shouldn’t be able to carve through it. Barden was probably right. She would have placed a protection.

      “Show me the St. Croix spell.”

      “Hold tight.”

      I squeezed his hand and he dragged me through his spell. When we emerged, we did so on the banks of a widely flowing river. A massive bridge spanning it stretched off in the distance. Birds circled overhead and clouds drifted over the sky. Everything here was peaceful, everything other than the sudden pulsing of magic that thrummed through me.

      Three dark mages surrounded a spell. They weren’t doing anything to it, though it was almost as if they couldn’t do anything to it.

      “How long ago did this form?”

      “We detected it earlier this morning. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as some of them, though I think that’s because something was done to mask the shape of the spell.”

      I focused on the power I could feel. Standing near the river, I was aware of the flow of the ley line, the same way I was aware of it when I was near the Mississippi River. I wasn’t sure why that should be. They were powerful connections to the magical world and I wasn’t sure why I should have such an attachment to them, though it seemed that was the case.

      Much like the spell along the Mississippi River, this one had a sense of movement to it. It was trying to shift the alignment of the natural boundary of the ley line.

      With the Mississippi River, I had thought that the spell was intended to draw the river in a different direction, but that didn’t seem to be the case at all. It was more about shifting the power flowing beneath it.

      As I focused, I realized that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t a shifting so much as it was a shunting. The power was pulled away, drawn somewhere that it was not meant to go. There was a directionality to it, much like there was with the Mississippi River shunting. This time I could feel it.

      It headed west.

      I closed my eyes, thinking about what I had detected from the other spell. Where had that one directed the flow?

      “Would Florence have a map of where these spells were found?”

      “Of course,” Barden said.

      “I need to see it.”

      He grabbed me and, with another pulling spell, we disappeared, reappearing back near the Mississippi River.

      “Where is your computer?” Barden asked Florence.

      “Why?”

      “To see if there is a pattern to the placement of the spells,” I said.

      “We haven’t been able to determine a pattern. The spells were focused on ley lines, but as we disrupted them, new ones began to crop up.”

      An idea came to me. “What if we didn’t disrupt them?”

      Florence frowned. “But you were there. You saw that the ley lines were disrupted.”

      “But what if they weren’t disrupted so much as having served their purpose? What if the woman who cast the spells knew that we would find them and only wanted to shunt a certain amount of power from the ley lines in a different direction?”

      I hadn’t paid any attention to a directionality when we found the first few spells and doubted that I would recognize anything from the pattern, but the more that I thought about it, the more certain I was that there had to be a pattern.

      “Where do you think she’s sent this power?” Barden asked.

      “All I can tell is that it’s moving west, but I don’t know where. With the Mississippi and the St. Croix, there is a significant draw, and I suspect that whatever she needs from these two rivers was more significant than what she needed from the others. Maybe the other ley lines were less significant.”

      Florence studied me for a moment before racing off to one of the vans and hurrying back. She opened a laptop she had taken from the van, glancing down at the ground and the spell emblazoned on the earth nearby. She punched a few keys and pulled up a map with push pins marking where the other spells had been.

      As he stared at it, I couldn’t determine a pattern. For all I could tell, there wasn’t one.

      I stared, thinking about it for a moment.

      That wasn’t quite right. The pins seemed to circle the entirety of the city, though there was something else about it. Within the middle of it, there were other pins that took on a shape.

      I studied the spell on the ground. Within the circle, there were other shapes. Several triangles, a series of lines, and a pentagram that seemed to bind everything. It was the pentagram I suspected I wasn’t able to overpower. It offered protection, and that protection would be more than even my magic would manage to overcome.

      Could all of these attacks on the ley lines somehow form a pattern of their own?

      “Oh,” I whispered.

      “What is it, Dr. Michaels?”

      I grabbed the computer from Florence, ignoring her protestations, and traced my finger around the perimeter of the city where the series of attacks were located. It was a much larger area than I had realized at first. Some of the attacks I hadn’t even known about. “Look at this. This forms the outer perimeter of the spell.” One of those happened to be located where I had felt the initial attack in Blaine. “Some of these inner ones are linked together, and depending on what intent they have, they could form a spell, as well.”

      “She’s right,” Florence said, breathing out.

      “You’re suggesting that these attacks are all a single rune?”

      “It seems like it. I don’t know what the rune would do, but if the power here and at the St. Croix is pointing west, what if all of this is binding these ley lines together and sending that power someplace to the west?”

      I tracked along the map, looking for what might fall along the west, at least from where we stood. We were near enough to downtown that it could be the heart of the city. It would be a good place to hide and I could imagine this mage having gone there, trying to find some way to stay hidden, and perhaps there was power within the downtown area itself. With the ley lines pointing in that direction now, it would certainly grant a type of power.

      I continued west, staying within the circle that had formed around the city, binding it. I suspected that was part of it, that the perimeter indicated a sort of confinement to the ley lines wrapping around. Within it I noticed several suburbs, but none of that really made much sense. There wasn’t anything out there along the suburbs that would fit with an attempt to attack like that.

      I continued heading west, and as I did, I thought that I understood what we were dealing with, though not why.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      “That can’t be, can it?”

      “What can’t be?”

      I traced my finger along the pathway from where we had been along the St. Croix to where we were now, and continued heading west. As I did, it seemed as if my finger was drawn, and I knew that I was right.

      I stopped near a massive body of water situated on the western edge of the city. The circle bound the entirety of the lake, holding it within, which meant that whatever spell had been done to hold the ley lines here had intended to encapsulate that lake.

      And there was something there I had already encountered.

      Not just something, but someone.

      Barden stared, saying nothing.

      “What’s out there?” Florence asked.

      Barden glanced at me, holding me with his intense gaze, before turning to look at Florence. He took a deep breath before letting it out slowly. “Out there is danger. Out there is Solera.”
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      A massive sheet of ice stretched in front of me, cold and uninviting. I didn’t know much about how early in the season Lake Minnetonka froze, but this seemed soon. The frigid cold we’d experienced over the last month likely contributed to it, making it so that the lake completely froze over far sooner than it normally would.

      “We have to walk over?” I asked.

      Barden nodded. “I don’t know any other way.”

      “The last time I came here, we did so by car.”

      “The last time you came, you demonstrated that you had an ability to simply transport yourself. Try it. You’ll find that you can’t.”

      I hadn’t attempted to, though Barden had others with him who had tried to transport themselves across the lake. Something prevented them, whatever power Solera used to hold them back restricting access, and despite my best effort, there might not be anything I could do to change that.

      “She’s going to know that we are coming,” Darvish said.

      “She might know, but that doesn’t change the fact that we need to do this,” I said. Looking around, I surveyed the mages with us. Most of them were members of the Dark Council, nearly twenty, and many of them not people that I knew. I hoped that Gran and Gramps would come after getting my call, but what if they didn’t? Would the council respond?

      If they didn’t, then we would have to go this alone, and I wasn’t eager to do that, not against Solera, and not if she had managed to alter the course of the ley lines.

      We had to do this. Not only did we need to stop Solera, but I needed to find my friend, and it seemed as if everything was pointing us in this direction.

      “She’s one of the fae.”

      “She is, which means that she is especially dangerous.”

      “I don’t understand why she would need to alter the ley lines. She already has a connection to power on the other side of the Veil.”

      “Who is to know?” Barden said. “She has always been dangerous and has always done things a little different than others.”

      The only thing that I could think of was that she intended to return to the other side of the Veil, but could she do that? It seemed an unlikely possibility, but then again, so did altering the ley lines.

      We waited along the shores of the lake, standing in an empty park. Shops lined the opposite side of the street, though it was early enough that no one was really out. Either that, or too cold. In the summer, there would be dozens of people within the park, and dozens more boats out on the water. It wasn’t fully winter yet, which meant it was too early for ice houses to dot the lake, leaving it with this bleak appearance. I wanted nothing to do with it and wished that we didn’t have to go across it after Solera.

      No one else joined us.

      I shared a look with Barden, and we nodded. Starting across the ice, my boots crunching, an unsettled feeling crawled through my stomach with a sense of nausea. Every few steps, the ice popped and occasionally it groaned, leaving me fearing that it might crack, sending me plunging beneath the surface. It was cold enough that I would probably quickly lose consciousness. There were others with me, but what happened if the crack was wide enough to swallow all of them? Would magic be enough to save us?

      “I really wish we didn’t have to do this ourselves,” I said.

      “You sent word to the Iron Range pack?” Barden asked.

