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      The sight of blood no longer bothered me the way it once did. Not only had I been around it often enough in the ER to no longer feel squeamish about it, but in the time that I’d been using my magic more openly, I’d inflicted a certain amount of bloody damage myself. Still, there was something about having it pulsing out of an open wound that unsettled me more than a little.

      It might be that the steady creep of death began to work along my spine. The longer we were at this, trying to save this patient, the more the sense of cold continued to work up my spine. As much as I might be tempted to use magic—and I was—I couldn’t.

      Bright surgical lights glowed overhead, pushing away everything else around us. I barely registered the surgical technicians or the anesthesiologist, keeping my focus on the patient.

      The patient was young. Hispanic, maybe late teens but looked even younger. The tattoos on his arms looked to be done at home, and the massive cross over his chest must have taken days—and been incredibly painful. If he survived, the scar would forever distort that ink.

      “Pressure here, Dr. Michaels.” Dr. Darnold had a hard way of speaking, something not altogether unique for a trauma surgeon. Blood splattered his blue surgical gown and a hint of sweat trailed down his cheeks.

      Moving the gauze pad off to the side, I placed pressure on the abdominal incision, trying to keep the surgical field exposed. Dr. Darnold continued to suction the blood flowing from the wound, but we hadn’t reached the source yet. Much longer, and we wouldn’t be able to find it.

      Dr. Darnold had a steady hand, dissecting through muscle and fascia as he worked quickly to expose the abdomen. The stench from the electrocautery was something I couldn’t shake and was thankful this was only a one-month rotation, and near the end. It might have been better for Dr. Darnold—and the patient—had he asked for one of the surgery residents to scrub into the case with him rather than me. I was no better than a medical student.

      Every so often, he would pause, and I had learned that was for me to shift where I was holding so he could get a better handle on the tissue. “Suction,” he said and the surgical tech handed him the device. “Damn.”

      “What is it?” I shouldn’t speak up—residents weren’t allowed to question Dr. Darnold—but that didn’t suit me and I was curious. The kid had been shot in the belly twice. The amount of bleeding I’d seen on the ultrasound had indicated a significant injury, but getting in to it had proven difficult.

      “The bullet sheared his renal artery.” His hand remained almost perfectly still as he contemplated his next move.

      The first time I’d seen him operate in a trauma—a three-car pileup that had lacerated a guy’s spleen—he had done the same thing. At the time, I had thought that he wasn’t sure what to do, that maybe his hesitation came from ignorance or uncertainty, but I’d come to realize it was a contemplative move. By hesitating, even if only for a moment, he was able to come up with his next steps and operated that much faster because of it.

      “Call vascular,” he said.

      He continued to cauterize, trying to stabilize the wound. The longer he worked at it, the clearer it became to me that he wouldn’t be fast enough to save this kid. The cold along my spine was a painful sensation. Even without the sense of cold, there had been too much blood loss. There was only so much we could squeeze back into him.

      Honestly, seeing how quickly blood pulsed from the wound left me surprised EMS had managed to get him here in the first place. It was a wonder they had gotten to the hospital with a chance for survival.

      Vascular wouldn’t get here in time to make a difference.

      There was something I could do that would make a difference, but I wasn’t sure how to do it with so many people around and watching. Dipping into my magical stores wasn’t as difficult as it once had been, and I still didn’t have very fine control over it, but enough that I thought I could help.

      Doing so risked exposing me. It would be difficult to use magic in a way that wouldn’t draw the wrong kind of attention or questions about how the guy healed himself. There had been enough strange cases of that at Hennepin General over the last year or so because of me that I couldn’t afford to bring even more focus in my direction. But if I did nothing, there was no question the guy wouldn’t survive. Dr. Darnold might know that from his surgical experience, but I could feel it with a certainty I’d come to trust.

      How could I do nothing? Wasn’t that the point of my training?

      Trying to keep my focus on what was asked of me, I reached for my magic. The sense of it came slowly, pulled up from a deep place inside of me.

      For so many years, I’d buried my magic, fearing it. I still feared it, but for different reasons. No longer did I think I might be a dark mage, someone the mage council would seek out and destroy, burning off my magic. I wasn’t a dark mage, and the mage council now had a treaty with those they called dark mages on the Dark Council.

      There were no spells for what I did. If there were, this might have been easier. Instead, I focused on the power, letting it course out of me, into the patient, flowing from my gloved hands and down into his flesh. Touch—physical contact—seemed to make a difference with this sort of magic.

      Cold surged along my spine.

      There wasn’t much time left.

      “Suction,” Dr. Darnold said again, his voice distant.

      I tried to keep part of my focus on the task in front of me, needing to stay connected to what he was doing. If I didn’t, he’d blame me when the patient died, even if it wasn’t my fault.

      The magic flowed out of my hands.

      I tried directing it, controlling the effect, but with my magic, there wasn’t much in the way of control. I could create barriers and use it to blast my enemies, but attempting more control than that had proven a challenge.

      “What the fuck?” Dr. Darnold snapped.

      I looked over. His cautery had shorted out.

      “I need another cautery. Quick. He doesn’t have much time. And where the hell is vascular?”

      “I paged them to the OR STAT,” one of the techs said.

      Dr. Darnold turned his back to the patient for a moment.

      That would have to be my chance.

      I focused on the wound.

      Having seen the ultrasound, I knew generally where to find his injuries, and I focused my magic there. In the months since I had started using my magic a little more openly, I’d learned that the key to combining magic and healing had to do with intent. As I couldn’t use a spell the way mages like my grandparents could, I needed to hold onto the intent of the way I wanted my magic to work.

      Most of the time, I didn’t really have much intent. When facing demons or the gorgon or the Great One, I had needed power more than anything else. I’d simply unleashed it, letting that power slam into the creatures. While in the ER, I had often used my magic to allow me to better evaluate my patients and determine where to focus my effort. There hadn’t been many times where I had actually tried to use my magic to heal.

      What better time than now, when the patient was going to die if I did nothing?

      Seal off the arterial injury. That was the first thing that needed to be done.

      Warmth flowed from my hands.

      I glanced over at Dr. Darnold. He was still dealing with the broken cautery. That had been my magic, I was sure of it. When I drew on too much power, there was always a strange effect, regardless of how careful I might try to avoid it. Like the time I’d shorted out the computer in the resident lounge. I still hadn’t understood why that should happen, only that it had before. Destruction followed my magic.

      The cold along my spine remained, a constant presence that continued to push along my back, though I couldn’t tell if the intensity within it was any less than it had been before.

      Death could be reversed, but it was difficult, especially when it was so far along like it was now. I don’t know that I’d ever managed to reverse it in someone not connected to the magical world when I felt it so strongly.

      Maintaining my focus, I continued to let my awareness of the injury flow from me.

      A sense of emptiness crashed into my magic. That was the injury. Could I repair it?

      When I’d used magic to heal before, I had done so with a shifter, a creature who had magic of his own. Then I’d only needed to stop the injury and allow him a chance to recover on his own. With this, it would take my magic.

      And I didn’t have much time.

      I didn’t dare look over at Dr. Darnold, not wanting to see what he was up to. The moment he realized that I wasn’t doing what he expected, he would snap and it would distract my focus.

      Could I seal this emptiness off?

      That was the kind of magic I thought I might be able to do. It was a barrier, nothing more than that, and when I used magic in that sort of way, it was familiar.

      Another surge of warmth flowed from me, wrapping around the emptiness.

      As it did, the cold along my spine eased.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I couldn’t pull my attention away. The magic needed another moment. Nothing more than that.

      “Michaels?”

      The voice came from somewhere else. I ignored it.

      Another pulse of power and the warmth sealed off. The emptiness—whatever that represented—trapped within.

      “Why the hell are your hands inside my patient?”

      Looking over at Dr. Darnold, I realized that I had moved during the use of magic. Rather than retracting as I had been instructed, I was now wrist deep in this guy’s belly, my fingers wrapped around a thick, pulsating artery.

      Shit.

      “I was holding pressure like you asked,” I said.

      Dr. Darnold elbowed me off to the side, and rather than holding on and risking disrupting things even more, I quickly withdrew my hands, holding them above the man. “You were asked to hold skin pressure, nothing more. Now what have you done?”

      He leaned forward, staring at the wound a moment, his brow furrowing. I waited for the yell, but it never came.

      “Cautery,” he snapped.

      He continued to work and I stood off to the side, waiting for him to turn his attention to me, but he never did. As he worked, the sense of cold began to retreat. Along with it went the nausea that came with death. It wasn’t as pronounced this time, though I didn’t know if that was because I had intervened in time or whether it was because I had somehow drawn upon the power of death while saving the patient.

      The door to the OR room opened and a tall, slender woman entered. I didn’t recognize the vascular surgeon, but that wasn’t altogether uncommon. A surgical resident trailed her. Dr. Nate Schneid was a solid man, enormous, and an ex-football player. We’d gone to medical school together and I knew him to be serious but skilled.

      “Step back and let Dr. Andrews access the field, Dr. Michaels,” Darnold said.

      I backed away, holding my hands in front of me.

      “What’s the case?” Nate whispered. He was taller than me by nearly a head, and he craned his neck to get a better view.

      “GSW to the belly. Kidney laceration. Arterial involvement,” I answered.

      “Christ. How did he make it here alive?”

      “Fast EMS response. Lots of fluids. And it was luck that we were down in the ER consulting on another case.”

      “This looks pretty clean, Sam,” Dr. Andrews said. I perked up, leaning forward to listen but struggling to get much of a view. Getting pushed back from the table had advantages—I wasn’t tempted to use my magic in ways that I shouldn’t—but it made it much more difficult to know what else was taking place. Had the magic I’d used really helped? It had to have done something, especially as I didn’t feel the same sense of death. “I don’t see anything for me to repair.”

      “The ultrasound showed a pretty significant injury, Aubrey.”

      “I don’t know what to say. I’ll keep looking, but I’m not going to cause problems.” From my vantage, I could make out how she made a few more movements before shrugging. “I say close him up and keep him on close observation. How many shots did he take?”

      “Two to the belly.”

      She sniffed. “Must have someone watching over him.”

      She stepped back and started peeling off her gloves, motioning to Nate to follow.

      “Later,” he said.

      I nodded and returned to the side of the table. Dr. Darnold was already beginning to close things up, working quickly through the muscle layer.

      “The damnedest thing,” he muttered while working. When he finished with the muscle layer, he looked up at me. There was a question in his eyes, but I doubted he’d ever ask it. There was no reason for him to think there was any other explanation. There were enough times when odd and unexplainable things happened in medicine that I doubted he would ever jump to questioning my role in what had happened. “You know how to close the surface layer?” he asked.

      I nodded. Suturing was something I had plenty of experience with in the ER.

      “I’m going to let his family know he’s still among the living.”

      He stepped away and I got to work suturing. As I did, I couldn’t help but feel as if I had done something good by saving the guy. When I finished suturing and placing a dressing, I made my way out of the OR, looking for Dr. Darnold. I found him in the surgery waiting room, talking to what looked to be the patient’s family. They were sobbing and nodding. An older woman clutched a rosary, her head bobbing as she listened.

      On the other side of the waiting room, another pair watched. They sat quietly, leaning on the edge of their chairs, but I couldn’t shake the sense that they were watching. One of them looked to be a little older than me, with dark hair and an olive complexion. He sat almost rigid, hands on his lap. The other was a smaller guy, probably no more than eighteen. One hand was in his pocket.

      When Dr. Darnold turned away, the smaller guy started to get up.

      I caught a glint of metal.

      A gun.

      Crap.

      Magic flowed from me and I wrapped it around both men. They fought, straining against the spell, eyes bulging. I could hold them, but for how long?

      There might be a better way to handle it.

      The smaller guy had to have a gun, and if he did, it stood to reason the larger guy did too. I’d seen something like this before where gang members would come into the hospital to ensure their target died, but I’d never heard of them coming to the OR for the same reason.

      My magic had a variety of uses, and something like this was far more familiar to me.

      Pushing out with a spell, I slammed it into each man while still holding them confined. The effect would be something like a punch to the head. Enough to knock them out, nothing more than that, and then I could release them.

      The smaller man sagged. Only my magic holding onto him kept him from falling to the ground. The larger man remained upright and his eyes narrowed. A soft trail of cold suggested magic, though a weak spell.

      Could he have some access to magic?

      “Dr. Michaels. It’s time to get going,” Dr. Darnold said.

      I nodded, not taking my focus off the other guy. With another blast of magic, I slammed it into his head again. This time, his head bounced off the side of the barrier holding him in place. He blinked, but that was it.

      Either he was tougher than I realized or he had a barrier of his own in place.

      With another blast, I struck him again.

      This time, he went unconscious.

      When he sagged forward, I released the barrier holding them.

      Both men tumbled forward out of their chairs, collapsing on the floor.

      I breathed out a sigh.

      “What the…? Help!” someone called from the side of the waiting room.

      Dr. Darnold jerked his head around and hurried over, leaving me to follow. Fatigue washed through me, though I didn’t know if it was from using the spell or from fear of getting caught. Both were exhausting.

      “What happened here?” Darnold said. He crouched down, starting to examine the shorter of the two, when he froze. “Call security,” he said, glancing over at me.

      I debated wrapping the guys in another spell but decided against it. Darnold would need to examine them and my barrier would make that difficult.

      Reaching the desk, I leaned down toward the unit clerk. “Call security. A guy over there has a gun.”

      Her eyes widened and she quickly grabbed the phone and started dialing.

      I turned my attention back to Dr. Darnold and the two fallen men. They still hadn’t come around. There was quite a bit of activity and within a moment, security came running in. When they did, I finally exhaled and could relax.

      There were times when I didn’t like the fact that I had magic, but I couldn’t deny that it had uses. And I had saved a kid’s life—maybe twice—because of it.

      But now I had to figure out what sort of magic this other guy had, where he’d learned it, and why was he after the guy we’d just saved?
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      It had been difficult to get away from Dr. Darnold. Working with a trauma surgeon like him could be both beneficial for my ongoing education as well as stressful. Part of that came from the fact that I had no interest in ever becoming a trauma surgeon, but my interest in trauma—at least, my interest in rushing in to prevent the sense of death I often detected—made it so that I needed to spend some time with people like him.