      Darvish was listening intently and I shook my head. Whatever I had thought was passing between him and Ariel didn’t seem to have come to fruition. There had been some connection between the two of them, though it must not have been enough to fully form. But then, Ariel had other requirements on her time. It was possible that she didn’t feel that she could spend time with Darvish.

      “I sent word, but you know how it is with the shifters.”

      “When it comes to the Veil, they would come.”

      “And yet, do we have any sense that the Veil has been damaged?”

      Barden clenched his jaw. “No. There has been no sense of damage.”

      I hesitated. “Can you feel the influence on the ley lines?”

      Barden glanced over at me. “I trust that you do, Dr. Michaels.”

      I held my hand out. “Wait. I’m the only one who feels this?” I looked from Barden to Darvish, and then sent my gaze across the other mages. Were they doing this on my behalf?

      “I have a talent for identifying those with particular abilities. There is no question in my mind that you possess a particular set of abilities, Dr. Michaels. I trust you and what you have observed.”

      “And what if I’m wrong?” The idea of it didn’t seem likely, but what if I was? We would be heading here, heading to attack Solera, all based on what I detected. Was I comfortable with that?

      “Are you wrong?” Barden asked softly.

      I didn’t need to focus very much on the sense of the ley lines to feel the way they had shifted. Standing on the ice, and a place where power flowed, I was continually aware of it.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “I didn’t think that you were.”

      I grunted. “I can’t believe that you’re taking me at my word.”

      “Do you know what my experience has been throughout my entire magical life?” Barden asked as we continued across the ice. I could see the shape of the island in the distance, but it seemed a long way from where we had started, and we were completely exposed. Any concealment spell would cost considerable energy, and it seemed a waste to me to even attempt it.

      “I guess not, though I’m curious how you’ve acquired power.”

      “That’s not nearly as interesting as what you might think. There are many ways that men acquire power in their lives.”

      “But you’ve acquired magical power.”

      “I’ve acquired influence. I was born with power. In order to lead, you need both, though I would argue that influence matters more than power.”

      “Then what have you been through your entire magical life?”

      “The same as everyone here. Each of us spent our days fearing for the time when one of the mage council might spring upon us, capturing us, threatening us with the possibility of burning off our magic. As we’ve gotten older—as I’ve gotten older—I feared that even more. When you live a long time with a particular power, you come to appreciate having access to it. If it were suddenly to disappear…”

      Somewhere near us, the ice cracked, and three of the mages moved closer to us. I had no idea how thick the ice was and knew that the DNR had guides to ice thickness and when it was safe to walk on, something that we should have accounted for. I was tempted to probe the ice with magic and suspected that with the right spell, I would be able to freeze the lake, though it would require considerable energy and I needed to conserve that energy for what we might have to face.

      “And then you came along, Dr. Michaels.”

      “You’re the one who grabbed me first.”

      “Because I believed that you were somehow able to remove the influence from the mage council.”

      “But I can’t.”

      “You don’t think that you can, but I’m not entirely certain that’s true.”

      “It was a gorgon, Barden, not burning anything off.”

      “And yet you managed to discover that fact. And you managed to look past the differences between the councils, realizing that we weren’t what the mage council long believed. You have advocated for us, and then you have fought for us.” Barden walked for a little while longer. “And so I trust you, Dr. Michaels. You might be an outsider and not a member of my council, but you have earned my trust and then some. Which makes your question about why I would believe you unnecessary. I believe you simply because you have proven yourself time and again. And I believe you because you have changed my life—and the people who I lead—for the better.”

      I didn’t know quite what to say at first. Wind whipped past me, flipping the hair that had pulled loose from my hat, and I didn’t do anything to change that. “The mage council hasn’t fully embraced you.”

      “No, but it’s a start. We aren’t hunted like we once were. And that, more than anything else, is what matters. The rest will come in time.”

      The ice groaned again and I hesitated a moment before continuing on. “You aren’t what I thought you were.”

      “Most men aren’t who you see at first. It takes time to understand their true nature.”

      “And do you think that I know your true nature?”

      “I don’t know. What do you think, Dr. Michaels?”

      I started to answer, but the sound of ice cracking ahead of us caught my attention.

      Two mages started to tumble into the water, a massive hole opening.

      Three mages near them built a spell, power surging along my spine, wrapping around those who had fallen into the water and scooping them up. I wasn’t sure what sort of spell they used, but they lifted, pulling the mages out of the icy water.

      Behind me, the ice cracked again.

      Turning carefully, the massive crack that had formed in front of us, nearly swallowing two mages, circled all the way around to the other side.

      “Barden?”

      “What is it, Dr. Michaels?”

      I pointed, and Barden frowned as he stared at it. “That is unfortunate.”

      “Do you have some spell to refreeze the ice?”

      “Doing so would be challenging.”

      “Why?”

      “All of this area is surrounded by Solera’s influence. Anything that we might attempt would be diminished by her connection to magic.”

      “So she knows that we are here.”

      “I suspect that she does,” he said.

      Another crack sounded, this one muted, and I made a small circle, realizing that we now stood on a floating piece of ice.

      And it was starting to sink.

      Water seeped up as the weight of all of us mages pushed it down, forcing the ice beneath the surface of the water. It happened slowly, but as the water began to flow on top of the ice, it sank even more.

      “We could jump to another section,” I said.

      “I doubt that she would allow that,” Barden said. He was moving his hands in a rapid pattern, and power was building.

      The ice halted. Water continued to flow over it, but then it began to freeze.

      “We will need to step on top of it. Otherwise we might freeze ourselves into the ice,” Barden said.

      As the ice solidified, I pulled my boot free and then my other, standing on top of the newer—and thicker—section of ice.

      “I thought you wouldn’t able to do that,” I said.

      “Unfortunately, that wasn’t just me.”

      Looking around the sheet of ice, I could tell that the other mages here had all been a part of that spell. And with as much power as had been required to form it, they now were weakened.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Now we have to hope that whatever other attack she throws at us won’t be nearly as significant,” he said.

      Barden leaned down, and, using the tips of two fingers, made a swirl along the ice, a spiral pattern, and then with a final flourish, he pointed away from the island.

      Power surged up through that spell. The ice sheet started moving, and I staggered, nearly falling, but Barden caught me.

      “I won’t be of much use when we reached Solera’s.”

      “And the others?”

      “The others will be there to protect us, but they were never much of a threat to Solera. They wanted to come and I wasn’t going to refuse.”

      The ice slammed into another chunk of ice, and it popped out of the water, like the bow of the boat as it gains speed, before crashing back down and splitting the smaller section of ice. Darvish crouched on one side of the chunk of ice, and another mage, Bernard from the shack, crouched on the other. Both of them had their hands pressed into the ice. Magic swirled around them, a chill that came through my spine even more potently than the cold in the air. Whatever spell they held was powerful.

      How would any mages from the mage council reach us?

      It was possible that they wouldn’t. If they had to cross the lake the same way, they would have to hold the ice—or find some other way across. I couldn’t imagine how they would cross without breaking through the ice the same way that we had.

      We were near the shore. It was close enough that I began to think that we would reach it.

      Ice popped.

      Then another.

      And then another.

      Darvish glanced over to Barden, his eyes wide. He shook his head. “Something is fighting us,” he said.

      “We all need to hold it.”

      “Can I help?” I asked.

      Barden pressed his lips together in a frown. “I worry that if you participate in this, you will be too weakened for what must happen when we reach the island.”

      Each of the dark mages crouched on the ice. Only then did I realize that water had begun to seep up along the surface of it.

      He frowned, probing the ice with a hint of magic, and I realized that wasn’t quite true. Water wasn’t seeping up so much as the ice was melting. The closer we got to the island, the more influence that Solera had, and the more the sheet of ice that we used to float in this direction began to change, making it difficult for us to continue forward.

      “It’s melting, Barden.”

      “I can tell that, Dr. Michaels.”

      “I think I can resist the influence.”

      I had started down when Barden caught my wrist. “No. She’s exerting herself, too. Let her expend her energy so that you have an opportunity to counter it.”

      “And what if she is only expending energy drawn from the other side of the Veil?”

      “Everyone has limits, Dr. Michaels. Even one of the fae.”

      I resisted the urge to help, hating that I had to, knowing that I could do something, but didn’t want to get in the way and knowing that Barden had given good advice.

      The ice shelf stopped moving.

      We were still thirty or forty feet away from the shore, but no longer did we float forward. I took a few steps forward and felt the edge of where the ice shelf should be able to go. There was an invisible barrier. We were stopped, halted from going any further.