      The ER was busy at this time of day. It was nearly six o’clock, at what would normally be the end of my shift, but since I was on a trauma rotation, there wasn’t so much an end of a shift as there was an end of rounding. Now I was on call, dealing with my pager and the stress that came from that. Call was one reason I enjoyed the ER so much more than I enjoyed other medical specialties. I had no interest in carrying a pager the rest of my life, dealing with the possibility of restless sleep, the likelihood of sleep interruptions, and the dread about when the next call would come in that I felt each time I drifted off to sleep.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Val said. She flashed a smile as she hurried along the hallway toward me. “I didn’t think you were scheduled to work in the ER this month.”

      “Not this month. I’m on trauma.”

      “That’s right. You were here when the gunshot victim came in. I hear Dr. Darnold managed to save another one.”

      I only nodded. It was better that he got the credit and the attention rather than me. Besides, no one would believe that I had any part in helping to heal him. “The injury wasn’t as bad as we thought,” I said.

      “Odd. I was there when the kid came in. He was barely hanging on then.”

      “Yeah. Bleeding, but it stopped. Hey—what happened to the two guys they brought down from the surgery waiting room?”

      “The police have been with them. They think one of them was the shooter. What kind of stupid gangbanger comes in with the same gun that shot him the first time?”

      The same kind who thought to use magic, but it was more than that. There had to be some reason the guy they’d shot had been targeted by someone with magic. I doubted he would have risked exposing himself otherwise.

      But maybe there wasn’t. It was possible he didn’t really know what he was doing. It wasn’t too hard to believe that he had some ability that came about naturally. Not all with magic were drawn into the magical world. Most had to be found, trained, and then they could be a part of that world. Those who weren’t were regarded as hedge mages. Which was pretty much what I could be called, except for the fact that my grandparents had participated in my training as much as was possible.

      That guy couldn’t have been a hedge mage. He had used his ability to protect himself, which suggested he was more. Even a weak ability suggested he had training.

      “Where are they?”

      “Down in Room Seventeen. I need to get back to the patient in Room Ten before Roberts get too upset. See you, Michaels.”

      I nodded and headed down the hallway, making my way toward Room Seventeen. It was one of the larger rooms, and as I approached, the police presence caught my attention. There was one standing outside the room in his uniform, and there was enough activity inside that I didn’t dare try to push my way in.

      “Kate?”

      I turned to find Jen standing behind me, watching me with an amused expression. She had been one of my best friends ever since we met in medical school and our friendship had only deepened in the time that we’d been in residency training together.

      “I thought you were on trauma this month? Did you come to check out the boys in blue?” She ogled the officer over my shoulder. He was fit and square jawed. I’d say he was her type, but all men seemed to be her type.

      “I am. On trauma that is.”

      “I suppose you have something to do with those two?”

      “Not by choice.” I lowered my voice as I told her about what had happened with the gunshot victim and then how I had observed the two men in the waiting room listening far more intensely than what I would’ve expected.

      “Just think what would’ve happened had you not been there,” she whispered.

      “Nothing would’ve happened had I not been there. It was my fault that he survived.”

      “Fault? Now we’re assigning blame for helping our patients?”

      “It’s not like that, but he only lived because I used my other ability,” I said, keeping my voice low. A pair of nurses hurried past us, and I hoped that neither had heard what I said. I didn’t think I had been speaking loud enough for them to have overheard, but nurses—especially in the ER—could be nosy. It was a helpful trait when it came to patients, but not so helpful when it came to keeping them out of my affairs. “Had I not done it, they wouldn’t have had any reason to go back there.”

      “And we might not have known who the shooter was,” Jen said.

      I stared at the door. “There is that.”

      “Why did you come down here?”

      “Because the smaller of the two did something that troubled me.”

      “More than carrying a gun into the hospital with the intention of shooting up their victim if he didn’t die?”

      “Maybe not quite that troubling. He has his own particular talent.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure.”

      “Is he with one of your councils? Or one of the other kinds?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “And you came down here to question him?”

      “I was hoping to get some information, but I’m not sure I can get close enough to question him with the police here.”

      “I could try to create a distraction for you,” Jen said, grinning.

      “I don’t like to think about what sort of distraction you might attempt.”

      “Hey!”

      “Besides, if he ends up in jail for this, there isn’t really a need.”

      “What if he manages to escape?”

      Would he be stupid enough to try to use magic to escape? There were two armed officers stationed around him, but maybe that didn’t matter with magic. I’d not seen whether magical barriers were effective against bullets, but they certainly were effective against other mages.

      I needed to keep an eye on him, though doing so might not be wise. I didn’t want to hang out here, and didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself than necessary, but I also didn’t want some rogue mage to harm anyone else, especially if he had already proven a willingness to kill.

      “We have to make certain he can’t,” I said.

      “How much longer is your trauma rotation?”

      “Another week.”

      “And then back to the holy land?”

      I laughed. “At least in the ER I don’t have to carry this damned thing,” I said, holding up the pager. On these rotations with call, I came to hate the sound of the beep, but I needed it to beep rather than vibrate, otherwise I’d sleep right through the damned thing. There were times I wondered if maybe I should anyway.

      “I’ve got to get back to work. What are you doing later?”

      “Call,” I said.

      She laughed. “Fine. What about tomorrow?”

      “Probably sleeping. Knowing Darnold, he’ll make sure that I work my ass off throughout the night. And he’s not a fan of the work hour restrictions.”

      “None of the old-school attendings are fans of them. They think if you’re not taking call, you’re missing out on cases.”

      “Maybe if I enjoyed trauma, it wouldn’t be an issue.”

      “But you do enjoy trauma,” Jen said.

      “ER traumas, not trauma surgery.” Before Jen took off, I had a thought. “If you hear anything about him, let me know?”

      “Do you want me to page you?” she asked with a smile.

      “Sure, if you want me to page you.”

      “I don’t have any rotation like that for a while. Most of mine are done. Now I get to spend my days here dealing with Roberts pretending he’s one of my attendings.”

      “He is a fellow now, so technically…”

      “Technically he’s still an asshole,” Jen said.

      “We knew a fellowship wouldn’t change that.”

      When Jen disappeared, I watched the room for a little while, debating whether I would attempt to figure out a way inside. I wasn’t sure I wanted to. If I went in, and if the man realized I was the one who had held the spell that confined him—and knocked him out—what might he do?

      Maybe nothing. He was going to end up in jail. He’d been caught by the police, a gun on him, and it would be pretty unlikely to be able to escape.

      Before thinking any better of it, I headed over to the police officer standing guard at the door. I considered how to approach him. Jen would have flirted with him—and it probably would have worked. I wouldn’t be nearly as successful.

      The straightforward approach. That was what I needed.

      “Did you learn anything?” I asked the officer.

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m one of the doctors taking care of the guy he shot.” That might not matter, but it was worth a try. “I was just trying to figure out if we had to be worried about our patient.”

      “It’s hard to say. With gang members like this, they can sometimes take the smallest of slights seriously. It depends on what they think your guy did.”

      “Do you know what gang they’re in?”

      “Not yet. It’s not one I’m familiar with,” he said.

      Had he been an older officer, a comment like that might have been more meaningful, but with as young as he was and considering how unlikely that he had all that much experience on the force, I doubted he knew all of the various gangs operating within the city.

      Not that I could claim anything more than that.

      I saw gang violence in the ER often enough that I got accustomed to it, but I couldn’t pick out one gang from another. Some had issues with other gangs, and it was often difficult to know who was angry at whom.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      I started to turn away when the officer spoke. “You’re not going into question him?”

      Could I? Police didn’t often allow people not working with the patient in to interview them, but maybe his inexperience could be to my advantage.

      Going in would expose me to the patient, but it wasn’t that I feared someone like him—at least not too much. I was strong enough with magic that I didn’t need to fear him. I didn’t know whether that magic would extend to protecting me from bullets if he decided to come gunning for me, but I’d learned my connection to magic would heal me the same way a mage could heal themselves with their magic.

      “If he’s awake…?”

      “He’s awake. Handcuffed and fighting. I get the sense the doctors in the ER aren’t quite sure what to do with him.”

      That I was certain of. They would probably clear him and decide he didn’t need any medical attention, but what would happen after that?

      I headed into the room and saw the officer sitting by the bed. He glanced up when I came in. Thankfully I had my long white coat and stethoscope strung around my neck, both markers of my role in the hospital. “I need to talk to him.”

      The officer shrugged. “Be my guest. He hasn’t been the most forthcoming.”

      As I made my way over to the ER cot, I briefly surveyed him. His wrists were handcuffed to the side rails, holding him in place. With the right kind of spell, he’d be able to break free, but doing so would potentially expose the fact that he was using magic. I didn’t know whether he cared, but most magic users were hesitant to reveal their abilities.

      He was about my age, but if he had a connection to magic, that appearance might not matter. It was possible that he was ten or more years older than me and simply looked youthful. Deep brown eyes looked up at me, anger burning behind them.

      He jerked on his handcuffs, rattling them. I resisted the urge to take a step back.

      His right temple had swollen, leading to some bruising around it. It had already grown purple and angry, the effect of my magical attack. Had he significant magic, he would have healed that already, so either he didn’t have control over it or he wasn’t all that powerful.

      “Why did you shoot him?”

      He jerked on the handcuffs again before finally looking over at me. “What is this? Are you supposed to be the good cop?”

      The police officer sitting next to him chuckled. “Better her than me.”

      I glanced over to see him leering at me and decided to ignore the comment. “I just want to know why.”

      “What does it matter? You’re not here to investigate anything. Just make sure I’m cleared and then they can take me off to jail.”

      “From what I can tell, you don’t have too many injuries. A few bruises, nothing that won’t heal on its own.”

      He grunted. “Right. Nothing that won’t heal on its own.”

      “What did he do?”

      “It don’t matter. Not to you,” he said with a sneer.

      “He’s going to pull through. I suppose you heard that, which is why you thought to change that?”

      He jerked on his handcuffs. As he did, a soft surge of cold worked along my spine. It signified magic, and the faintness of it told me that he had some connection to it, but it wasn’t powerful.

      He stared up at the ceiling, unlikely to say anything more.

      Rather than continuing to press him, I looked over his skin. Oftentimes with gang members, their tattoos were some sort of indicator of the type of gang they were in. A few of his were strange markings, but most were biblical verse or crosses, though one was of a tiger, almost as if it were leaping from his arm.

      Maybe I could find a connection with their tattoos, but even if I did, I wouldn’t have any way of knowing what the connection meant.

      Pulling out my phone, I started to snap a few pictures of his skin. I focused on the tattoos, wanting to see if there was any connection to the other patient. After I had snapped two photos, the officer stood.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Documenting for his chart.”

      “You can put pictures in his chart?”

      I tapped on my phone and then pointed to the computer. “Everything is electronic now. This way, we can keep track of his bruising.”

      If nothing else, it was a believable explanation as to why I was taking pictures. And it wasn’t completely untrue. Our electronic medical record had an app that allowed the importation of photos into it, but I wasn’t using the app.

      “I hope you end up in jail for a long time,” I said.

      The officer chuckled. “If he pulled the trigger, he’ll be going away for a while.”

      The man yanked on his handcuffs again, rattling them.

      Magic surged from him.

      It was focused on the handcuffs, and though they didn’t snap, I wondered how much force they’d be able to withstand. It was possible he could pull enough magic to break free.

      When I stepped back out to the hallway, I caught Joan, a heavyset redheaded nurse. “The patient in Room Seventeen is getting a little agitated. Does he have anything ordered for sedation?”

      She nodded. “He came in pretty agitated. We’ve got Haldol and Ativan available if needed.”

      “You might want to dose him.”

      I hurried off, heading back up to the surgical floor. Most of the attendings were gone for the night, leaving residents on call along with the nurses. I made my way to the room where the gunshot victim had been and poked my head inside the door. Other than the patient, the room was empty. I didn’t have to deal with nurses trying to figure out why I was here.

      The man was still asleep. He’d probably be out for the better part of the day, maybe longer. Peeling back the blankets covering him, I glanced at his tattoos. What had seemed homemade before might still be the case, but there were patterns to them. Many had the same religious overtones that the other man down in the ER had, but there were a few that were different, symbols I didn’t recognize.

      That wasn’t completely unusual. There were plenty of times when people had tattoos that were meaningless to me, but the similarity between this man’s tattoos and the ones down in the ER suggested there was some meaning behind it.

      Stranger still, there was something almost familiar about them, as if I had seen something like them before, but this didn’t strike me like the kind of magic my grandparents used. Why would it seem familiar to me?

      Glancing back at the entrance to the room, I made certain the curtain was pulled closed and quickly snapped a few photos of his tattoos.

      “Well, Mr. Jimenez, I have your… Oh. I didn’t realize you were here,” the nurse said as she entered. She was a plain-faced nurse with brown hair and a sharp jaw. I didn’t know the nurses on this unit all that well, and she studied me while I pulled the sheets back up, hurriedly stuffing the phone into my pocket.

      “What do you have for him?” I asked.

      “The next dose of his antibiotic.”

      “I was just checking the incision site,” I said.

      “Don’t let me stop you if you need to do an exam.”

      I pulled back his dressing. The wound was dry and there was minimal bleeding, and surprisingly, the incision appeared to be healing far better than I would’ve expected.

      “What is it?” the nurse asked.

      I quickly replaced the dressing. She didn’t need to see an incision that had healed more than it should have in the last few hours. “Nothing. The incision looks good. It’s clean and there are no signs of infection. I’ll be back in the morning to change the dressing.”

      The nurse nodded and I stepped out into the hall, letting out a shaky breath.

      I might have healed the internal wound, but I hadn’t used magic on the incision. The fact that he had already healed as much as he had suggested it had come from him.

      Magic.

      Now there wasn’t just one magic user, but two.

      What had I come across?
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      I was exhausted, having been up most of the night evaluating patients in the ER during my call shift. The patients on the floor had been relatively quiet, and thankfully I hadn’t had that many phone calls from the nursing staff overnight. That wasn’t always the case. Some nights were far busier with questions about fevers or coughs or sometimes even more significant injuries. My ER training helped quite a bit in those situations, but each time the pager went off, I struggled to fall back asleep. It was my curse with call. I’d wake up and wouldn’t be able to drift back to sleep, regardless of how much I might want to.