      And without having any way of going, we would be stuck here while Solera continued to melt the ice around us.

      This would be my role.

      Summoning my sword, I sent a surge of magic through it and pressed it up against the barrier. Sparks skittered off the surface of it, illuminating the barrier.

      Could I press through that barrier?

      It would be me using my magic to oppose another magic—probably a greater magic—but if I didn’t, we would be stuck here until we sank.

      And then we would freeze.

      Forcing more power through my sword, I carved at the barrier. Sparks danced off the surface of it, a mixture of orange and yellow, and I pressed the glowing purplish blade against the barrier.

      I might be able to do it, but it would take everything in my power to overcome.

      Water seeped up along my boots. Cold hit my feet and I gasped.

      The sword evaporated.

      The cold sapped my strength and my focus. As I looked around at the dark mages, all of them trying to use the power of their spells to hold the ice shelf in place, I realized that none of us would succeed. Without any way of penetrating the barrier, we would be stuck here.

      “Barden. This is a mistake. We need to go back to shore.”

      “Unfortunately, Dr. Michaels, I’m not sure that I have the necessary strength to transport us back at this point.”

      “I could do it.”

      He looked up at me. “All of us?”

      Could I take everyone? I had moved a car, so how much heavier could a sheet of ice be?

      Probably considerably heavier. And that wasn’t even taking into account the number of dark mages standing on it. I might have to take more than one trip, and there was no guarantee that I would be able to return, and even if I could, the moment I removed some of the dark mages, the others might not be able to maintain the spell.

      There was no good option.

      “I’m willing to try.”

      I expected Barden to oppose me, but he didn’t.

      I stood, focusing on the connection that was required to transport us from one place to another. It wasn’t a difficult thing to do, not now that I’ve done it before, but the strength required might be more than I had. I would have to push past the cold flowing through my feet and the chill working along my body. I would have to ignore it as I focused on transporting us from one place to the next.

      A buzzing sound filled my ears.

      Was that the wind picking up?

      It didn’t sound like the wind, and it didn’t really sound like anything, if I were honest. It was strange, a sound that reminded me of a swarm of angry bees, and it was growing louder—and closer.

      I scanned the lake and realized that three boats were coming toward us.

      How were boats traveling on a frozen lake?

      Fan boats. I had seen the sheriff using them, and that must be what was coming our way, but who? And how? They continued to speed toward us, and as they did, I had another distinct sense. It was that of magic. A cold chill that worked along my spine, and that sense of magic was coming straight toward us.
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      As the fan boats approached, I recognized a figure standing in the bow of the nearest one. It would’ve been difficult to miss Aron. He held a sword in hand, almost casually, and his icy blue eyes stared outward. He was wearing a leather jacket, a T-shirt, and jeans. Certainly not dressed for the weather.

      Behind him were Gran and Gramps, along with Sharon.

      Members of the council had come.

      The boats pulled up near us. There were three of them, and space enough for all of us to climb into.

      Aron reached a hand out, helping me board the boat, and I took it, stepping into the boat, letting the water drip off my feet. Gran rested a hand on me and warmth flowed through me, some spell that she placed.

      “What were you thinking, Katie?” she asked.

      “I was thinking that we needed to move quickly. And I wasn’t sure whether the council would respond.”

      “Why would you think we would ignore a request?”

      “Because it involves the Dark Council.”

      Grand glanced over at Barden. He stared at Gran for a moment before turning his expression to Sharon. “Thank you,” he said.

      “What is this about?” Sharon asked, stepping forward.

      Aron remained close to me. Feeling him this close was comforting, but it was also somewhat disconcerting. He hovered near my shoulder, as if thinking he would protect me, and I wondered how much of that was due to his perception over what the council wanted from him.

      “Dr. Michaels says that the ley lines have shifted,” Barden answered.

      Sharon pressed her lips together as she regarded me. “The ley lines can’t be shifted.”

      “That’s the purpose of the spells we’ve been finding.”

      “How are you certain of this?” Sharon asked.

      “Because I can feel the power of the ley lines.”

      Sharon stared at me for a moment before looking over at Gran. For her part, Gran looked almost as if she weren’t sure what to do or say. She watched me, regarding me with suspicion.

      “If you have some way of using a spell, be my guest. There is a powerful mage who has been placing spells around the city. I don’t have the map to show you, but they circled the entirety of the city, and then within that circle, there were other patterns, and the last pieces were placing spells on the Mississippi and the St. Croix.”

      Gramps’s eyes widened. “That can’t be what we detected, can it?”

      “You detected it?”

      “We detected something, but we weren’t sure quite what it was. There is something different about the magic within the city.”

      “It’s pointing in this direction. Whatever happened is focused on the island and on Solera.”

      “Solera wouldn’t do this,” Sharon said.

      “Are you so sure? If she views this as a prison, why wouldn’t she do it?” Though I still didn’t know what reason she would have for trying to shift the ley lines. She had access to power from the other side of the Veil, but would it be enough for her? And maybe she could use this power, twist it, and allow herself to cross back over the Veil. “What if she wants to return?”

      “In all the years that she’s been here, there has been no attempt to return. Her return means certain death.”

      “What if she thinks that changing the orientation of the ley lines and connecting to it would allow her the kind of power that she needs?” The Seelie queen had been absent on the other side, so it seemed possible that something was up. It might not be an attempt to return, but the fact of the matter was that the ley lines pointed in this direction.

      “I trust Dr. Michaels,” Barden said.

      “Of course you would,” Sharon said.

      “If that’s meant as an insult, I fail to see your point.”

      “Only that she’s been advocating for you to be a part of the council. It’s not surprising that you would trust her. It does make me wonder whether we can trust her.”

      “I trust Katie,” Gramps said.

      He looked at Gran, and the sour expression on her face was one I had known from my childhood. It was one that suggested that she wasn’t certain how to answer, and though I didn’t disagree—especially as I wasn’t certain how to answer—I needed her to side with me. I needed her to recognize that I wasn’t imagining this.

      “Gran?”

      She took a deep breath. “You have been involved in quite a bit over the last year. Most mages never experience what you have, and there is no doubting how powerful you are. If you say that you can detect the shifting of the ley lines, then I believe you. What is it that you need?”

      “We need to lower the barrier she has surrounding the island. Whoever is working with her grabbed Jen, and not only do we need to stop Solera, but I need to get my friend back.”

      “You brought your friend with you again?”

      “She drove me. That was it. We were attacked before we had a chance to…” I waved my hand. “It doesn’t matter. What matters is that I need to get onto this island.”

      “And when you do, what then?”

      “I don’t know. The mage who attacked is incredibly powerful.”

      And she might be too powerful for me to stop. And that was not including the fact that I still would have to deal with Solera.

      Maybe this was a mistake, but with as many mages as we had, both members of the mage council and the Dark Council, I had to think that we would be able to overpower her somehow.

      And it might involve me reaching the pool at the heart of the island, the source of Solera’s power, and once I did, I could find a way to connect to it again. I had done it once before, though that had been through surprise. Maybe I could do it again.

      I glanced over at Aron. There was another benefit to coming here, especially with Aron. It was possible that in doing so, he might be able to recover what he’d lost, might be able to finally remember who he was. I didn’t know if he would—or if it were possible—but if anyone knew of some way to help Aron, it would be Solera, wouldn’t it?

      “Crossing a barrier placed by Solera will be challenging,” Gran said.

      “I’ve tried, but I’m not strong enough.”

      “No, because you are looking for brute force,” Gramps said, grinning at me. “You’ve always been more of a brute force kind of person, especially when it came to magic. In this, I think we need to try a different approach.”

      “What sort of approach?”

      “Barriers have weaknesses. You must have experienced that when holding your own barrier and feeling that there were times when it would be overpowered.”

      I nodded. Most of the time, it came when I was growing tired from holding it.

      “If we attack in more than one place, we can possibly make it weak enough that we can break it down. We will have to act at the same time, and in doing so, it will give us only a few moments. As soon as they realize the barrier has fallen, they will likely solidify it.”

      “Or withdraw it and trap us inside,” I said.

      “Don’t be such a downer, Katie,” Gramps said.

      I looked at the other two boats. “Are there powerful enough mages with you for this?”

      “It’s not so much about power as it is about location of the strike. Watch.”