      And now I sat on my sofa, wanting nothing more than to drift off to sleep but finding myself unable to do so. This was the curse of post-call. Instead I left the TV on, nothing more than Friends reruns. I wasn’t old enough to watch when it first aired, but I enjoyed the reruns. It was mindless TV and just the sort of thing I needed.

      The usual issues with coming off call were compounded with the questions racing through my mind. There was something more to the gang than what I had seen. Not only had the shooter had access to magic, but I was convinced the victim had it as well. Could there be a gang of hedge mages?

      When it became clear that I wasn’t going to sleep, I changed into jeans and a comfortable shirt and sat thinking. There were times like today when I wished I had a car.

      Jen had said she wasn’t working. I scrolled through my contacts until I got to her number and dialed. She picked up on the second ring.

      “Hey. What are you doing today?”

      “Why aren’t you sleeping? I thought you were on call last night.”

      “I can’t sleep. There’s something going on and it just won’t get out of my mind.”

      “Something magical?”

      Jen was my only friend who knew anything about the magical world, and she knew it simply because she had been accidentally exposed to it. Had I any other choice, I doubted I would have revealed my connection to it to her, but she had learned of it when I had saved John, the shifter who was second in command of the Iron Range pack.

      “It has something to do with that and with what happened yesterday.”

      There was a pause on the line. “You need me to drive, don’t you?”

      “You know me so well.”

      “Fine, but if I’m driving, you had better be ready for a night of wine and reruns.”

      “I can’t promise I’ll stay awake.”

      “Who said anything about you staying awake?”

      I hung up and headed out of my house. I made sure to lock the door, but didn’t have any way of sealing it closed like Aron did when he came by. It probably didn’t matter. There was enough magic around my home to create a natural barricade, and unless someone really was focused on breaking in and getting to me, they wouldn’t be able to do so.

      I looked at the doors along the hall as I made my way through, pausing when I reached Marvin’s. Of all the people who lived in my building, he was the one I knew the best, but mostly because he made a point of checking in on me. He was harmless, an older man who worked for the post office, but who also liked to think of himself as something of the neighborhood watchman. Thankfully he hadn’t seen half of the attacks on my condo that had happened in the time since I started using my magic.

      The door across the hall opened and an older woman wearing a Spandex running outfit popped out, earbuds in place and her phone in hand. She flashed a wide smile when she saw me.

      “Mrs. Marbles. Going out for a run?”

      “Oh, Kate, I’ve learned that I need to keep active, otherwise I get bored and start causing trouble.”

      “What kind of trouble do you cause?”

      She winked at me. “The wrong kind. Or, maybe the better answer is the right kind. Where’s that friend of yours been? You know the one: big guy, lotsa muscles. He’s fun to look at.”

      Mrs. Marbles? Gross. “He’s been around, but he’s been a little busy with work.”

      “You don’t want a man who puts work before you all the time, Kate. You need someone who’s willing to put you first.”

      “I’ll take that into consideration,” I said, trying not to laugh.

      Mrs. Marbles jogged off, reaching the stairs and starting down.

      I sighed. It had been a few weeks since I’d seen Aron, and while he had been busy with work, the fact that he and I had begun spending any time together was something of a surprise. Most of the time, the council kept him pretty busy, and seeing as how my grandmother served on the council, I knew better than to object, but it was hard to not have any time to spend with him. I still wasn’t sure what was taking place between the two of us, but it was more than a friendship.

      If it were up to Jen, Aron and I would’ve consummated our relationship the very first time we met, but I didn’t date the same way Jen did. There were times when I wished I could, but I needed an emotional connection. Maybe it was stupid, but I’d always been that way. Seeing how Gran and Gramps interacted, the obvious affection they shared, made me long for something similar. I wasn’t sure Aron was it, but he was certainly more than anyone had been in a while.

      I reached the street and only had to wait a few minutes before Jen pulled up in her Volkswagen. She grinned at me as I hopped in. “Was that old lady running from your building?” she asked, pointing down the street.

      I nodded. “That’s Mrs. Marbles. She’s harmless.”

      “Harmless? She looks like she’s out on the prowl. The old dudes in your building better be ready.”

      “Maybe if she and Marvin could hook up, I wouldn’t have to be harassed by him quite as much.”

      “That guy? I thought you got a kick out of him?”

      “I do,” I said, pulling the seatbelt into place. “He’s just lonely.”

      “So are you.” She flashed a smile. “Where to now? And why are you wanting to do this rather than get some sleep? You know you’re going to have to be back early tomorrow morning.”

      “All too well.” When on the surgery rotation, I had to be in way earlier than I did for most of my ER shifts. My twelve-hour ER shifts started at six in the morning or at night, but for trauma surgery, I had to get in and start rounding well before that, usually around five o’clock, so that I could have it done by the time the attendings got in. “I don’t know that this can wait, though.”

      “What happened?”

      “That’s just it, I’m not sure. The guy who was shot nearly died and I had to use my magic to save him, but when I went back to examine his incision, it was mostly healed.”

      “And you don’t think your magic did that.”

      “It shouldn’t have. My magic stopped the bleeding, but it shouldn’t have healed his incisions.”

      “Could it just be your residual magic remaining within him?”

      If it were mage magic, I would say that wasn’t how things worked, but my magic wasn’t mage magic and it didn’t work the same way. Maybe that was all that it was. Maybe some residual spell lingered within him after I had used my magic to save him.

      If that were the case, then there wasn’t anything to do other than simply stop worrying and try to figure out a way to get some sleep, but I didn’t think that was entirely the case.

      “Where are we going?” Jen asked.

      “The same place you went with me before.”

      “Back to that creepy warehouse?”

      “It’s not going to be so in the middle of the day,” I said. “Besides, you seemed to like Barden when we were there the last time.”

      Jen flashed a smile. “He was interesting. A little old, but not too old, if you know what I mean.”

      “I always know what you mean, and he was definitely too old. He looks like he’s in his forties, which means that he’s probably in his seventies or eighties.” It was possible he was even older than that. Barden was a powerful dark mage, and his connection to his magic might be enough to keep him looking much more youthful than I realized.

      “You say that as if it matters. I’ve seen you with your little boy toy. He might look like he’s in his twenties, but he’s probably in his fifties, too. And you think I’m the one being gross? I’m just interested in somebody who might have a little experience.”

      I shook my head. “You know he’s a mage.”

      “Even better. I bet he has some sort of spell that he could use on me. I’d like to see how he’d use that spell. Maybe he’d keep me tied up with it.”

      “You should really keep your fantasies to yourself.”

      “If I keep them to myself, how will you know what kind of guys to introduce me to?”

      “I don’t plan to introduce you to many people like this.”

      “Wait—you want to keep these people from me? You’re the one who introduced me to that hot shifter, and now you won’t even let me go and see him anymore.”

      “You could go see him if you want, but I’m not sure if you’ll be able to get back.”

      “And why not?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not exactly sure what happens when you mate with shifters.”

      “Mate? We’re not animals.”

      “He is a shifter,” I said.

      Jen only grinned. “Yeah. He sure is.”

      We were heading west, making our way toward the warehouse section where the Dark Council kept their headquarters. I’d been there a few times, enough that I knew how to find it, though I didn’t know if they had changed anything in the time since I’d been there last. In addition to being the headquarters for the Dark Council, it was also something of the headquarters of Barden and his underground network. I still didn’t know what he did, but the computing power he had there left him well connected.

      “Why are you going to Barden and not to Aron?” Jen asked.

      “Because I don’t want to bother Aron with something like this.”

      Jen glanced over at me. “Oh, really? That’s it?”

      “Well, maybe not entirely. I haven’t seen him in a few weeks, and I’m not sure what he’s up to. It might be that he’s off chasing down demons somewhere and me calling to him will only distract him from what he needs to be doing.”

      She swiveled toward me, her eyes going wide. She ignored my pointing back at the road. Aron might be able to get away with driving like that, but I doubted that she could.

      “Demons? As in real life demons?” she asked.

      “They aren’t quite the same, and I’m not even certain he should be hunting them anymore.”

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but is it because you sympathize with demons?”

      “Because I’m not sure that demons are what the mage council believes. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. He’s off, and I’m not going to bother my grandparents for something like this unless I find out that it’s something to worry about. Besides, Barden and his mages are here in the city.”

      “So you’ve decided to go to them with your question about whether this gangbanger is some sort of mage?” She’d finally turned her attention back to the road, much to my relief. “Do you think he’s a dark mage?”

      “I can’t tell. His magic doesn’t have much power. He could be untrained—what my grandparents always called a hedge mage—or he could be part of the Dark Council. Either way, Barden would know. He’s been plugged into the city a long time.”

      She looked at me askance before shrugging off my comment on Barden’s age. “Maybe I could learn how to be a dark mage,” Jen said.

      “Don’t joke like that.”

      “Why not? If their magic is different from yours, why couldn’t I learn how to use it?”

      “It’s more than their magic is different from mine,” I said. “The mage council still isn’t altogether thrilled with the fact that the Dark Council exists.” I motioned for her to turn and started to focus on my magic. We were getting close.

      “I thought you proved to them that their type of magic is connected to this Veil.”

      I wasn’t sure I had proven anything. I had tried to convince my grandparents that the magic the dark mages possessed was connected to the Unseelie fae, but that required the mage council to believe their magic was somehow tied to the Seelie fae. I wasn’t sure I had been successful.

      “As far as I can tell, they would rather just pretend none of that is real.”

      She pulled off the road, veering toward the warehouse section. The steady creep of magic began to itch along my spine. It was regular and rhythmic, and I didn’t need to be able to detect direction for me to know where it came from.

      “What is it? You all of a sudden tensed up.”

      I smiled to myself. Jen knew me well. There were times when I wished I could hide things from her, but I had to admit that it was nice having someone like her back in my life, someone who understood that I was connected to magic, even if she didn’t really understand what that meant. The short period of time I had with Derek, time when he was aware of my connection to magic, had made working in the ER a little easier. It certainly had made my connection to magic easier.

      “Nothing more than detecting the presence of magic.”

      “It’s like that with you? You just start to notice it?”

      “When it’s powerful enough, I can. And the dark mages are no longer trying to shield what they’re doing. They don’t care if they’re caught.”

      “How did they hide it before?”

      “I’m not really the person to ask, but I think they used a variety of spells to conceal their presence. I think part of the reason I’m able to detect it is because I don’t have the same type of mage magic. They attempted to conceal from mages, not from… whatever I am.”

      And from what I could tell, knights of the mage council needed to perform a spell in order to detect other magic being used. It wasn’t the same sort of connection to magic that I had, a connection that basically allowed me to work as something like a radar detector for magic.

      We pulled to a stop in front of the warehouse. It was a nondescript building with no signage, nothing that would indicate what this place was. Had we not been here before—and had I not the same connection to magic—I doubted I would ever have picked out this building as a place of mage power.

      When we came to a complete stop, I climbed out and waited for Jen. There was no activity on the street around us, something that wasn’t uncommon when magic was used. Magic worked to prevent other people from noticing it. Most of the time, that came as a sense of general unease, though as someone who could use magic, and was therefore not deterred from it in quite the same way, I didn’t know if that general unease was felt the same for mage magic versus Dark Council magic. And that was not even accounting for how it would have been felt with my sort of magic.

      At the metal door, I paused to knock.

      “You don’t want to break in again?” Jen asked, grinning at me.

      “I’m not sure they would take too kindly to it, especially in the middle of the day.”

      “I don’t know, the one guy, what was his name? Darvish? He didn’t seem to mind you being there.”

      “Darvish isn’t too fond of me.”

      “Why? Did you kick his ass?”

      “We fought a little, but I’m not sure I could take credit for kicking his ass.” Darvish might be more skilled at martial arts than me. I was too focused on my ER training to train in karate like I wanted. And the more I got exposed to the magical world, the more I wanted to train and figure out just what it was that I could do with enough experience and time spent training. Having seen Darvish fight, I knew I would be reasonably skilled—all magic users had a certain power to them, and I was no exception—but Darvish had more of a fluidity to his movements, and that was what I would like to develop.

      As much as I tried, and as skilled as I was, I still didn’t have that same fluidity. Mine was more about power, and I pushed some of my magic out through my attacks in order to exact that power.

      The door opened and a dark-skinned woman stood watching us. She wasn’t someone I’d ever seen before, though I only had limited experience with the Dark Council. It had to be more than simply Darvish and Barden, though they were the dark mages I had the most experience with.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for Barden.”

      “I’m afraid he isn’t available.”

      “No?”

      I could feel the sense of magic deeper within the warehouse, and there was one particular spell I had felt before.

      The paralytic.

      It had been a while since I’d felt the effects of it, and of that I was thankful. The spell left me feeling helpless, anxious, and though I might have some way of burning through it and escaping, I didn’t like that it came down to that.

      The fact that I felt it within the warehouse suggested that Barden was here.

      There was a distinct characteristic to each magic user, and Barden was no exception. I was still unable to easily pick out one user from another, but I was aware of when magic was thrown around, and when I had been exposed to a mage often enough, I began to know who was using magic.

      In this case, I was able to detect Barden and his use of magic.

      “Barden is here, and you can let him know that Kate Michaels and her friend are here to visit.”

      The woman studied me for a moment. “Am I supposed to be impressed by that?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe you ask Barden about which mage was with him when he faced the Great One. Or maybe you ask Barden about which mage was helpful in forging the treaty between the mage council and the Dark Council.” I crossed my arms over my chest, meeting the woman’s dark eyes. “Or maybe you just stand there and I will blast my way past you.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Try me. I can tell Barden is here. Tell him to stop using that terrible spell on whomever he’s using it on and come talk with me.”
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      The woman backed away, closing the door. A surge of magic told me that she sealed it shut, though I suspected I’d be able to blow past it if it came down to it. I didn’t like the idea of using my magic like that, not when I came here for help and answers, but I also wasn’t afraid anymore of throwing around a little magic if it came down to it. Especially not here.

      “Are you sure that’s the right strategy to take with her?”

      “I’ve been abused by Dark Council mages enough times that I figure I can abuse them back a little,” I said.

      Jen chuckled. “That is not like you.”

      “I wouldn’t have hurt her.” Not much, at least. And considering how easily mages were able to restore themselves—at least for the most part—I wasn’t worried about her recovering.

      We didn’t have to wait long. The sense of the paralytic paused, and then it stopped.

      “He’s coming,” I said.

      “You can feel him?”

      “I can feel the spell he was using and that he stopped,” I said.

      “What sort of terrible spell was he using?”

      “I’m not sure what they call it, but I call it the paralytic. It’s one where I can’t move. I can’t talk. I worry that if they hold it too tightly, I won’t be able to breathe.” The memory of the spell was enough to cause my magic to begin to build, almost as if it seemed to know that it needed to defend me. There was no need for it, not unless I was attacked first, and even if the Dark Council decided to try to hold me with the paralytic again, my connection to magic was deeper now than it had been before and I thought I would be able to escape.

      “See? I told you they’d have some way to bind me,” she said, a twinkle in her eye.

      “Trust me, you wouldn’t like it.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. It all depends on intent.”

      She cut off when the door opened. Barden appeared, a bead of sweat running down his chest, his shirt unbuttoned far more than it needed to be. His hair was slicked back, moist with the sweat of his effort.

      “Kate Michaels. And friend.” He tipped his head in a nod to both of us. “To what do I owe this great pleasure?”

      “I have a few questions.”

      “Indeed? Are they the kind of questions that involve my people and your grandparents?”

      I shook my head. “They are the kind of question that involve magic, but I’m not sure which side.”

      Barden frowned, his brow narrowing, and he nodded to me. “Step inside.”

      He took a step back, sweeping his arm across him, waving for us to enter. I headed in, pulling on my magic, prepared for the possibility of anything. I didn’t think Barden would attack me, but there remained a part of myself that wasn’t entirely certain.

      We followed Barden into the warehouse. Unlike the last time I’d been here when the warehouse was mostly empty, rows of desks lined each wall. Much of the center part of the warehouse had similar cubicles. It had begun to look more like an office and less like an empty and unused warehouse. I didn’t see anyone sitting at any of the workstations, but the floor was swept and there was no dust as there had been before. The air smelled clean, crisp, as if they had recently scrubbed it.

      “A little upgrade?” I asked.

      “Now that we don’t have to fear the mage council hounding us and forcing us to change locations, we can get a little more established than before.”

      “Established doing what?”

      Barden glanced over and flashed me a wide grin. “Is that an offer to join us?”

      “I’m an ER doctor, not a mage.”

      “You are an ER doctor and not a mage,” Barden said, his grin widening.

      He guided us through the warehouse, winding around the rows of desks.

      “What does he mean by that?” Jen whispered.

      Barden’s slight stiffening to his back told me that he was listening. I expected nothing less from him. “Only that he knows my magic is different from his. And my grandparents.”

      Barden glanced over his shoulder at me. “Is that why you’re here, Kate Michaels?”

      I shook my head. “I doubt you have answers to that, either.”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t. It would be to both of our benefit if I did. It is quite clear that your magic is much different than what I had expected.”

      “And what had you expected?”

      “Seeing as how you were able to handle the Sword of Shardon, I thought perhaps you might have a little bit of daemon blood within you, but that doesn’t seem to be the case.” He said daemon the same way Solera had.

      How much did he actually know?

      Barden was clever. He had built up a network of dark mages despite the fact that the mage council wanted nothing more than to prevent him from doing so. They had maintained a certain level of control and influence in spite of that. Someone like that would by necessity have gained knowledge.

      Maybe I should have come to him with questions rather than to Solera.

      “Sword of Shardon?”

      “That is it’s name. A dangerous weapon, even when carried to this side of the Veil. On the other side, it is even more deadly.”

      “Solera claims it will seek its master.”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps that is true. Solera would know, much as she would know more about you. I thought I might discover what power you have, especially when you used a very particular type of magic when we faced the Great One,” Barden went on. “I could feel the stirrings of it, but nothing more than that. Had I more time, I might have been able to perform a spell that would have helped me elucidate the answer, but alas, we were a bit preoccupied.”

      “Alas? Barden, where are you from?”

      “Why, from France.”

      I could practically feel Jen starting to swoon. “You don’t have much of an accent.”

      “I’ve been in the country long enough that any accent I might have had has long since disappeared. Besides, there is advantage in masking one’s origin, wouldn’t you agree, Dr. Michaels?”

      He glanced over, flashing another smile. I could only shake my head.

      Barden was dangerous, but at the same time, he was something of an ally, though one who had his own agenda, and I wasn’t entirely certain where I fit within that. It was possible that he intended to use me, but then again, wasn’t that what I was doing by coming here? Didn’t I intend to use him—at least, use what he knew?

      We reached the back hall, where there were rows of offices. The door to the computer room was closed, so I didn’t get to see what he might be working on, though the moment we stepped into the hallway, the surge of magic pressing along my spine intensified.

      I didn’t think that it came from someone suddenly using more magic. More likely, it came from some spell he had wrapped around this space to mask the type of magic they were using in the first place.

      If that were the case, then the fact that I’d been able to detect his paralytic at all was even more surprising. I shouldn’t have been able to pick up on it, certainly not as clearly as I had, not if he had himself shielded in some way.

      He guided us back to his private office. It was nicer than my home, and when we stepped inside, a fire—or what appeared to be a fire, for I didn’t know if it was little more than a spell—crackled along one wall.

      “Have a seat, Kate Michaels and friend,” he said, motioning toward the two leather sofas that faced each other near the fire. I knew from experience that they were incredibly comfortable, and if I made the mistake of relaxing too much, I would sink into them, probably falling asleep. The fire and the sofas would be too much to resist. I did not want to think about what Jen and Barden would do while I was out.

      Jen followed me and took a seat next to me. A hint of a smile played across her lips, and I wondered if she was not taking this nearly as seriously as she should. But then, she thought it was all part of a great game. When things had gotten dangerous, I had made certain to keep her away. I was responsible for her, especially when it came to the magical world, and I didn’t want anything to happen to her.

      When we were situated, Barden took a seat across from me. “Now, if we aren’t here to discuss your innate abilities, and we aren’t here because you have some issue you would blame on my people, I am curious why we are here.”

      There was no point dancing around the subject. That didn’t fit with Barden anyway. “Have you heard of any gangs that use magic?”

      Barden pressed the tips of his fingers together, studying me. “Gangs? Some would argue that the mage council would constitute a gang.”

      “And some would argue the Dark Council constitutes a gang,” I said.

      “True enough, but I have the feeling that you aren’t referring to either of these councils.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not. There is something else, though I’m not exactly sure what it is and if it’s anything to be concerned about.”

      “Perhaps you should tell me what you are concerned about.”

      I reached into my pocket, pulling out my phone, and flipped through the photos of the tattoos. Jen watched me, the accusation in her stare enough for me to start to flush.

      “What is this?” Barden asked, leaning forward.

      “These are the tattoos of a man who came into the hospital recently.”

      “A magical attack?” Barden asked, glancing from my phone to me.

      “Unless you consider gunshot wounds magical.”

      “Sometimes,” Barden said.

      Jen actually laughed.

      “Both the shooter and the victim had tattoos like this on them,” I said, flipping through the series of symbols. The religious quotes and the crosses were less interesting to me, and I could tell from the way Barden looked at the pictures that they were less interesting to him, too. “The shooter used magic. He didn’t have significant power, but enough that I was aware of it, and enough so that he could put up a barrier to prevent a magical attack.”

      “What sort of magical attack we talking about?”

      “Mine,” I said.

      Barden smiled. “I thought your post was to heal rather than harm,” he said.

      “That’s the oath, but he had a gun and I had the sense that he and his friend were none too thrilled with the fact that we saved the victim.”

      “So you beat him with magic,” Barden said. “Interesting. How many people were around when you did this?”

      “A few.”

      “And none saw what you did?”

      “I held them with a spell that prevented them from moving first. If I hadn’t, at least one of them was reaching for a gun, and I wasn’t about to let there be a shooting at the hospital.”

      Barden leaned back, still pressing his fingers together, but rather than looking down at the photos on my phone, he studied me with an interested expression. “Two spells at one time?” Barden asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Only that what you describe would require two spells at one time. That’s difficult enough for a trained mage, but you aren’t a trained mage, are you?”

      “I’m not a mage, as we’ve already established,” I said.

      Barden smiled. “No. You are not a mage. And yet, you do things that even a fully trained mage would find difficult. You do it without knowing that you should not, which tells me that you are powerful, even if your abilities did not.”

      A hedge mage—or whatever I was.

      “Do you recognize the tattoos or not?”

      “Not tattoos. These are runes,” he said.

      “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

      “I don’t know, but they are markings that will provide the bearer with some power. They are given to the wearer by someone who understands magic.”

      Maybe that was why they struck me as familiar.

      “So they don’t have magic themselves?” Jen asked.

      Barden looked over at her, smiling slightly. “Not naturally, no, and there are limits to how much power can be gifted through a rune. Most of the time, the rune gift is weak, little more than a taste of magic. Most runes have a specific purpose, which is why I suspect your shooter was able to carry a barrier so effectively against you.” He leaned forward, tapping on my phone until he reached the picture of the shooter’s tattoos. “This one,” he said, motioning toward a tattoo of a circle with a triangle within it. “This would indicate protection. Depending on how strong the mage who placed it had been, there might be enough power within such a rune to protect him.”

      “What about the others?” I asked.

      “I don’t recognize the others. I’m not necessarily a rune master, if you will. My expertise is a little darker, as you well know.”

      “But you recognized one.”

      “I recognized that they are runes. While that has some value, there is some limitation to how helpful that can be to you without knowing the nature of the remaining runes. Knowledge of runes has gone out of favor with mages, I’m afraid. Now it’s more about spell mastery.”

      “Have you heard of anything like this?”

      “Outside of the magical world? No. It would be unusual. A rune like this would be far more beneficial to someone with power of their own. They could store power within the marking and could draw it out if it came down to it. That is the true power of a rune.”

      “What about these?”

      “It’s possible that placing these has weakened the mage who did so. Again, I’m not a rune master, so anything I can tell you will be of limited value. As much as I might want to provide information to you, I am not an expert in such things.”

      “Who are experts? Would my grandparents know something like this?”

      “I have no idea what the mage council might know, but for this knowledge, it’s a little more arcane.”

      “Solera?”

      Barden started to smile. “Even if I thought you might be willing to go back to her, I wouldn’t suggest that. I know that the two of you have a little bad blood.”

      “It’s not bad blood. It’s just—”

      “It’s just that you used power from beyond the Veil, and you’ve been afraid to return to her.”

      I wasn’t sure how much of that Barden had known. It seemed he knew all about it. “Can you blame me?”

      Barden shook his head. “Blame? There is no blame, not when it comes to that one. She’s dangerous, and I think you’re lucky to have managed to have escaped from her for as long as you have.”

      “I haven’t gone back,” I said.

      “In that, I think that you’ve shown wisdom. Why return to the scene of such danger, especially when you’re dealing with someone like Solera, a woman who has power unlike any other on this side of the Veil?”

      It was more than about having angered Solera. When I had been there before, I had acted out of instinct, not really knowing what I was doing. I’d created a seal around her pool and had borrowed power from it, taking from the other side of the Veil. Had I known what I was doing, I probably wouldn’t even have tried, but that was the benefit of ignorance. Not knowing what I was doing had allowed me to at least give it a try.

      And I had angered Solera, a woman who had once been a powerful fae ruler, now exiled to this side of the Veil.

      “Could she be responsible for what happened over the last few months?”

      “You think Solera might have released the gorgon and the Great One?”

      “If she’s exiled here, I don’t know why she wouldn’t.”

      “She might have the necessary motivation, but she wouldn’t have the access. For one, the gorgon was summoned by my son, the book gifted to him with the knowledge of how to do so. She wouldn’t have been able to leave the island in order to do that.”

      “She has people who serve her.”

      “It’s possible,” Barden said carefully, “but I doubt she’s responsible for the Great One. In order to release them from their prison, they needed the shifters. That is something Solera would not have been able to do.”

      It had troubled me for a while. Everything that had happened had to be tied together in some way. There was too much taking place all in a short period of time—unless that was common, but I didn’t have the sense that it was.

      “Are there other exiles like her?”

      “I am not as well connected with the other side of the Veil as some to be able to answer that with any certainty.”

      “But you suspect.”

      “I suspect that those on the other side of the Veil use it in a similar fashion as we do.”

      “How is that?”

      “We use the Veil to separate us from the danger on the other side, and those from the other side likely use the Veil to separate from us.”

      What if we were dealing with someone trying to break through again? We had already dealt with evidence of someone trying to influence the Veil, and it had happened multiple times. What if there was someone who continued to try to influence it?

      Barden might not know the answer, but maybe Aron would. More likely than not, he would try to keep that information from me, wanting to protect me, but if there was anything we could come up with, we needed to know.

      “If you think of anyone who might be using runes like this, would you let me know?”

      “I can’t promise that I will spend any time trying to uncover the answer,” Barden said.

      “I’m not asking you to send your people out searching for answers, all I’m asking is that if you come across anything…”

      “If we come across anything, I will consider sharing. If that’s all, then I imagine you’ll be going?”

      The way he said it was a little odd. “You don’t want us to be going?”

      “You would be more than welcome to stay for dinner, but I suspect I already know the answer to such an invitation.”

      The only reason he would offer that would be to try and study me more. I didn’t have any doubt about his motivation, and the strangest part was that I thought there might be some value in having Barden try to figure out what I might be. I’d already gone through mages, shifters, and one of the fae, which left only a few remaining places for me to go for answers. If it couldn’t come from the Dark Council, I might have to go to the vampires, though I didn’t have any connections within the vampire families. It wasn’t something I had asked Aron about, either, so I didn’t know if he did.

      “We can stay for dinner if you tell me who you are using the paralytic on.”

      Barden studied me for a moment before smiling and standing. “Thank you for visiting, Kate Michaels.” He turned to Jen, a wide smile spreading across his face. “And friend.”

      “It’s Jen,” she said. “Jen Stone.”

      “Of course, Ms. Stone.”

      “Dr. Stone.”

      “Is that right?” Barden asked, grinning.

      I shook my head and grabbed Jen by the arm, pulling her with me. Regardless of what she might think, he was far too dangerous for her. And after seeing the way she perked up when we started talking about the runes, I worried that she might try to convince him to place one on her. Knowing Barden, he might do so as a way of trying to tie me closer to the Dark Council.