      Gramps motioned to the mage on the other boat nearby, and they drifted closer. He said something, though I couldn’t hear over the sound of the engine, and then he moved to motion at the other boat on our other side. He pointed, and the mage seemed to understand. The boats separated, drifting down the barrier, and then they paused, stopping in front of a section of it. Gramps raised his hand and the spell began to build within him. As it did, he pointed.

      The spell exploded from three mages at the same time, crashing into the barrier. When it struck, there came the same sparks that I’d seen before. I reached out, searching to see if there was any change in the barrier, but it was still there.

      “Again!” Gramps yelled.

      Once more, the spell slammed into the barrier. The sparks spread, working along the surface of the barrier and combining together.

      “Again!”

      The spell slammed into the barrier a third time.

      It didn’t seem as if they would drop the barrier, not with as much force as they were using. I quickly summoned my sword and sent power flowing through it, striking the middle of the sparks.

      The barrier shattered, fragments sparkling down toward the ground.

      “Now,” I said.

      The fans revved up and we raced across where the barrier had been.

      A part of me worried what might happen if Solera replaced the barrier. Now that we’d crashed it once, I had to believe that we could do so again, but what would happen if they trapped us between two layers of barrier? I had attempted something similar, and with enough power—and Solera, along with this other mage, clearly had enough power—they would be able to trap us. It was possible they could even force us into the water.

      Then the boats reached the shore.

      We jumped out, crawling from the boat onto the shore. My boots crunched along the stone, and surprisingly, there was a sense of warmth in the air.

      Energy crackled around me, and it didn’t take long for me to realize that it came from the sense of magic flowing all throughout the island. As I stood on the shores, I could feel the diverted energy from the ley lines, and as much as I wanted to ignore it, I wondered if I could pull on that power, using it myself to add to my magic, or would it lead to me ending up injured the same way as I had before?

      “This place is quite unique,” Barden said.

      “I’m not sure that unique describes it. It’s a place of power, and only Solera can use it,” Gran said.

      “Solera and your granddaughter,” Barden said. He smiled as he did, watching me.

      “We need to keep moving,” Aron said.

      I looked over, hoping for a spark of recognition, something that would tell me that he remembered being here, but there was nothing. He kept gripping his sword, and I had to admit that it was good to see him carrying a sword again, especially after he had seemed so off for so long. There was something… right… about it. I found that ironic, especially considering how I had felt when I’d first seen Aron, the reaction I had when I’d come across him, thinking that it was strange for there to be someone carrying a sword openly in the city.

      “Do you remember being here?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “I don’t remember anything about this place, but I feel the power.”

      “You feel it?” Gran asked.

      “It’s unsettling. It’s drawing us.”

      I studied Aron. Why would he feel it but no one else besides me? Was it because I had been the one to restore him?

      But then, I had used the power of the ley lines in order to do so. I had drawn upon the Mississippi, thinking that if nothing else, we could use that power to try and salvage him, but when that had not been enough, I had tried a different approach, one that had failed.

      “How are you doing?” I asked Barden. We would need his power, I had little doubt. Even if it was only to confine the strange mage while I took on Solera.

      “Weakened, but I will do what I can, Dr. Michaels.”

      “I don’t doubt that you will. I just wanted to know how much I’ll have to be saving your ass.”

      “It’s like that now, is it?”

      “I had to save you once already.”

      “And I recall having come to you more than once at your request.”

      Gran was watching Barden and I, and I ignored her. There was a disapproving glare in her eyes, and I decided that I didn’t care. I trusted Barden. He had been helpful, so he deserved that trust from me. It was the same way that he trusted me.

      “We should spread out and be prepared for—”

      Magic built and I reacted instinctively before Sharon had a chance to finish. I wrapped a bubble of a barrier around all of us, swooping it around the entirety of the collected mages. A spell slammed into my barrier and I pushed back.

      “What was that?” Gran asked.

      “That was an attack.”

      “Who’s attacking us?”

      “I can’t tell,” I said. “But it’s not the same mage we encountered in the park.”

      “How do you know?” Sharon asked.

      “Because I can’t tell when she’s using magic.”

      Gran frowned and cast a spell, swirling magic around herself. Gramps and several of the other mages followed, preparing for the possibility that they might need to attack. I should have been more prepared myself. It had been a mistake to not be holding a barrier when we stepped onto the shoreline. I’d been focused on getting through Solera’s barrier and hadn’t focused on the need for anything more, including the possibility that I would need to be ready to fight.

      Everything on this island was controlled by Solera, which meant that everything here posed a threat to us. We had to be prepared for anything that might happen. That included any other mages in service of Solera. We already knew that there were some. Maybe they were like Aron and had developed an obligation for something, a price that she had placed upon them, or maybe they were like the mage we had fought near the shoreline, a woman who I suspected had opposed us because she wanted power from Solera.

      “You can lower your defenses, Katie,” Gramps said.

      “What?”

      He patted me on the arm. “We don’t need you to protect all of us. You’ll extend yourself too much and too soon.”

      I looked over and nodded. Withdrawing the barrier, I kept it surrounding myself. “How about you and your people?” I asked Barden.

      “A protective spell does not require a great amount of strength to form,” Barden said.

      “How about to maintain it?”

      “If we find ourselves under attack, we might need to retreat. I will let you know.”

      I started forward, ignoring Sharon’s protestations. I could just imagine that she thought that as a leader among the mage council, she should be allowed to take the lead, but I wasn’t about to follow someone who had never been on Solera’s island before. Aron stayed with me. As we walked, I looked for evidence of the attacker but saw nothing. Someone had struck us, though I couldn’t find where they had come from.

      “Does anything remind you of your time here?” I asked him.

      “Nothing.”

      “I get the sense that you had been here more than once or twice,” I said.

      “Why is that?”

      “Just that you had a familiarity with Solera and her island. I thought that perhaps you might know.”

      “It’s like everything. I want to remember, but most of those memories aren’t there.”

      “Most?”

      “Occasionally I have a sense of familiarity.”

      “Such as when?”

      “Such as—”

      Another spell struck, slamming into my barrier. Two of the mages near us went staggering backward. I shifted the orientation of my barrier, spreading outward, creating a layer between the mages with me and whoever might be attacking.

      Another spell struck my barrier. I held it, feeling the strain, and forced my way forward.

      There were other followers of Odian, but I had the suspicion that the dark-haired mage led them. We had to get past these others to get to her.

      “Katie?”

      I glanced back at Gramps. Worry wrinkled the corners of his eyes. “There is significant power here.”

      “There was power when we faced the Great One, too.”

      “This is different.”

      “How so?”

      “That was a single spell. How much are you going to be able to withstand?”

      “As much as it takes. If we can get to the center of her island, I can connect to her power.”

      “That’s your plan?” Gran asked.

      “To start with, at least until I understand what’s going on,” I said. “I know that I can use that power while you take care of the others.”

      “That power is dangerous. It connects you to a part of the Veil that you shouldn’t reach.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because you’re taking it from another place and another magical user.”

      “What?”

      “Power on the other side of the Veil has consequences, much like it would have consequences on this side of the Veil,” Gran said. “And taking from whatever store you did, borrowing from whatever it was that Solera offered, places you into danger.”

      I didn’t know how that could be. I’d borrowed power from the other side of the Veil before, connecting through the summons that Barden had placed, and there hadn’t seemed to be any danger in that. It had required power, and it had required a connectivity that I still didn’t know how it worked, but there wasn’t any danger to it, not that I had felt.

      “I don’t think you’re right about that,” I said.

      “Katie—”

      Another spell slammed into my barrier. Sparks shot off the surface, looking something like fireworks going off on the Fourth of July. I managed to hold onto the barrier, but the connection grew weaker.

      If we continued to face an attack like this, I might not be able to withstand it for much longer.

      I glanced over at Barden. “I’m going to have to withdraw my barrier.”

      “We will take care of ourselves. You don’t have to protect all of these master mages.” He smiled at me slightly. “Though I suspect the caretaker in you feels otherwise.”

      “I just reacted instinctively.”

      “Because you have power. In time, you will have knowledge and you’ll understand that sometimes you need to conserve that power.”

      “Are you suggesting that I can’t save everyone?”

      “I’m suggesting that you learn to balance your power with what is realistic.”

      “I refuse to accept what’s realistic and what’s not.”

      “I hope that doesn’t come back to haunt us.”

      Another spell slammed into two of the nearby mages. Both of them went flying backward. It gave me a sense of direction, and I searched for where the attacks were coming from. I couldn’t see them, though I could feel them. Why should that be?

      Were they masking their spells?