      Barden guided us back out of the warehouse, barely giving me a chance to look around as we hurried through the main part of the building. The whirring of computers caught my attention, but only because the door quickly closed as we passed through the hallway. Magic receded the moment we stepped back out of the hall, heading into the main part of the warehouse. Whatever spell they placed was designed to conceal all of that activity.

      “Why the spell?” I asked.

      “What spell?” Barden asked, glancing over at me.

      “The one that masks what’s going on back there. What are you trying to hide?”

      “I’ve already told you that we no longer need to hide our actions. Thanks to you, we can operate much more openly than we ever have before. The mage council has honored their side of the treaty.”

      “But you still don’t want them to know what you’re doing.”

      “Much like they don’t want us to know what they are doing. Just because we have bargained for peace doesn’t mean that both sides don’t have something to keep from the other. The treaty doesn’t mean trust. It simply means we have elected to refrain from hostility.”

      Barden motion for us to head through the door, and he paused a moment, watching me before closing the door and sealing it closed.

      “You could have let us stay for dinner,” Jen said.

      “I think we both know that would’ve been a terrible idea.”

      “Both who?”

      “He’s dangerous, Jen. You need to steer clear of him.”

      “What if he places one of those rune thingies on me? Then I could have my own sort of magic. Or better yet, why couldn’t you place one of those rune thingies on me? Then if I’m with you and some idiot decides to attack me, I could have my magical barrier in place. I’d feel sort of bad ass.”

      Exactly my fear, but I wouldn’t tell Jen that.

      “How about that wine and reruns?” I asked.

      “I thought you said you’re going to pass out?”

      “And I still might, but I think I can stay awake long enough for a glass or two of wine.”
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      Morning came far too quickly, and I could barely keep my eyes open as I dragged my ass into the hospital. It was dark, several hours before dawn would break, and here I was making my way back to work. Mornings like these were even more reason to want to finish my residency and finally be done. I could find a nice ER that let me come in at eight in the morning, late enough that I could sleep in a little. Even if the shift went until eight p.m., what did it matter? It was just me, anyway.

      Street lights glowed softly, making my headache worse. Somehow I’d managed to stay awake long enough to consume more than a glass or two of wine, knocking back a bottle of Pinot on my own. It had been nice sitting and chatting with Jen, simply relaxing, doing nothing more than that. It reminded me of some of our days off during medical school, the carefree time before residency when all we had to worry about was our performance on exams.

      As I neared the hospital, the bright lights of the signage too much for me, a cold breath washed along my spine.

      Magic.

      Instinctively, I pulled upon my magic, pushing it out in a barrier, holding onto it so that I could defend myself against whatever attack might come. I looked around, hesitating to move until I knew whether anything would come out for me, but I didn’t see any movement. An occasional car passed along the street, headlights blinding and making my headache throb even more, but no one else walked along the street at this time of morning.

      Movement should be easy to detect, but I saw no sign of it.

      It was almost enough to make me run, but running only drew attention. If there was someone using magic near me, it would be better if they didn’t know I was aware of them. There weren’t many mages who would pick up on random magic used near them, not without holding onto a spell, so I had the advantage of hopefully surprising someone coming at me.

      And if I couldn’t?

      I wasn’t about to start a magical battle out on the street at four-thirty in the morning. It probably wouldn’t draw too much attention, not at this time of day, but there was always the possibility that some passerby might realize that something was taking place.

      When nothing came of it, I continued along the street, hurrying as quickly as I could. I made sure to hold onto my barrier, ensuring the magical wall surrounding me remained stout, and felt no other surge of magic.

      Maybe it was only my imagination.

      I didn’t think so, though.

      I reached the entrance to the ER. Even when I was working on other rotations, I still went through the ER entrance. There was something familiar about it, and I still used the same locker as I used during my ER shifts. I didn’t have to move things that way.

      When I had changed into different shoes—I never liked to wear the same shoes at work that I wore on my way home—I hurried up the stairs to the surgical floor to begin rounds. When I stepped out of the staircase, another surge of cold worked along my spine.

      It was faint, which suggested that it was weak magic, but it was magic nonetheless.

      Who was using magic?

      I didn’t have the ability to track directionality using my sense of magic. There were times that I had tried, but that had been while driving, and taking large circles around several blocks gave me the opportunity to detect shifting within the magic, just enough that I could tell where it was stronger and weaker.

      It started to recede, becoming fainter. Whoever was using magic near me had some control over it. Could it be rune magic, the same as the gang members had used?

      I paused at the nurses’ station and pulled up my patient list, scanning for the gunshot patient. Mr. Jimenez was still checked into his room, so at least he hadn’t signed out against medical advice. There had been enough of that tied to magic recently that I didn’t want to be the one responsible for others.

      “Any status changes overnight on these patients?” I asked the night nurse. She was an older woman by the name of Margaret, and I’d found her to be the no-nonsense type. When I was on call, she was reasonably proficient, and rarely called unnecessarily. Some of that might have been because I did my best not to annoy her. It wasn’t unheard of for nurses to harass residents with questions they could’ve answered on their own, simply because the resident had been either unkind or arrogant around them. I tried not to act that way with the nurses, mostly because I worked enough night shifts to know how hard the overnight could be.

      “Nothing too significant,” Margaret said. “Oh. Wait. Your gunshot patient started to decline.”

      “What you mean decline?”

      “His blood pressure started to bottom out, became a little tachycardic. The wound started seeping. Dr. Esquivo was on call and had us give him some blood, but I’m not sure that was completely effective. It helped with his pressure and his heart rate, but he still doesn’t look right.”

      I clicked into his chart, frowning to myself. How could he suddenly have started to decompensate? He had been magically healed by me, and then the rest of it had come from him.

      When Margaret had said that his blood pressure had decompensated, she had been underestimating, if anything. Some of the blood pressures were dangerously low. Had he been in the ER, he would have triggered a trauma team activation.

      “Is Esquivo with him now?”

      “He never came by. Just phone orders.”

      Christ. Phone orders on a blood pressure like this? The least he could do was get off his lazy ass and come in and evaluate the patient, especially when the blood pressure was dropping. Thankfully I’d come in when I had, but I shouldn’t have to be here this early to take care of problems like that. They should be addressed by the on-call physician.

      “I guess I know who I’m seeing first,” I said.

      Margaret just nodded and continued working on the computer.

      When I reached the room, I found another nurse inside. He was young, with an athletic build and bright red hair. I hadn’t seen him when I was working before.

      “Are you Dr. Esquivo?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “Michaels. I’m on for the day.”

      “Oh, thank God. I’ve been trying to get Esquivo in for the last hour, but he hasn’t answered.”

      “What’s been going on?” I asked, turning my attention to the patient. Breathing was rapid. His blood pressure on the last reading was low, barely in the seventies systolic, and his heart was beating a little fast, thumping away in the low one hundreds. All of it was signs of volume loss, but we had corrected that during the surgery. He shouldn’t have any volume issues at this point.

      I pulled back the sheet. His dressing was saturated. Blood soaked through.

      “When did you last change this?”

      “About an hour ago,” he said.

      “And he’s already soaking through?”

      “Right. That’s why I’m trying to get a hold of Esquivo. What do you think is going on?”

      “Well, for someone to suddenly have this significant change in status, it suggests that either he has some internal bleeding, or…”

      Or it was something even more significant. I started thinking through the various diagnoses and came up with a possibility. With someone as sick as he had been, as injured as he had been when he first came in, the possibility of a consumptive coagulopathy existed. It would leave him without many platelets functioning, and in that case, it wouldn’t take much for a blood vessel to sheer off and start bleeding.

      It would be one of the worst-case scenarios. We saw it occasionally in the ER, but not so often that I was skilled with the diagnosis and treatment. Worse, working it up and fully evaluating it would take more time than I thought we had.

      “Or what?” the nurse asked.

      “Or he has something awful like DIC,” I said.

      I’d read about it, but I hadn’t enough experience in medicine to have seen it myself. I guess that made me lucky, but it was unfortunate. There might not be anything we could do for him.

      “Has he had labs drawn this morning?” I asked.

      “Not yet. With everything we’ve been doing, I didn’t want to poke him again.”

      “I’m going to put some orders in, and why don’t you go out and call lab to have them come up stat.”

      He nodded, and I was thankful he didn’t argue. I needed him to step out so that I could do what I intended. They might not be able to help him medically—it might be one of the first times where my knowledge failed me—but I wondered if there was anything I could do magically.

      When the nurse was gone, I touched his arm, creating contact between the two of us. That was part of it, I knew, but there would be more. Pulling on magic, I pushed it out, letting it wash out from me and into him. It swept through him in a wave. The power I pulled on was a sense of warmth, and mixed with it came an urgency, a desire on my part to heal him. Hopefully that would be enough to direct the magic, to guide it, but I no longer knew whether that would be effective.

      As I had before, I detected the strange emptiness.

      It was this emptiness that I’d sealed off to heal him the last time, and I had to use it again. Before, I had at least an idea of what I was doing and where to focus, but this time I didn’t know.

      Maybe I wouldn’t be able to.

      Pushing more magic out, I let it wash over him, over and again. Power continued to flow from me.

      It filled the emptiness.

      That wasn’t what I wanted.

      I needed to wrap around it. That was what I had done before, but when I attempted to do it this time, there was nothing.

      Cold crept along my spine.

      For a moment, I worried that it was magic, but it was worse. Death.

      I’d already rescued him from death once, and I needed to do so again, but could I do that without knowing exactly what was going on?

      If it was a consumptive coagulopathy, it involved excessive bleeding. Was there anything that I knew and could do that would reverse that?

      Not easily.

      Pushing on power, I continued to let it flow out from me, sweeping into the patient.

      I swore under my breath, trying to find some way—any way—of keeping him alive. I needed answers about the runes, and if he died, I wouldn’t have them.

      My gaze drifted to his arm where the runes were.

      They were gone.

      How was that possible?

      All that remained were the biblical quotes along with the marking of a cross.

      Could that be why he suddenly struggled?

      It didn’t make any sense. Why would the tattoos suddenly disappear?

      Unless they had been used up.

      There was power in them, that was what Barden had said, but that power also had limitations, much like all magical power had limitations. There was only so much I could do at any given time, and when my magic failed, I could no longer continue to hold it.

      What if the rune had been expended?

      The wound on his belly continued to seep. Even as I watched, I knew there wouldn’t be anything that I could do. Cold crept up my back, becoming biting, much more so than it had been even when we were in the operating room. I pulled the dressing off, and blood pulsed from the open wound.

      Christ. I had healed him. I had been responsible for bringing him back, and now he would die?

      Pushing more and more magic into him, I could feel it drifting into the emptiness.

      It was a waste. There might be a way of saving him, but my magic wasn’t the key. I needed a mage, but more than that, I needed someone who could help me understand what had happened.

      The nurse came running back in. “Lab is on its way, but…”

      “I don’t think he’s going to make it,” I said.

      “Isn’t there anything you could do?”

      “Look at it. He’s bleeding out.”

      The nurse grabbed for more gauze and pressed it against the man’s belly, but even as he did, the brief flash of cold told me it was too late.

      The heart monitor flipped and then went flat line.

      “Trigger a code blue,” I said.

      It didn’t matter, not at this point, but we had to go through the motions, especially as he was a postoperative patient and relatively young. More than that, he’d been stable up until the middle of the night. I’d be blamed for what happened, but it was Dr. Esquivo who was the one who should have been responsible for helping him. Would it have changed anything if he had responded when called?

      Probably not, which made it all the worse. As much as I wanted to blame someone—anyone—I’m not sure that it mattered.

      Nurses rushed in, and Dr. Esquivo—a tall, dark-haired man with an arrogant smile—strode in.

      “Michaels. What did you do?”

      “Only what you should’ve done all night,” I snapped.

      “What happened?” Esquivo said.

      “He started bleeding. I don’t really know what happened.”

      “This far out? What would cause that?”

      “What’s on your differential diagnosis?” I asked. We were the same year in residency, though I was far closer to being done just by the nature of the shorter residency duration of emergency medicine compared to surgery, but if he was going to come in here and try to get me to answer questions on his behalf, I would pimp him back. Besides, it was his fault that the patient was like this.

      “Michaels, we’ve got a code—”

      “I know we have a code, but I also know that there’s not a whole lot that we’re going to be able to do for him. We can push fluids and try to resuscitate him, but it’s not going to make much difference.”

      And it didn’t matter what he and I were doing. The nurses were pushing the fluids while one of them was performing CPR. There wasn’t anything we could do. And Esquivo would have no idea that I had detected the cold grip of death.

      “You think nurses were too aggressive when changing his dressing?”

      The red-haired nurse glared at him before turning his attention back to chest compressions.

      “When have you ever known the nurses to be too aggressive with replacing a abdominal dressing? Come on, Esquivo, we went to medical school. Think about this. Recent surgery. Trauma. What’s that set them up for?”

      “Oh.”

      With the realization, the tension went out of him. Both of us knew there wouldn’t be much that could be done. It would be supportive care, but with him bleeding this profusely because of it, there wouldn’t be anything we could do. I considered drawing labs just to confirm it and decided that it didn’t matter, not unless we brought him back. I no longer even tried to use magic on him. There was no point. Magic had simply poured into the empty void of nothingness.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off his arm where the runes had been. More than anything, I wanted to call Barden and ask whether there was anything he knew about runes that would explain this happening, but I doubted he would answer.

      Could it have anything to do with the magic I’d detected on my way into the hospital? I hadn’t determined the source, and it hadn’t come again, but could Jimenez have been attacked again?

      Cold flared on my back again.

      This time it was magic.

      I looked back out into the hallway. The curtain to the patient’s room was open, and if there was anyone out there watching, I should have been able to see them, but I wasn’t.

      Who would be attempting to use magic here?

      What if I’d been wrong? What if the rune wasn’t used up, but instead removed?

      In order to do so, wouldn’t someone have to be nearby?

      And here I had thought that getting him away from the shooter would keep him alive, but what if that wasn’t even necessary? What if whatever mage had placed the runes on him in the first place only had to be in a reasonable proximity to pull them free?

      “Doctors?”

      I looked up. The nurse pushing on the patient’s chest had sweat dripping from her forehead.