      Or was there some other way that they could conceal themselves here?

      It was Solera’s place, which meant that her rules would apply. It was entirely possible that she had some way of concealing everyone she wanted to on her island.

      So far, she hadn’t been able to conceal the sense of power emanating from the island. If she could mask that, she could mask magic and then I’d be in trouble.

      Trees rose up the deeper we went into the island. All of them had lost their leaves, but they were still tall and wide enough that they made it difficult for us to tell where anyone might be hiding within them.

      “We need to find whoever’s attacking us,” Aron said.

      “There’s probably more than one person,” I said. “There were quite a few others out within the city setting these runes.”

      As I said it, another spell struck, this from the opposite direction than the last.

      The mages targeted were thrown nearly twelve feet, and they got up slowly, but not before another attack struck them.

      When it was over, neither mage moved.

      I hurried over to them, quickly checking for a pulse, thankful that both still lived.

      “I could—”

      Gran rested a hand on my shoulder. “You don’t need to do anything. They will recover. Trust that those with you have their own abilities.”

      I looked over. There was no sense of the chill of death, so I had to believe that they weren’t so injured that they couldn’t recover, but it didn’t make it any easier to leave them. If there was something that I could do, some way that I could help them, I felt almost compelled to do so, but that wasn’t for me to do.

      Letting out a heavy sigh, I turned to face the direction the attacks had come from. I had to identify their origins. When I did, we could remove the threat, and then what?

      And I still had to face Solera and the other mage.

      What if there were more like that insanely powerful mage?

      Turning back toward the forest, I recognized the trail that I had taken the last time I was here. It was one that guided me toward the center of Solera’s land, a way that would offer a chance to reach the pool of power there.

      I pointed and we started down that way. As we went, the attacks began to increase. Every so often, magic would slam around us. Most of those near the front of the procession were strong enough to withstand them, though a few people near the rear were scattered, sent tumbling away from the onslaught.

      The temptation was there to surround the others with my barrier. It was strong enough to withstand these attacks, though perhaps that was the intent. Whoever was assaulting us might know that I would be willing to defend them, and might use that against me, trying to weaken me.

      Perhaps it wasn’t that I had to fight them. I had to unmask them.

      I should’ve thought about it sooner, and had used it often enough to unmask hidden mages that I don’t know why I didn’t try before now, but I summoned the sword, drawing power, letting it spread out from us.

      “There,” Gramps whispered, nodding to his left.

      “What is it?” Gran asked.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out the direction of the attacks, and see if there was some ways to uncover what they’re using to mask themselves, but it wasn’t until Katie did… whatever it was she did… that I was able to see them,” he said.

      I held onto the spell, maintaining the connection to my magical sword, and mages sent streaks of power shooting away from us in all directions.

      Even Barden and Darvish, along with the dark mages with them, got in on it. They continued to attack, combining their efforts, and finally, everything fell quiet.

      “Is that it?” I asked.

      “For now,” Barden said. “That’s an interesting spell you have.”

      “The sword?”

      “It’s more than a sword, though.”

      “I was only trying to mimic the sword that I lost.”

      “I seem to remember that sword.”

      “I—”

      Something struck me, sending me backward, but Gran and Gramps were there, catching me.

      I hadn’t detected a spell, which meant…

      “It’s the mage,” I shouted, solidifying my barrier.

      The woman stalked forward, suddenly visible. She was dressed in a long jacket that flowed toward the ground. She held something in her hand—and it took a moment for me to realize that it was a sword. There was something about it that was familiar.

      Because it was my sword.

      How could she have that?

      And how could she use it?

      I didn’t have a chance to question her. Gran gasped and I looked over. Her face was white and her eyes were wide.

      “Anna?” she whispered. She reached for Gramps, gripping his arm. “Oh, Veran, it’s our Anna.”

      The woman frowned, but I ignored it, my heart skipping wildly in my chest.

      Anna was my mother’s name.
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      Gran tried to take a step forward, but the woman flicked her wrist, and whatever spell she used sent Gran flying away. She struck a tree. I waited, afraid that the cold of death would come for her, but it wasn’t there. Gramps took a step forward, but I encased him in a spell just as the woman slammed her power into him.

      This wasn’t my mother. It couldn’t be.

      “You shouldn’t have come here,” the woman said.

      “Anna? What are you doing? Where have you been?” Gramps asked. He strained against my hold on him, and I was afraid that if I let go, he would do something foolish—something along the lines of what Gran had done.

      “That’s not her, Gramps.”

      “It is her, Katie. I’d recognize her anywhere.”

      “It’s not. She knows my name, and if it were her, she wouldn’t have attacked me.”

      I had to believe that it couldn’t be my mother. If it were, why wouldn’t she have remembered me?

      “It’s her, Katie.”

      “She’s not using any mage spells.”

      “She was always chasing after different magic. That’s how I know this is your mother.”

      I shivered. “It can’t be her.”

      Gramps looked at me. There was something in his eyes that I couldn’t fully understand. Was it desperation?

      I had thought that he and Gran had adjusted to the fact that my mother was gone, but seeing his expression, seeing the longing in his face, I realized that they hadn’t fully adjusted. How could they? They had lost their only daughter and they wanted her back as much as I wanted her back.

      Only, I had been young enough that I had come to terms with the fact that she wasn’t going to return. How could she? If she wanted to come back, if she could come back, she would have done so before now, and the fact that she hadn’t told me that she must’ve been dead.

      That was what I had hung onto all these years. It was a belief that my mother was gone, that the woman I loved, the woman who had comforted me all those years, was no longer around.

      And yet, looking at her, I couldn’t deny the similarities between us. We had the same dark hair. The same eye color. And her face… her face reminded me of my mother’s.

      Would it be her?

      She attacked us again, slamming into my barrier.

      Other attacks struck from different angles, targeting the other mages. They started into the trees, chasing them. I kept my focus on this mage—not my mother.

      “Where is my friend?”

      “Your friend will provide the necessary price.”

      “What sort of price?”

      “One that needs to be paid for my plan to succeed.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I’d seen how sacrifice was involved in certain spells, and if Jen had already been sacrificed, then there wasn’t anything I could do.

      “You have my sword.” My voice trembled and I worried that I wouldn’t be strong enough.

      “Your sword? I’m quite certain that I arranged for the demon king to be summoned so that I could acquire this blade.”

      I stared at her, trying to understand what she was saying. “You arranged for it?”

      “The demon king was little more than a distraction. What I wanted was for him to send across those who could help his cause. And this sword was an integral part of it.”

      “It’s my sword.”

      “I take it that you’re the one who stole from me. Had I known then that you would be so troublesome, I might have arranged a different approach.”

      “Why do you want the sword?”

      “It doesn’t matter to you. The sword is a conduit, but it’s of little use on this side of the Veil.”

      “Then it’s of little use to you.”

      “There you would be mistaken, as you were in coming here.” She darted forward, swinging the blade. I barely had time to react, and instinctively I summoned my sword, sweeping around to block.

      My arm shook where we collided and she grunted, trying to drive the sword through mine, but I managed to withstand her attack. Sending a surge of power through myself, pushing out with the barrier, I shoved her away.

      She grinned at me. “I think you actually could have been a challenger had you more time.”

      “A challenger for what?”

      “Unfortunately, you will remain ignorant. And you will fail.”

      “Is this what Solera wants you to do?”

      “What she wants me to do? I think you have it wrong. Were it up to her, she would stay in this place, this prison,” she sneered. “She has no respect for the person that she was, and she would live out her days in misery, waiting for revelers of the sun to come to her. She would squander the gift that she was given.”

      “What gift would she squander?”

      The woman wagged her finger. “You don’t get to ask questions.”

      “Seeing as how you’re not asking them, either, I figured one of us needed to.”

      “You present an unfortunate delay in my plans. It’s time for me to remove you and the trouble that you caused before you create additional difficulties.”

      She swung the sword around and pulled on the spell, power crackling along the surface of the blade, causing it to glow with the strange orange light.

      I countered, sweeping my magical sword around, hoping that if nothing else, I could meet her blade, resist it and turn it against her, but the demon blade swiped through mine, causing my magic to explode outward.

      I staggered and would have fallen into her, but Barden was there, grabbing me. He slung out his hands, twisting in a rapid pattern, and pressed upward just as her blade swept toward him. He caught it and avoided getting cut in half through the force of whatever spell he held.

      “Go, Dr. Michaels. Find Solera and finish this.”

      “Finish it?” the woman asked. “There will be no finishing until my task is complete.”