      Esquivo looked over at me, and I shook my head. What an asshole. He wasn’t willing to be the one to end this. I didn’t know how long it had been going on, but the clock showed that it was five fifteen in the morning, so I couldn’t have been here all that long. Long enough for me to have been thrown into something that should not have been mine. But then, had I not been here, I wouldn’t have known about what happened to him, and I might have missed out on seeing the runes missing from his arms.

      It was better that I was here. I didn’t like it, but it was better.

      “We can call it,” I said.

      The nurses all shuffled back. All but a few left the room. Esquivo stared for a moment before peeling off his gloves and heading out. It was close to the end of his call shift, so I could imagine that he wanted to get cleaned up and prepared to go through his rounds, but I needed to say something to him.

      I caught up to him in the hallway. “What were you thinking?” I spoke a little louder than I needed, and I made a point of lowering my voice. “The nurses say they had been calling you all night for low blood pressures.”

      “We get low blood pressures all the time on post-op patients. I didn’t think it was anything different.”

      “Even when his blood pressure dropped below fifties systolic?”

      “They never told me about that.”

      I didn’t know whether they had or not, but I couldn’t imagine any nurse lying about it. “I know call stinks, but you still have to check out the patient.”

      “Careful, Michaels. You’re not an attending. Shit, you’re not even a chief resident.”

      I glared at him. “Just answer your damned pages next time, will you?”

      “What do you care? You’ll be off the service in a week. Back down in your cozy little ER.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to handle a busy ER. Don’t give me cozy anything.”

      He opened his mouth to say something else, but I turned away before I said more than I wanted. I still had my entire day ahead of me, and now there were questions that wouldn’t leave me. Pulling out my phone, I flipped through the pictures until I came across the one of the runes that had been on Mr. Jimenez’s arm. Which one of them had been the one keeping him alive?

      Another surge of cold along my spine made me look around, but I still couldn’t find the source. After a cursory search, I couldn’t take any more time to look. I needed to get back to my rounds and finish my work.

      Hating that I had to, I tapped out a quick message to Aron, and sent it off.
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      It was nearly eight o’clock by the time I got home, and I was incredibly exhausted from the last few days. I still hadn’t recuperated from call, something that wasn’t uncommon for me. Oftentimes when taking call, it took me a few days to catch back up, just in time to swing back on to call again.

      I sunk onto my couch, and Lucy came and rubbed up against me. I scratched her behind the ears, glancing toward the kitchen. “Are you out of food?”

      She meowed, and I laughed. She was a funny cat, preferring to sleep on my head as often as she could, making a point of alerting me when she wanted my attention. When she wanted to be carried, she stood on her back legs, pawing at my leg, which she did now as I made my way into the kitchen.

      I almost dropped her when I realized Aron sat at my kitchen table, looking as good as ever. He was dressed in jeans and a tight T-shirt, and wore a leather jacket, much as he often did. A newspaper sat unfolded in front of him.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “You sent me a message,” he said.

      “I know I sent you a message, I just didn’t expect you to simply appear like this.”

      “You would rather I not come when you needed me?”

      “That’s not it, either. I would have liked you to have responded to my message.” It would be easier if he would text back, but Aron wasn’t necessarily a traditional texter. “Besides, I don’t know that I like you breaking into my condo.”

      “I am the one who placed the protections on it.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “I would never do anything to hurt you, Kate.”

      I stared at him for a moment, meeting his icy blue eyes before turning away and pulling out Lucy’s food, dumping some into her dish. Thankfully she was a free feeder and didn’t gorge herself too much. My schedule was irregular enough that I couldn’t plan on feeding her on a regular basis. It did surprise me that she’d finished all of it, which told me that I hadn’t been keeping up with my end of the bargain to keep her food dish full.

      I checked the water and found it nearly empty too.

      “I’m sorry about that,” I said, patting her. She ignored me as she started into her food, crunching it loudly, almost as if admonishing me for my delinquency. I could already tell that I’d pay for it later.

      When I straightened and turned back to Aron, he had folded up the paper and leaned forward. “Your question wasn’t very clear, Kate, and that’s why I came.”

      “What wasn’t clear about it?” I pulled out my phone, flipping to the text that I’d sent him, and realized that it was a garble of letters. Maybe I had been much more tired than I realized when I’d sent it. “You mean you don’t understand this? It makes complete sense.”

      Aron smiled, and the ice melted from me. I sank onto the chair next to him, looking over.

      “You look exhausted.”

      “Just another week and I can be off the trauma service and can finally catch up with my sleep,” I said.

      “This is different than your usual work?”

      “Quite a bit different. The ER is shift work with an end point. With this…” I glanced over at the clock. I had to be up painfully early, and I could already count the hours of sleep that I wouldn’t be getting. Especially now that Aron was here.

      “What happened?”

      “Just another patient issue.”

      “Another one?”

      I told him about the gunshot wound and what I’d done, ignoring the way his eyes tightened when I described healing Mr. Jimenez, knowing that both he and my grandparents felt the same way about my use of magic. They would prefer I conceal it, keeping it hidden, but I no longer thought that I could—or should. Not if there was something that I could do, especially now that I didn’t worry about the council burning my magic off.

      “And you are convinced there was magic involved?”

      I pulled out the phone again and flipped to the photos I’d taken. When I showed him, his breath caught.

      “Where did you see this?”

      “On his arm.” I tapped on the tattoo from the man I’d assaulted with magic who had done the shooting. “This guy managed to deflect about three of my magical blows. From what I can tell, that has to mean a fair amount of power. And I can’t shake the feeling that I’ve seen them before.”

      “Your grandparents are powerful mages. It’s possible you saw runes like this growing up.”

      I didn’t think that was the case. Gran and Gramps were all about the spells, sort of the same as Barden. They didn’t use runes that I’d seen.

      I hadn’t yet told him about the fact that I had gone to Barden for help, and knew that the moment I did, he would react.

      “Barden tells me these are runes and that the mage who places them has to have some power, but he didn’t know enough about them to share with me anything more than that.”

      “He would be right, and I’m disappointed you went to Barden with this first.”

      “You were gone. What was I supposed to do?”

      “Send me a coherent message.”

      “I don’t want to have to reach out to you every time something goes wacky in the city. Besides, I didn’t really know if I was dealing with anything significant or not. He didn’t have that much magic. I could feel it, but it wasn’t strong.”

      “Strength within a rune has to do with the strength of the caster.”

      “How do you know?”

      Aron smiled tightly. “I have some experience with them. If the spell caster has reasonable strength, then the rune will carry that strength as well.” Aron swiped across the photos and got to Mr. Jimenez’s tattoos. “I take it this was the victim’s?”

      “They were until they disappeared.”

      “They disappeared?”

      “And then he died. Can a rune simply be used up?”

      I hadn’t felt the sense of magic anymore after leaving the room that morning, but I also hadn’t spent too much time trying to puzzle through it. We’d had a couple traumas come in, and I’d had to scrub into two cases during the day, not counting all of the evaluations we needed to do in the emergency room along with the consultations on the floor. The entire day had been exhausting. At least, for me it had. Dr. Darnold had been able to relax for most of it other than when we had to operate. It was often that way when it came to attendings, especially on the surgical service. It was the reason they liked working with residents.

      “Once placed, a rune draws its power from the person who placed it. The only reason the rune would disappear would be if the caster who placed it died.”

      “What if the caster changed their mind and decided to remove it?”

      “Such a thing would be possible, but difficult. Removing a rune such as this takes incredible power, and in order to do so, you need to have physical proximity. From what you’ve described, there wasn’t any other mage there.”

      “There was magic around the hospital this morning. It was subtle, but—”

      “This would not be subtle. Could there have been a mage in his room?”

      Not that I’d seen, and even if there had been—if someone had slipped in among the nurses—would I even know? There had been too many coming through there, and it wasn’t as if I had directionality when it came to detecting the use of magic. What I detected had been brief, certainly not enough to feel anything more than a short flash, and I doubted that would be enough to take away the spell.

      Without that having occurred, did it mean that the mage who had placed the rune had died? If so, what had happened to them?

      “What more do you know about runes?”

      “Unfortunately, not much more than Barden. I am familiar with how they can be placed, and I have some familiarity with various patterns that are used for power, but I don’t know that much.”

      “You said you had some experience with them.”

      “Early in my career, but that didn’t lend itself to me becoming an expert.”

      “Is there anybody on the council who might know more?”

      “Probably,” he said.

      “Why do I get the sense you don’t want to take me to them?”

      “Involving you in this involves you in council business, Kate.”

      “It’s not council business. This is my patient. I’d like to know what happened to him.” And I wanted to be prepared if somebody else showed up in the ER with markings like that. I’d never thought to pay much attention to the tattoos on someone, but if there was a gang working within the city that used markings like that, I needed to be ready for it. And I still didn’t know why they seemed familiar to me. “Have you heard of any gang that uses magic like this?”

      “I chase demons, Kate, not gang members.”

      “You could have just said no.”

      “No. I don’t, but maybe one of the knights working these days might know.”

      “Is there anyone you trust enough to ask?”

      “I trust all of the knights.”

      “Right. I know that’s the company line, but is there anyone you really trust? Like, is there anyone you would trust to share with my secret?”

      “You know I would never reveal that to anyone.”

      “I know you won’t, but I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll be able to keep it a secret for too much longer. It seems as if too many people know that I exist. Between the shifters and the dark mages and Solera, how could I even think about keeping this a secret?”

      “It’s still not safe for you to reveal the nature of your talents,” he said.

      Talents. I didn’t always feel as if they were talents. Sometimes they were a curse, though it was that curse that had allowed me to do so much. At least I didn’t have to believe that I had dark magic, not as I once did. I might not know whether I had demon magic or something else, but there was a hope that whatever I possessed would be useful.

      “Well?” I asked.

      Aron frowned. “Well what?”

      “Are we going to see if we can figure out anything about these runes or not?”

      “I’m not so certain that is wise,” he said.

      I grunted. “There’s a lot of things that I have done that aren’t wise. Using my magic at work ranks up there, but I keep doing it.”

      “You don’t want to stay in and get some sleep? It seemed as if you were tired.”

      “Oh, I am tired, but I am curious about this, too. If there’s anything that I can do to figure out what’s been going on, I want to know.”

      And maybe I shouldn’t have. The thing about it was that learning whether there was something taking place and having anything I could do about it were quite different. There might not be anything that I could do, not when it came down to this magic, and better use of my time might be continuing to focus on staying out of trouble.

      But the patient had died.

      I dragged myself into my bedroom, threw on comfortable jeans and a jacket, and headed back out. Aron stood waiting for me with a look of uncertainty on his face. It was unusual for him. Aron was confident most of the time, though he never really bordered on arrogant. It was what made him so likable. Not only was he incredibly capable and knew it, but he didn’t throw it out there and force me to see it.

      “What kind of car are you driving tonight?”

      “The usual,” he said.

      “There’s nothing usual about your cars. Most of them are exotic.”

      “There’s nothing exotic about them. They’re simply nice automobiles.”

      I grinned. What Aron considered a nice car, most other people would drool over. Hell, for that matter, I’d come to enjoy riding in them, as much as I tried to deny it. There was something about sitting in those plush leather seats that I had to acknowledge.

      When we reached the street, I glanced around. It was cool, a crisp evening air carrying the scent of freshly cut grass. I waited for the possibility that I might detect another burst of magic, but there wasn’t any. Aron watched me and I shrugged, following him along the street until we reached his car. It was a deep blue BMW, a slick two-seater, and when he unlocked it, I climbed inside.

      “Right. The usual,” I said, laughing as he crawled in and tapped the ignition. The car growled as it started, and I could only shake my head. There wasn’t anything more to say. “Where to?”

      “For what you’re asking about, I think we need to go to the archives.”

      “The archives?”

      “It’s meant for all mages, though it has generally been restricted to knights, archers, and members of the council.”

      As usual, he slammed on the gas, sending me flying back in the seat. I’d gotten over the nausea that came from being slammed back like that, but I still hadn’t gotten over the overwhelming sense of speed. There had to be some way for him to conceal us from the police, as we’d never been pulled over, but I still didn’t know what sort of spell he used or whether it was anything he simply placed on the car. There wasn’t the compression I felt when we had traveled a great distance quickly. He didn’t use that sort of magic, though I suspected he used a variant of it.

      The river loomed into view in the distance. Within the Minneapolis and St. Paul area, there was only one true river. There were others, the confluence of waterways forming ley lines that swept through the city, granting power to it and creating a reason for the various magical sects to be here, but the Mississippi was generally the river.

      He pulled into a part of the city I don’t know that I had ever been before, and we raced along the street, reaching an enormous rectangular building, designed in some sort of modern architecture. No streetlights glowed, giving everything an ominous sort of air.

      “This is the archives?”

      “What did you think it would look like?”

      “I don’t know, some sort of library. Gargoyles and that sort of thing.”

      “That merely draws attention to it.”

      “And this doesn’t?” I asked as we pulled along the driveway leading up to the building. It might’ve been a house once, but it was enormous. A manicured lawn stretched along either side, with shrubs that had been groomed and shaped growing on either side of the driveway.

      “There are others just like this along the street,” Aron said.

      “And how many of them are owned by the council?” He didn’t say anything, and I laughed. “How many?”

      “All of them,” he conceded.

      I could see why the council would want to be here. Not only did the river grant access to the power flowing beneath the city with the ley lines, but the view would be spectacular. This house was situated on a bluff, looking down toward the water, and gave a little view of the downtown in the background. At night, it was little more than a twinkling of lights in the distance, and I could imagine it was equally impressive during the daytime.

      Aron started to slow, but we weren’t even near the end of the driveway. I glanced over at him, frowning.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s probably nothing,” he said.

      “But it might be something?”

      “It’s possible,” he said.

      “What?”

      “There has been a car following us.”

      “For how long?”

      “Long enough that I noticed it,” he said.

      I swiveled in the seat and turned to look behind us, but I didn’t see the car that he claimed had been following us. “Where? I don’t see anything.”

      “You won’t. It’s masked.”

      “Masked? As in someone used magic to hide a car?”

      “That’s what it would appear,” he said.

      I pulled on my magic, reaching within myself, wanting to see if I could detect whatever spell had been used to hide the car, but there was nothing there. No chill worked along my spine, and the more that I pulled on my magic, I still didn’t detect anything.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Quite,” he said.

      “I don’t detect anything.”

      “The spell was already placed, so you might not.”