      Darvish kicked, catching the woman on the back of her leg, and she swung around, sweeping her blade. It would have crashed into Darvish’s neck, severing his head, but Aron was there. His blade caught hers, the sound reverberating within the trees.

      I looked over at Gramps. His eyes were wide, but I worried that he would do something foolish.

      The other mages began to circle the woman. I wasn’t about to call her my mother—I was not convinced that she was.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Barden urged. He still lay on his back, his spell holding the sword, the grim concentration on his face telling me how hard he exerted himself.

      I nodded and turned to race into the trees. I had to trust that the mages could contain her, and even if they couldn’t, I needed to get to Solera, if only to know what was going on. If she wasn’t involved, then wouldn’t she be inclined to help us stop the mage?

      After running fifty feet, I slammed into a barrier.

      I looked back to see the woman holding her hand out.

      I summoned my sword and hacked into the barrier. I put everything that I could into it until the barrier shattered, letting me free. Mages surrounded her and power built, spells echoing one after another, before they all disappeared from my view.

      I passed a body on the trail, one I recognized. The man lay motionless and I remembered that he had brought me and Aron over here the first time I’d come.

      At the tree line, where the clearing started, I paused.

      Something didn’t feel right.

      There was power within the clearing, which didn’t surprise me. It was a place of fae magic, a place where Solera ruled, holding onto the remnants of her power, and the strange pool at the center of it collected power that connected to the other side of the Veil. That pool was still there, and suspended above it was Solera.

      She hung in place, motionless. She was dressed in a golden gown and her eyes were wide, her body stiff. Everything about her felt wrong.

      As I stood there, I could feel the direction of the ley lines, and the way the magic swirled, heading toward me, practically caressing me. It was focused upon that pool.

      Not just on the pool, but on Solera.

      I stepped forward.

      Pain burned along my skin and I slammed my barrier into place, holding it. I hesitated, waiting for that pain to continue, but it didn’t.

      Where was Jen?

      She was going to be the sacrifice, but from the looks of it, from seeing the way Solera was suspended, I wondered if perhaps she was the sacrifice, too.

      I continued forward and moved cautiously, waiting for the possibility of an attack.

      When I reached the edge of the pool, I hesitated. Within the pool was a reflection. The last time I’d been here and paid any attention to that reflection, I had been with Solera. She had showed me the forest on the other side of the Veil, revealing the presence of that magic, and as I stared, I saw no sign of that forest.

      Instead, what reflected back at me was stonework.

      It was exquisite. There was detail in the carving, almost as if sculptures were placed in the surface of the stone, but it seemed as if I were looking at an incomplete image. There was more that I couldn’t make out, though what was it?

      I started to make a circle, working my way around the pool the same way I had the last time, wanting to draw upon the power within it.

      “Don’t.”

      The voice came from the center of the pool. Solera.

      “Why not?”

      “This power has been changed. You can’t use it.”

      “She has changed the ley lines.”

      “What she has done is temporary. There is nothing permanent.”

      “It feels permanent.”

      “It only feels that way to you because your life has been fleeting.” Solera remained completely rigid, not even looking in my direction. Even her mouth didn’t seem to move. “If you attempt to draw upon this power, it will damage you.”

      “Damage?”

      “If you share the connection I suspect, it will.”

      “And what connection is that?”

      “That of royal blood.”

      “What sort of royal blood? You mean like the fae?”

      “There are other royals, on the other side of the Veil. I hadn’t been certain before, but when you were able to access this power, it made it clear to me that you are something quite different than I ever expected.”

      “No.”

      “You can deny it all you wish, but that power burns within you. And if you touch this, if you try to use it, you will change. You will die.”

      I swallowed. My mouth was dry and I couldn’t take my eyes off Solera. It seemed as if I were so close to understanding what I was, who I was, but the idea that I might be a royal anything didn’t fit with my belief in myself.

      But I had to believe that what Solera said had merit. When I had reached the power before, when I had attempted to use that power stored within the ley lines, I had suffered. There had been something within it that had harmed me. I had changed, and it was only through my connection to my other magic, the one that nauseated me, that I had managed to survive.

      “How can I stop it?”

      “There is no stopping it.”

      “What does she want with you?”

      “Power.”

      “She can use your power?”

      “She will be granted power.”

      “How?”

      “There’s a reason that I have been on this side of the Veil.”

      “So I’ve heard. My grandparents shared with me why you are here. It’s because you were exiled.”

      “Exiled? Is that the story they share now?”

      “Is it just a story?”

      “I suppose it may be, but it doesn’t make it any easier to hear. Regardless, there are some who think that bringing me back across the Veil can benefit them. They think that in doing so, they would be granted gifts by those on the other side.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of what I did when I still lived on the other side of the Veil.”

      “And what was that?”

      “You’re still looking for others to provide you answers.”

      “Considering I have no experience with the Veil, I think that I need to.”

      “I would disagree with your lack of experience. I have seen that you have an understanding of your connection to the Veil. You have used that power, and yet now you claim that you don’t understand?”

      “I’ve used it through ignorance.”

      “I can tell that you have not. You’ve used it other times. I could feel it.”

      “You could feel it when I did?”

      “I continue to have a connection.”

      “How can I get you down?”

      “She’s already finished. You cannot save me.”

      “I am going to save you. I’m going to save my friend. You know where she is?”

      “If your friend is here, then she’s already been sacrificed.”

      “I refuse to believe that.”

      “Believe it or not, but in order for her to succeed with her spell, she would need to have placed her sacrifice. It binds the calling here.”

      “That’s the shifting of the ley lines? That’s the calling?”

      “It is.”

      “What if we got here before she finished binding it?”

      “Then perhaps it’s not too late. It soon will be. She’s incredibly gifted.”

      I looked around, searching for someplace—anyplace—that the woman would have left Jen, but could come up with nothing. If she were here, I didn’t have any way of knowing where the woman had brought her.

      I could find nothing, but I knew there had to be someplace where the woman would’ve brought Jen. Glancing over at Solera, I considered trying to rescue her first, but how? She was suspended above this pool and I had no way of reaching her.

      “How is she holding you there?”

      “It’s all part of her spell. Even you must admit that it is quite impressive.”

      Pushing out with my magic, I tried to wrap a barrier around Solera, but it slipped off. Trying again, I failed once more.

      “You won’t be able to stop her,” Solera said.

      “I don’t believe that,” I said.

      “You can choose what to believe, but the spell is too far along.” Resignation hung in her voice.

      “What is it you fear? What does she plan to do with you?”

      “It’s not so much what she plans to do with me. It’s what will happen when she carries me across.”

      “That’s what this is about? She intends to open a way across the Veil?”

      “She’s already begun that.”

      “And what’s the point of redirecting the ley lines?”

      “All part of her plan.”

      “I have to stop it, but how?”

      It might involve stopping the mage, but how could I do that if she was as powerful as she seemed?

      Releasing my connection to magic, I continued to circle around the pool, looking for where the woman might have kept Jen. There was a small structure near the tree line, and I hurried over to it, pulling open the door.

      Any hope that Jen might be inside was dashed. It was empty.

      There had to be some way of finding out what she intended, but what? Where would she have kept my friend?

      I took a deep breath, heading back toward the pool. Solera claimed that I would be damaged if I were to try to use it, but if I didn’t, then she would succeed.

      I started making my circle around it, dragging my foot and adding power to it.

      “What are you doing?” Solera snapped at me.

      “I’m going to stop this.”

      “I’ve already told you what would happen if you attempt to do it.”

      “You told me that it might affect my magic. That it would alter me. But I’m willing to take that risk if it means restoring the ley lines and stopping her.”

      There was something about changing the ley lines that was important. It was more than just about capturing Solera, though that had to be a part of it. And if she intended to funnel the power of the ley lines across the Veil, then whatever was on the other side receiving that power would be even more powerful.

      As I neared the completion of the circle, a voice hollered out at me.

      “If you do that, your friend will die.”

      I glanced back. The woman stood, Jen clutched in her arms, the sword pressed up against her stomach. Jen trembled, unable to move.

      Jen stared at me, panic in her eyes. She shouldn’t even be involved in this.

      “Kate?” she asked, her voice trembling.

      “Don’t hurt her,” I said.

      “Don’t finish what you’re doing,” the mage said.

      I had only a few steps more, close enough that all I needed to do was complete the circle, and if I did, I would either be able to summon the power from within it, drawing off the Veil and hopefully rerouting whatever she had done to the ley lines, or I would suffer.

      But if I did it, my best friend, a person who wanted nothing to do with the magical world, would die because of me. Could I do that to her?

      “What is this about?”

      “As I said, you can’t begin to understand.”

      “I can begin to understand. If you’re the reason that the demon king was summoned, somehow you have been trying to influence events on this side of the Veil for some reason. What purpose do you have?”

      “It’s power,” Solera said behind me.

      It was more than about power. It had to be.

      “Once this is over, I will be gone, and it won’t matter. You can seal off the connection to the Veil, and you can go on with your days, no longer needing to worry about what is happening on the other side of the Veil,” the woman said.

      “Let go of my friend.”

      “I’m afraid that I can’t do that. You see, I do need the blood of a non-magical person, and your friend happened to be in the right place at the right time. While I could go and grab another, I don’t really want to take that time, especially seeing as how you and your council have been foolish enough to come here after me.”

      “I’m not letting you succeed.”

      “You aren’t? How do you intend to stop me when all of the mages you brought with you were unable to do so?”

      Could she really have stopped all of them?

      That involved people I cared about. People like Aron. Darvish. Barden. Gran and Gramps.

      I had a hard time thinking that she had succeeded in destroying all of them. More likely, she had placed some sort of barrier, restricting access, but even that might be enough to make it so that they weren’t able to help.

      I had to finish this, but how?

      I stared at the woman, trying to make sense of what she was doing, but unable to do so.

      I had a decision to make. The woman hesitated, but she had said that she intended to use Jen, so regardless of what I did, she intended to harm my friend.

      But if I drew enough power, if I was somehow able to connect to the other side of the Veil, even if it involved using the tainted ley lines, I might be able to overcome whatever she did.

      I ran forward, completing my circle.

      The woman glared at me. Her blade slipped forward, sliding into Jen’s stomach.

      With the completion of the circle, power filled me.

      It was different than the power that I had connected to before, and I reached for it, no longer feeling as if I couldn’t react. I had moments, probably nothing more than that, before Jen died of her wounds.

      “Kate?”

      Jen called out my name, her voice weak, and I screamed.

      I don’t know what I said, but power flooded out of me and slammed into the woman, crashing into her chest and throwing her back. I ran toward Jen, wrapping her in magic, sealing off the emptiness as I felt it, ignoring the cold in my spine, pushing it away as I closed off the emptiness, healing the wound.

      She coughed and looked up at me.

      “What did you do?”she asked.

      “Saved you,” I said. Turning my attention to the shed, I pointed to the building. “Go in there and hide.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I have to stop this.”

      I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know where the woman had gone. Power continued to flow through me, drawn from the circle surrounding Solera’s pool.

      That was what I would do first. I turned my attention back to Solera and wrapped a barrier around her. This time, it held. I pulled and, with a crackling of magic, she came free, flying across the pool to lie next to me. She remained rigid, whatever spell bound her holding steady.

      “This is a mistake,” Solera said.

      “A mistake in saving you?”

      “A mistake in you drawing upon this magic.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s already changing you.”

      “How?”

      “Feel it. Because I can.”

      I couldn’t feel anything other than the power as it coursed within me. Rage boiled within me, too. Rage at what the woman had done, the way that she had intended to sacrifice Jen, and likely Solera, and for what purpose?

      “Why did she want to sacrifice both of you?”

      “There is power in a sacrifice,” Solera said.

      “What kind of power?”

      Solera stared at me. “I think you have experience in that, too.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that she intended to use a sacrifice that was both magical and non-magical. A blending. The combination of both would be incredibly powerful.”

      “But I don’t see how.”

      “There is power in dying to those who can use it.”

      Everything within me went cold.

      I didn’t know if it was magic or death or something else, but I surrounded myself—and Solera—with a barrier.

      As I did, I realized that it wasn’t the sense of magic or of death that had given me chills. It was Solera’s comment.

      “Who can use the power of death?”

      Solera looked up at me. “Who indeed?”

      Something struck my barrier and I looked over, realizing the woman hacked at the barrier with her sword. My sword.

      She carved through the spell, slitting an opening within it, and she darted forward.

      Drawing upon the power coming from the other side of the Veil, I summoned my sword. It was different than it had been before, no longer the purplish glowing blade. Now it was black, the color of night. The color of death.

      When she swung the demon sword around, it connected with my summoned blade, and mine sent the other blade flying free from her grip.

      Her eyes went wide.

      I wrapped her in a barrier and started to constrict. As I did, cold began to surge along my spine. With that cold came the promise of power. Something within me celebrated it, called to it, demanded that I use it.

      And why wouldn’t I use it? It was power, and it filled me. I had known that power ever since going to the emergency room, ever since my training days began, and I had known how it had filled me. At first, before I had been willing to use my magic, it had nauseated me, but only because I had been unwilling to accept it. Now I understood.

      I continued to constrict the barrier. The woman stared at me, her eyes angry, and power from her death continued to fill me.

      I held her gaze.

      Something changed. The anger went out of her, and the anger in her eyes disappeared. Emptiness replaced it.

      I had seen that emptiness before.

      Aron.

      “Katie. Please—”

      I looked up and saw Gran and Gramps holding hands, approaching carefully. They stared at me with a look of concern wrinkling their brows. I had seen that concern before, and I knew it.

      “You might not believe it, but this is your mother. This is our Anna. You can’t kill her.”

      The calling of death continued to fill me, almost too much to ignore. All I had to do was squeeze a little bit more, and when I did, this could all be over. I could restore the ley lines and I could free my friend. Solera was rescued, and I wouldn’t need to worry about an attack anymore.

      But I would be different.

      Was that what Solera had meant? Is that difference what she had known about?

      The temptation was there. All I had to do was continue to squeeze, but I relaxed, releasing my hold on magic. The icy grip along my spine faded.

      Gran and Gramps raced over to the fallen woman, but I ignored her as I turned back to Solera’s pool and used that energy, focusing on the ley lines.

      They were a power deep beneath us. The spell that the dark-haired woman had placed had shifted the direction of the ley lines, concentrating them here but also beyond here. As I held onto this connection to the Veil, as I held onto this magic, I could feel the distinct variations of power deep beneath me. I hung onto that power and pushed.

      I could feel the way the ley lines directed now, and connected to the Veil, to as much power as I did, even changed as it was, I could feel the way they were supposed to run. Pushing downward as I did met resistance, and I continued to funnel, forcing energy down and down. And then something exploded.

      The power shattered the spells redirecting the ley lines.

      Something within me shifted.

      I gasped, the power flooding through me, washing over me in a way that left me nauseated. I took a step back, staggering, and felt a firm grip on my shoulder.

      As I did, warmth flowed through me.

      I looked over to see Solera with her hand on my shoulder. “Release it.”

      I let go of my connection to the spell, releasing my hold on the power from the other side of the Veil, and staggered backward, feeling everything fade. Strength faded. Energy faded. And I looked over, staring at Gran and Gramps as they leaned down, tears dripping from their eyes as they watched the woman.

      “Is that my mother?”

      Solera released my shoulder. “I don’t know. She has power. Knowledge. And it doesn’t come from this side of the Veil.”

      “My mother was a mage.”

      “If it’s your mother, then she serves someone else.”

      “What happens now?”

      “Now that she’s been incapacitated?”

      I nodded.

      “Now the council will need to decide what to do with her. That will be up to them.”

      “Can you do anything?”

      “I don’t get involved with matters of the council.”

      She turned and strode away, and I hesitated before racing after her. “Solera!” She slowed and glanced back at me. “Aron. Can you help him?”

      “What about him?”

      “He nearly died and I saved him, but he’s different.”

      “How is he different?”

      I looked over to the fallen woman. The emptiness that I had seen in her eyes was the same as what I’d seen in Aron’s eyes. Could she be my mother? Could she have nearly died and been brought back?

      “He doesn’t remember anything.”

      “You’re the doctor, I believe.”

      “There’s nothing physically wrong with him.”

      “Then you have to accept him for what he is.”

      “But he’s not what he wants to be.”

      “How do you know?”

      “He wants to remember. He wants to be able to be that person.”

      “Is that what he wants or what you want?”

      Tears streamed down my face and I wiped them away. “Both.”

      She closed her eyes and her skin began to glow softly. Power streaked out from her, the ground seeming to sigh as she sent whatever magical power across it.

      “I’ve done what I can.”

      “That’s it?”

      “I’ve offered him an opportunity.”