      “Why do you think they’re there? Is the council trying to protect the archives?”

      “Unlikely. The archives are protected by the knights.”

      I didn’t detect any spell coming from one of the knights, either, so they must not have been aware that someone was following us.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “I want to find out who they are and what they’re after,” Aron said.

      “But?”

      “But you are with me.”

      “You know that I can handle myself. We have been through a few things together, and I’ve come through them just fine.” I almost wanted to remind him that I was the reason we had defeated the Great One, but Aron didn’t need that reminder—or he shouldn’t.

      “I know that you can, but here—so close to the council—makes me less inclined to allow you to reveal yourself.”

      “Allow me? Aron, this would be my choice.”

      He pulled off to the side. In the distance, the building loomed in front of us. Only a few lights illuminated the entire structure, though most of them were on the outside. There had to be some sort of protective spells built around it if it were archives for the council, but much like with the car, I felt no sense of it.

      Aron turned to face me. “Let me see what this is about.”

      “I’m not leaving you. At least let me put the barrier up around you.” When he arched a brow, I shrugged. “If it comes down to fighting, you can use whatever spell you need to fend them off and you won’t have to worry about them striking you.”

      I appreciated that he nodded, not that I would let him forbid me from participating.

      As we got out of the car, I noticed that he’d flipped off the interior lights so they didn’t turn on. He left the car idling, but the fact that we pulled over would draw attention to us, so that whoever was following us would know they were seen. It might not even matter. If they weren’t concerned about following us all the way here, they probably wouldn’t be too concerned about us realizing they were there.

      I slipped the barrier spell around Aron and me. It took very little effort these days. The more often that I used it, the easier it became for me to place, and I no longer had to think much as I held onto it. It swirled around us, creating something of a cage, not wanting to be surprised by someone creeping up behind us. On these grounds, a place that should be protected by the mage council, no one should be able to sneak up on us, but if I was going to be the one holding the barrier, at least I would do as good a job as I could.

      Magic built from Aron and I glanced over. His hands took on a soft glow and electricity coursed along his arms.

      I’d seen that spell before and knew that he only had a few shots with it before he got too tired. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s nothing.”

      We continued forward, though Aron wasn’t doing so at a rapid pace. Whatever it was that concerned him made him cautious, more than he usually was. And the spell he held onto was far more powerful than what I thought was necessary, given the situation. It was the kind of spell I’d seen him use on demons, along with the Great One. It had barely been useful against the Great One, but I’d seen it do significant damage to demons.

      “You’re holding onto your demon destroyer spell, so I know it’s not nothing.”

      “I’m concerned about the fact that you detect nothing,” he whispered.

      “You don’t have to whisper. I’ve soundproofed the barrier. Do you think this could be demons?”

      “I don’t know, and the fact that I don’t know is what bothers me.”

      We continued to move forward. As we did, I finally caught sight of the car. Why was it not clear before now?

      It shouldn’t be hidden from me, not so easily, and yet it wasn’t until we were nearly upon it that I managed to make it out.

      The car sat, idling.

      “Should we mask ourselves?” I asked.

      “No. I want them to know we’re coming.”

      “Great, because I wanted to get into a—”

      Power slammed into me.

      My barrier held, but I looked over at Aron, concerned.

      I’d felt nothing.
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      As I took a minute to fortify my barrier, another blast slammed into me. It came from the same side and the force of it nearly sent me toppling over to my left. I struggled to maintain my footing, planting my feet a little bit wider so that I could hold onto the barrier. Had I not been doing it, we might have been thrown to the ground, though I suspect Aron had enough strength that he would be able to withstand the force of whatever spell it was that struck me.

      “I don’t detect anything from them,” I said.

      “Nothing?”

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing. No sense of magic.”

      The electricity working along his arms retreated and he shifted his spell, though I couldn’t exactly tell what he was doing. All I could determine was that the magic changed, and when he held it, he did so in such a way that it swept out. It stretched away, drifting in a circle around us.

      “What does that spell do?”

      “I’m trying to see if I can detect the presence of magic,” he said.

      “And can you?”

      He shook his head. “There’s nothing.”

      “Is that common for you?”

      “The spell isn’t infallible,” he said.

      “Well, I haven’t experienced an inability to detect magic before, so this is new for me,” I said.

      Another blast struck me. This one came from in front of us. I motioned to Aron, letting him know where the attack was coming from, and he frowned, preparing another spell. Blue electricity raced along his arms, streaming to his hands. I didn’t have any experience with how much energy he could throw through a spell, but it had to be significant.

      As we pushed our way forward, continuing to hold on to the barrier, I tried thinking about what might allow our unseen foes to use magic in a way that I couldn’t detect. So far, I had the ability to detect both mage council and Dark Council magic, along with that of shifters and even the fae. Even when I had been working with the gunshot victim, whatever magic there had been out in the waiting room had alerted me, so the rune magic wasn’t beyond my ability to detect it, either.

      There was one type of magic I didn’t have experience with.

      Vampires.

      There might be others, but had I detected vampire magic when they’d helped prevent the demon king from escaping? I didn’t remember. There had been enough other magic around me that I wasn’t entirely sure.

      “What’s the nature of vampire magic?”

      We were getting close to the car, but not so close that I could see anything inside it. What if it was filled with vampires? Could they be the ones attacking us?

      “Vampires wouldn’t attack the council grounds. They wouldn’t risk the council—or the Veil,” Aron said. He crouched down and pushed his hands outward, sending a blast of the blue lightning streaking across the ground.

      I followed the tracing of it, but it disappeared too quickly for me to be able to keep track of where it went.

      “Did you hit them?”

      “I don’t know,” Aron said.

      His voice was strained, and I knew from my experience with Aron that when he got like this, he was more concerned than he was letting on.

      And without any ability to detect the source of magic, I was without my natural defense. Could they know I could detect magic and had found a way to hide from me? If so, would there be anything I could do to overpower them?

      I might be able to use my barrier spell to push outward. I wasn’t sure how much I could push, not without overextending myself, and not without the demon sword I once carried that had granted me much greater ability to draw upon power. Without that, I was lessened somehow.

      Several blasts struck my barrier.

      “Are you having any difficulty holding it?” Aron asked.

      “It’s not like when the Great One attacked. It’s not necessarily easy, but it’s also not hard. There is some power here, but not so much that I can’t withstand it.”

      He nodded and we continued crawling forward. The next step would be reaching the car, but the farther we went, the less likely I thought it would be for us to find anything when we reached it. More likely, the car would be empty, and whoever attacked us would have spread around us, flanking on all sides. And they likely wouldn’t have any difficulty disappearing into the night, especially as we weren’t able to detect them.

      Movement flashed in front of us.

      It was the first time I had seen anything of our attackers. Even then, I wasn’t able to make out all that much. Could I shift my barrier and reveal them?

      If I could do that, maybe we could get in ahead of them and I’d be able to figure out what they were after.

      I pushed out with the barrier, and it slammed into something. It wasn’t magic, at least not that I could tell, and somewhere out in the night came a grunt.

      Aron raised his hands and light began to crackle between them. His lips moved as he murmured whatever spell he used to summon the lightning.

      Only… It wasn’t the lightning. He called upon light. His hands began to glow, creating a bright white light that pushed back the night.

      Our attackers were revealed.

      My breath caught.

      One of them was the gangbanger who had shot Mr. Jimenez. He was still supposed to be in jail, so how did he manage to escape? There were three others with him, two men and a dark-haired woman, and in the growing brightness that Aron cast, I could see the tattoos on their arms. All of them had the runes marked on their skin.

      Somehow we weren’t able to detect that rune magic, though I had been able to detect it before.

      “These are the gang members I was telling you about,” I said to Aron.

      “And I thought you said you could detect their magic.”

      “I could when they came into the hospital.”

      “Unless they are using some sort of shielding,” he said.

      If that’s what they were doing, were they doing it with one of the runes, or did they have some other way of preventing us from determining how they were using magic?

      The shooter raised his hand and I realized why it was that I hadn’t felt any magic.

      They had been shooting at us.

      Actual guns.

      Though I’d seen enough gunshot wounds in my days, I’d never even shot a gun, let alone been shot at. How had I not seen the brief muzzle flash with each shot?

      Thankfully, my barrier held, but what if it hadn’t? I had never tested it against such conventional weapons, not even trying to test it against the sword, and I had much more experience combating people carrying swords than I did with them carrying guns.

      Another blast struck my barrier.

      I didn’t even hear anything, and it took me a moment to realize why.

      The barrier not only muted sound from us, but it must have muted the other side, too.

      Crap.

      “Can you do anything about this?” I asked Aron.

      “Not while holding this,” he said.

      “Does it take a lot of power?”

      “It’s not so much powerful as it is difficult to hold and divert my focus toward something else.”

      Could I?

      I’d already used both a barrier and an attack at the same time, so it wasn’t that I didn’t think I could do it. Focusing on the barrier, I drew off a slight amount of power and punched it forward. I struck one of the other men in the face and he went flying, almost as if taking an uppercut to the jaw, before dropping to the ground and not moving.

      The shooter snapped off several more rounds. Each one struck the barrier, and now that I knew they were gunshots, I jerked back with each one. It might’ve been better for me not to know what we were facing. At least then I thought it was only some sort of magic I wasn’t able to detect.

      The realization of that and the irony within it struck me at about the same time.

      Here I was, someone who had feared my magic for all my life, and now I wished for something as simple as a magical attack.

      But then, with magical attacks, I had a pretty good understanding of what I might be facing and the dangers in doing so. When it came to bullets, I simply didn’t trust my magic enough to want to rely upon it.

      How many of them had guns?

      I felt an attack from more than one side, so I had to believe that the shooter wasn’t the only one.

      I held onto the barrier and then punched out again, pulsing out with a streamer of power that slammed into the shooter.

      Much like when I had attacked him in the hospital, my attack bounced off a barrier.

      At least now I understood how he was able to withstand my attack with only minimal magic. He had minimal magic, but he also had his rune, and from what I could tell, he didn’t need any connection to magic in order to enable it.

      “How is it that he is still standing after your attack?” Aron asked. He continued to hold his hands over his head, the light glowing off them pushing away the night.

      “He’s using a rune for protection.”

      “He’s the one?”

      “He’s the one who shot the other guy.”

      “How are they here?” Aron asked.

      “I wonder the same thing,” I said. How had they followed us?

      The only thing I could come up with was that one of them was responsible for the magic I had detected throughout the day while at the hospital. I hadn’t done anything to conceal my magic when trying to save Mr. Jimenez, so it was possible they had detected my use of it.

      And if that were the case, then it was my own fault that they were here.

      I breathed out a frustrated sigh. The shooter targeted Aron, and my barrier continued to hold, but there might come a time when I wouldn’t be able to maintain it. The longer I went, the more strain I started to feel from the effort of holding onto it. It was easier than it once had been, but that didn’t mean that it was completely easy. It still required some effort to hold, and the longer I was forced to maintain this connection, the weaker it would get. I didn’t know how many rounds the shooter had in him, but it might be more than I had a barrier, at least unless we did something different.

      There were still two others remaining. If I could remove them as a threat, it might not matter that only one guy remained. Aron could take care of him while I continued to hold onto the barrier.

      Pushing out with another blast of power, I struck the woman. It caught her in the chest and she tumbled to the ground, moaning for a moment. I didn’t wait and slammed another blast of power into her.

      As I did, the shooter fired off a couple rounds. Both struck the barrier, but I could feel them as they did. It was different, and it warned me that I needed to begin to work more quickly. If I didn’t, I would run the risk of one of those bullets managing to squeeze through. If it did, who would he target? Would it be Aron and his light, or would it be me and my barrier?

      I focused on the other guy and pulsed out a blast of power that struck him in his belly. He grunted and I stepped toward him, swinging my hand out, streaking out a blast of power. He staggered off to the side and didn’t get up.

      That left only the shooter.

      At least, the only shooter that we knew of.

      It was possible there were others out there in the night. With Aron holding onto the light, they would be drawn to us, and they would know that it was just the two of us.

      Why wasn’t there any help? The council should have done something, sent someone, especially since we were so close to their headquarters. We were alone, and no one had come to help.

      “Drop the gun and you can walk away from this,” I said.

      Even as I did, I realized that it was not going to work. My barrier was soundproof. Had it not been, would we have even known about them? Maybe we would’ve heard them before now.

      Light managed to get out, and I wondered if I could slowly lower part of the shielding, but I didn’t dare do so too quickly, not with the shooter at large.

      And I didn’t know whether I could hold onto the barrier and attack him with any sort of security.

      There was another possibility, but it risked exposing me.

      Maybe it didn’t matter.

      “Can your barrier withstand bullets?” I asked Aron.

      “Why?”

      “Because I have an idea, but I don’t think you’re going to like it.”

      “Kate—”

      I shook my head. “Don’t do that until you hear the idea. At least give me a chance for you not to like it.”

      “Yes. My barrier would be able to withstand gunshots.”

      That was good. “Turn off your nightlight and place a barrier. When you have done it, let me know.”

      “You won’t feel it?”

      “I’ll feel your magic, but I won’t know how you’re using it,” I said.

      Aron grunted and with a brief flash, his light went out. Magic shifted and a different sort of tingling washed along my back.

      Maybe I was wrong. I did feel something different with his spell as it changed.

      If I could learn how the different spells felt, maybe I could know what type of magic was being used around me. The only one I really knew was the paralytic, and that was only because the person using it had a particular sort of signature.

      “It’s ready,” Aron said.

      I took a deep breath, focusing my magic. I had performed this spell only once before, and that was when I had been connected to the magic within Solera’s pool. I’d never tried to do it on my own and didn’t know if my magic would even be strong enough to pull on this.

      A beam of light began to grow from my hands. It was purple, and laced with a dark shimmer, and shaped like a sword. Like a demon sword.

      “Kate—”

      The light coming off the sword was enough for me to see the shooter. His eyes locked onto mine, but he focused on the sword. “Can you make it so that he can hear us?”

      Aron breathed out but nodded.

      “This is your only chance to take off. If you want to survive the night, you will go,” I said.

      He raised his hands and pointed the gun at us. When he pulled the trigger, there was a soft cough, nothing more than that, and certainly not what I expected to hear from a discharging gun.

      He must have some sort of silencer the way they did in the movies. There wasn’t even a flash of light, nothing that would tell me that he had fired. The only thing I had was Aron and his soft grunt.