      “What conditions are there on this opportunity?”

      Solera smiled at me. “What makes you think there would be conditions?”

      She wandered off and quickly disappeared into the trees. I stood in place, tempted to go to the pool, to trace a pattern around it, to capture that power, but there was no purpose in it. We were done. We had succeeded. We had stopped this mage—a follower of Odian and possibly my mother.

      And perhaps Aron would come back to me.

      I looked for him, wandering across the ground, but didn’t find him until I reached the shore. I approached slowly and carefully.

      “Aron?”

      I wasn’t sure what he would do, or whether he would even react, and when he turned to me, there was the same emptiness within his eyes that I’d seen before.

      “Is it over?” he asked.

      “We stopped her.”

      “Your grandparents seem to believe that it’s your mother.”

      “I don’t know whether it is or not. My memories of her are hazy.” I had never given it much thought before, but now that I did, it was clear that they were not quite what I should have for memories, not having known her for so much of my early childhood. Was that normal? I had other memories from that time, memories that seemed clear, memories that came from my grandparents, but nothing other than my mother’s voice, and the woman we had stopped didn’t have that voice.

      But then, Aron didn’t have the same voice that he had before all of this had happened. There wasn’t the warmth, and there wasn’t the connection for the affection. He was cold.

      If the same thing had happened to that woman that had happened to Aron, then maybe she could be my mother. If only there was some way of knowing. If only there was some way of doing something that could help me understand, but there didn’t seem to be.

      I looked up into his eyes, searching for a spark of recognition, but none came. And maybe none would come. Maybe the opportunity Solera mentioned had to come from within me. I had to be the one to accept.

      I sighed. “Thank you for coming. Thank you for helping.”

      “I did what was asked of me.”

      “You did more than was asked of you. You intervened when you didn’t need to.” Had he not, Darvish might have died. I needed to go and speak with Darvish and Barden and the rest of the dark mages and thank them, but there would be time for that later.

      “You seem disappointed.”

      “I had hoped that we could restore you.”

      “I’m not sure that I want to be restored.”

      “Why?”

      Aron met my eyes. For a moment, I thought there was a spark of recognition, but it was fleeting and it faded quickly. “I serve the council. I serve with my magic. And I have a purpose. I’m not certain that the person that I was shared that purpose.”

      “That person got to choose his own purpose.”

      “With what I’ve seen, I think that I need to remain focused on magic. I need to remain focused to protect the council, especially when threats such as this,” he said, sweeping his hand around him to indicate the island, “happen.”

      I could only nod. No other answer seemed fitting.

      Maybe there was nothing wrong with Aron, and maybe he truly did get to choose, and if he did, who was I to be the one to tell him that he made the wrong choice? In this case, it hurt because his choice wasn’t me, but perhaps that was best for him.

      “Thank you again,” I said.

      I wandered away from him, making my way back toward the center of the island. I found Barden and Darvish speaking with their dark mages, and nodded to both of them. Barden waved and studied me, worry on his face, too. I flashed a smile, though didn’t feel it work all the way through me. How could I, when I felt empty?

      I reached the tree line before the clearing and found Jen. She leaned back against the trunk of the tree, staring inward, watching a cluster of mages surrounding the dark-haired mage.

      “I can’t take my eyes off of them,” Jen said.

      “Why not?”

      “They’re doing something to her. They’re touching her, and it seems almost as if they’re putting something onto her.”

      The steady tapping of magic worked its way along my spine, a rhythmic sensation that I didn’t notice until it was pointed out to me. “They’re using spells on her.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not sure what the nature of the spells are, but I can tell that they are trying to keep her from using her magic again.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you aren’t thrilled by this development?”

      “I’m not thrilled by any of this. We stopped her, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But my grandparents seem to think that she is my mother.”

      “Your what?”

      I nodded. “They seem to believe that she’s my mother.”

      “What about you? You should know her.”

      “That’s just it, I should know her, but I can’t remember her. Isn’t that strange?”

      “When it comes to magic, I would say that everything is strange, Kate. But if she is your mother, you need to do everything you can to help her.”

      “She tried to kill us. She tried to kill you.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Jen rubbed her stomach and I looked down at her bloodstained jacket. She pulled it up, revealing that the skin was completely healed. “How were you able to do that?”

      “I was connected to a significant power.”

      “But I don’t have any sign of injury. The only thing I have is a damaged shirt, and it was your shirt.”

      I smiled. “I’m glad you’re okay.”

      “There’s something else, Kate.”

      “What is it?”

      “I felt your power.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean that when you were saving me. I could feel your power. It flowed into me, and now… now I can still feel it.”

      “You can what?”

      Jen looked over at me. “I wasn’t sure what it was, but now that you’re close to me, I can tell where you are. I feel that connection. Does that make sense with what you can do?”

      Sending a trickle of magic, I probed Jen, searching for any sort of unusual findings, but couldn’t come up with anything. It wasn’t as if I had left her incompletely healed, but if she was feeling something, it meant that there had been a change. My experience using magic with healing suggested that there shouldn’t be a change.

      And yet, that wasn’t quite right. When I had healed Aron, there had been a change. What about Darvish? Had he changed when I had saved him?

      Then I thought of everyone I had touched over the last year in the hospital. People I had saved. Most recently, the mother and the baby. Had they somehow changed?

      I felt nauseated.

      “Kate?”

      “I’m just thinking about what you said.”

      “What part?”

      “All of it. And I guess what you said is true.”

      “What part is that?”

      “When it comes to magic, everything is strange.”

      Jen squeezed my arm. “I changed my mind, by the way.”

      “About what?”

      “About not wanting to be around you. Not wanting to be around your magic. I don’t understand it, but if you can do this, I want to be around it. I don’t know that I can’t, now that I’ve seen this part of the world.”

      “Well, you have already used a magic wand.”

      “Yeah. I’m sort of badass like that.”

      “You have to be to be willing to be around this without any magic.”

      I wrapped my arm around Jen, holding her close, and sighed. As we stared at the pool of power, the connection to the other side of the Veil, I realized that there was something that I hadn’t considered. Not only was this woman trying to connect power to the other side of the Veil, but she had to be serving someone. I had thought it Odian, but he was gone.

      On the far side of the clearing, Solera remained, watching.

      I wonder if she knew what I needed to do next. The more I thought about it, the more I realized what I needed to do. It was time for me to cross over to the other side of the Veil. In order to have the answers I wanted, I would have to do it. I just hoped I’d be strong enough. There would be answers on the other side. There had to be.

      And before I went, Solera would tell me what she knew about my magic.

      She stared at me a long time before turning away.

      “Kate?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I can feel that you’re worried. Why is that?”

      She could feel my emotions? What had I done by saving her? How much had I changed?

      “There it is again.”

      I turned to Jen, forcing a smile. “It’s nothing. I’m just thinking about what I have to do.”

      “Like work?”

      “Work. Other things.”

      “Well, stop. Just relax. And maybe we can sit back and have a glass of wine. You know, to celebrate.”

      Though I didn’t feel like celebrating, I nodded anyway. Jen might feel my concern, but she didn’t need to know about the extent of it.

      “There it is again.”

      I shook my head, forcing happier thoughts into mind, and turned her away from the clearing, seeing a glint of metal from the demon sword. The blade no longer felt quite like mine, but maybe that was because I had begun to use a different weapon.

      “Kate?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you going to be okay?”

      I took a deep breath while squeezing the hilt of the sword. “I think so. With enough time.”

      The problem was that I didn’t know if I would have that time.

      I would take it, though. I needed to get away from the magical side of the world, if only for a little while. Soon enough, it would draw me back in, and I was determined to be ready.
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      I’ve hidden from my magic long enough.

      After my mother’s return, I understand that she is responsible for the strange attacks that have taken place ever since I became embroiled in the magical world. My grandparents think they can save her, but I’m not as certain.

      When she summons those with power to her cell, I’m the only one who sees the danger in agreeing to her terms.

      Dragged deeper into the magical world, I find that there is a greater plot afoot than only my mother. Someone has been guiding and teaching her, granting her access to power that no mage should have. Understanding who that is will take me to a place I never wanted to go—the other side of the Veil.

      In order to end the attacks on the Veil and survive, I need to understand just what I am, but the power that I’ve avoided my entire life until now just might destroy me first.
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      Want to know how Aron and Ariel first met? Sign up for my newsletter to get Foul Moon, a short story set in the world of Medicine and Magic, for FREE!
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      Thank you so much for reading Anaphylaxis. 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.
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