      I looked over and Aron had fallen to the ground. Blood seeped along his chest.

      “Aron?”

      “Kate…” His voice was weak.

      And I didn’t even have time to check on him.

      Rage filled me. I leapt forward and the shooter brought the gun toward me. I pushed on the power coming through the magical sword and a lance of light burst from it, jumping from the end of the sword and hitting the shooter, slamming him in the chest. He collapsed and I reached him, sweeping toward him with a hard kick. His head flew up and I brought my knee up into his belly, and he crashed to the ground. I took a moment to kick one more time, making sure he was fully down, before racing back to Aron.

      Blood poured from a wound on the left side of his chest. I pressed my hands down on the wound, pushing out with my magic. As I did, the slow creep of cold began along my spine.

      For a moment, I thought it was magic but realized that it was the other.

      “No,” I said.

      Aron coughed and looked up at me, sadness in his eyes. “Don’t,” he said.

      “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “You can’t do anything,” he said. Each word came out slowly, and at the end, he coughed again, blood bubbling from his lips.

      The bullet would have had to have pierced his heart, and even in the ER, there wouldn’t be anything I would have been able to do.

      Not without magic.

      “How did it get past your barrier?”

      “It. Shouldn’t.”

      I wrapped my magic around the injury, trying to seal it off. It was different than when I had treated the most recent patients, and at least with this, I thought I had an idea of where the injury was, but there might not be enough time.

      “Can’t you heal yourself?”

      “Limits.”

      He couldn’t say anything more. My mind started to race, going through various treatments, any way that I could keep him alive, but I didn’t know anything.

      Worse, I was exhausted. The effort of holding the barrier while the shooter had been targeting us had taken far more out of me than I realized. Even if Aron hadn’t failed with the barrier, it was likely that I would have sooner rather than later. And now here he was.

      “I need to get you to someone who can help. You said there are members of the council around. Why aren’t they coming?”

      “Don’t. Know.”

      He grabbed for my hands, which were pressing on his chest. He squeezed, less strength in them than there should be, and looked up, meeting my eyes. “Be. Strong.”

      He breathed out, and a painful cold surged along my spine.

      Death coming for Aron.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      I grabbed Aron, hoisting him off the ground. It took most of my remaining connection to magic in order to lift him, and even then it was difficult. I wasn’t sure what I intended, but I couldn’t leave him here, not near death and bleeding out. There might not be anything that I could do, but we were so close to the Mississippi River, a place of power, connected to the ley lines. There had to be something I could do with them.

      I glanced over at the shooter, who remained motionless. I wanted to bind him, but more than anything, I wanted to see if I could do anything to help Aron.

      I had to leave him—and the others.

      When I reached the car, I pulled open the passenger seat, setting him down. Cold had an icy grip on my spine and nausea began to work through me. It wouldn’t be long before he was gone.

      I jumped across the car, leaping into the driver seat, and slammed into drive. Jamming on the gas, we rocketed forward. Aron didn’t moan or make any sort of sound. More than anything, that troubled me.

      I couldn’t tell if he was still breathing. I couldn’t tell if his heart still beat. The cold along my back became almost unbearable, but I wasn’t about to give into it.

      I drove past the archives, shooting along the driveway.

      A bluff led down toward the river.

      Shit. It would be a difficult climb, but what choice did I have?

      I slammed the car into park and raced around it, grabbing Aron from the passenger seat, cradling him in my arms. He was enormous, and without any connection to magic, there would’ve been no way for me to lift him. Even with my magic, I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold onto him. I staggered forward and found a staircase leading down toward the river.

      I took the stairs as quickly as I could, pulling on every bit of magic that burned within me. For so long, I had kept my magic bottled up within me, buried beneath a knot that sealed it off from the rest of the world. I completely loosened that knot, allowing me to reach for every bit of magical power that I could.

      Even as I did, I wasn’t sure that it would be enough.

      Cold burned my insides. Nausea rolled through me.

      With that came power.

      If I drew upon that power, I would be drawing the last reserves from Aron. I had seen that with the Great One. I had used the death of Torn to defeat the other Great One, and I didn’t dare draw upon Aron’s magic. Not now.

      The temptation was there, though. As I descended the stairs, my thighs burning, my magic beginning to fade, I needed something to draw upon.

      The river lapped along the shore, tantalizingly close.

      I staggered, nearly dropping him, and managed to reach for it.

      It was there, only a few steps away.

      Cold pinched my spine and then began to depart.

      “No!”

      I lunged toward the water, splashing in it. As I did, I pulled upon my magic, pushing away that of death, the power that surged through me with Aron and his passing, pulling upon the power flowing through the river, the ley lines that powered all of Minneapolis. I should be allowed to use that magic.

      I refused to not be allowed.

      For a moment, I felt a hint of resistance, but it passed. Power flooded me, reminding me of the day I stood in the circle in the basement of the basilica, similar to the power I felt when drawing upon Solera’s pool, but not quite as potent.

      It would have to be enough.

      I let that power fill me, and I poured it into Aron. He was nearly completely submerged, only my arm propping up his head and neck keeping him above water, and I pushed magic into his wound, wrapping around the emptiness I detected. I didn’t know what else to do. I needed to seal off that emptiness, close it, but more than that, I needed to somehow push life back into him.

      Could I use the ley lines and power of the river?

      Water was a restorative. It should allow me to help him, and if I could draw on it, if I could reach for that power buried within the river, I should be able to help him.

      It felt as if I were pouring more and more magic into him, dumping it into an emptiness, a void that reminded me of what I had done when trying to save Mr. Jimenez.

      This wasn’t the same. It couldn’t be the same. With him, he had an underlying medical diagnosis I wasn’t able to cure simply because I didn’t know how to use my magic. With Aron, I understood what happened. It was damage, and if I could seal it off, if I could close off the wound, and if I could restore his magic enough for him to take over, he should be able to return to me.

      The cold continued to squeeze along my spine, growing weaker with each heartbeat.

      I ignored it.

      Power hovered just out of reach. It was a tantalizing temptation, but if I grasped for that power, I would be taking from Aron.

      I delved deeper within myself, connecting to the flow of the river.

      I could feel it stretch out around me, I could detect where the power of the Mississippi lingered, drifting toward that of the St. Croix, coming together with the Minnesota River, all of it creating the natural energy lying beneath the city. It was an ancient and powerful entity, and standing within the water, I needed to be able to reach for it.

      I was reaching for it.

      That realization came to me as I understood that I was pouring magic that came out of the flow of water, magic that I didn’t have otherwise, and pushing it into Aron. I continued to attempt to seal off the wound, but the more energy I dumped into it, the less likely I thought it would work.

      This was hopeless.

      I knew about hopeless cases. In the ER, there are plenty of times when you get exposed to patients who you want to help, who you feel as if you should be able to help, but regardless of your knowledge or skill, there simply isn’t anything to be done for them. Like what happened with Mr. Jimenez.

      Aron was a hopeless case.

      No!

      But I didn’t have enough magic to save him. I didn’t have enough knowledge to be able to do anything that would help him. Even my medical knowledge wasn’t enough. No surgeon would be able to restore him.

      I wasn’t about to give up.

      More and more power flowed from me, drawing from the river, heading straight into Aron. The cold continued to clutch my spine, the icy grip that I attributed to death. Aron’s magic remained just out of reach, the temptation to draw upon it to heal him with it.

      Could I use it in that way?

      All I needed was a jolt of power, a little more magic than what I already possessed, and I thought that I might be able to seal off the emptiness, but if I drew upon what magic I would gain from his passing, it seemed as if it wouldn’t work.

      What I was doing wasn’t working, either.

      I took a deep breath, attempting one last time to use the magic flowing through the Mississippi to help him, but it was becoming painfully obvious that wasn’t enough. Maybe even Solera’s pool wouldn’t be enough. It was possible that nothing I might do would be enough to help Aron, not at this point.

      I wouldn’t accept that as an answer.

      The strange magic that came with death hovered.

      I didn’t know what would happen if I attempted to use that magic to try to save him or whether it would simply deplete him faster, but without any other options, I decided to try.

      I grasped for it.

      As it had when I had fought with the Great One, the sense of magic flooded into me, filling me with power. It was nothing like I’d ever experienced before, and I quickly used that extra magic to connect to the power flowing around me with the ley lines. Magic exploded from me, and through a force of effort, I directed it down toward Aron. There was the emptiness, and it seemed to be an increasing void, but as I poured magic into it, that void began to fill and the emptiness had an ending.

      Calling upon this much magic gave me the opportunity to wrap it around him, to seal it off. I continued to push energy into him, but there was nothing more that I could do.

      Power faded from me.

      Either I had used up the rest of the magic I drew from Aron or hopefully he wasn’t dying.

      The chill left my back, but it often did that when someone died.

      I dragged him out of the water and barely had any energy to get him onto the shore. It was rocky here, and I collapsed next to him, looking down to see if he was breathing. I couldn’t tell, so I rested my head on his chest to listen for any heartbeat, but didn’t hear one. I checked a radial pulse and then looked for a carotid pulse, but neither were palpable.

      He was gone.

      It was the only explanation. As much as I wanted to deny that he had died, I could no longer ignore everything that I saw.

      I had failed him.

      I lied next to him, my eyes flickering closed. I don’t know how long I lay there, darkness of night all around us, but after a while, hands grabbed me, and they started to lift me.

      I thrashed, thinking of the shooter, but heard a soft murmuring voice.

      “Katie, relax.”

      I blinked and looked over to see Gramps lifting me off the ground. “How are you here?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Gramps whispered.

      The sky had started to lighten, and I realized that it was morning. My entire body ached, the effort of all the magic I had been using too much for me.

      “Aron is—”

      “I know what Aron is,” Gramps said.

      I started to sob. There was nothing else that I could do. “I tried, Gramps. I did everything I could. I even used the magic from his dying, but it wasn’t enough.”

      “Shh, Katie. Just relax.”

      He guided me up the stairs. In the growing lightness of the morning, the archive building gleamed. Where had help been last night when we needed it? Where had the council been when we had been attacked?

      Nowhere. They had left us and hadn’t come when Aron had needed them, abandoning their archer when he needed help. This wasn’t the kind of fight he was trained for. He was meant to fight demons, not men armed with guns. And even then, he should have been able to survive it, but he hadn’t. It was her fault, not because of anything failure on his part.

      Gramps guided me to a strange-looking sedan and lowered me into the seat. He climbed into the driver’s side and closed the door. “I need to get you home, Katie.”

      “No. I need to go to the hospital. I’m already late for rounds.”

      “Katie, you can’t—”

      I shook my head. “I need to go. There are people counting on me.”

      And they were people I could help, not like Aron.

      Whatever else happened, I was determined to ensure that I did everything that I could to finish my residency. My grandparents might not understand, and even Aron didn’t really understand, not when he thought that I could have simply stayed within the magical world, but then, I couldn’t. How could I, when that wasn’t my calling?

      Then again, these days, I wasn’t entirely sure what my calling was. Was it medicine, or was it magic? Sometimes I didn’t know the difference. I had been pulled so often into the magical world that it was difficult to know.

      At the same time, I enjoyed medicine. It was an outlet, a way for me to escape the part of me that I didn’t understand, a place where everything had a reason, even if I didn’t know it at the time.

      Only, the longer that I was in medicine, the less I felt I really knew the reasons.

      We stopped in front of the hospital. I must’ve drifted off because I didn’t remember the drive.

      Gramps grabbed my hand as I started to grab for the door handle of the car. “Katie, take the day off. Call in sick.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t call in sick. There is no sick.”

      And I had done it before, so doing it again wouldn’t look good, certainly not to a trauma attending.

      I trudged into the ER, pausing at my locker to change into scrubs, stuffing my still-damp clothes into the back of the locker before throwing on my white coat and stethoscope and making my way up to the surgery floor.

      The day passed in a blur. There were traumas that came in, though none of them carried with them the sense of death, so I was spared a reminder of what had happened to Aron. Most were minor traumas, if they could be considered that. There was a car accident, and it involved a splenic rupture. One man had fallen off his roof and had landed on his back, fracturing several bones in his spine, but there hadn’t been anything for us to do other than monitor for lung contusions. Another had been a knife wound, someone stabbed at his office cubicle during a skirmish, but other than a mild nick of his intestines, he would recover.

      I didn’t remember signing out. I barely remembered the walk home, dressed once again in my clothes. I ignored the stench from the river, surprised that there was no blood on them, though the time I spent in the water had likely washed that away.

      And I staggered up the stairs toward my condo. I could barely keep my eyes open, fatigue so thick that it felt as if I wanted nothing more than to sleep for days on days. What was worse, I didn’t have any real time to recover. Tomorrow would be another day, followed by a day of call, and not only did I have to get in early, I’d be up all night. Even though I only had a few more days of this rotation, it was almost more than I was able to bear.

      I sunk into the couch, letting my eyes drift closed, but each time I did, visions of Aron drifted back to me. I was helpless to save him.

      More than anything else, that was what troubled me. I should have been able to do something—anything—but I hadn’t. I had failed him.

      It was my fault we had gone to the archives, and it was my fault that I had released the barrier, thinking that I could go after the shooter. I didn’t even know if the shooter and his buddies were caught by the council or whether they had recovered and managed to run off. Probably the latter. I’d been out for the better part of the evening, collapsed in the Mississippi, barely able to get up, and Gramps hadn’t said anything about them when he had come for me.

      It took a moment for tears to come to me, welling up in my eyes, streaming down my cheeks, leaving me shaking. It was my fault.

      I cried for a long while, unable to push away the memory of Aron’s face as life faded from him. I wasn’t able to forget about the fact that he had no pulse when I had reached for him, pulling him free of the water. I couldn’t lose the memory of the fact that he hadn’t breathed after I carried him down from the car.

      When sleep finally claimed me, it was fitful, not nearly as restive as I needed, and filled with dreams of failure.
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      The day passed in a blur. Everything hurt, and as much as I tried to ignore it, I couldn’t get past the images of Aron’s dying, his lifeless face lying next to mine, and the empty and hollow sense that I had at losing him.

      I hadn’t realized how deeply I felt about him until he was gone.

      At the end of my shift, I stopped in the lounge to change. Jen was there, and she looked over at me. “Oh, shit, Kate. What happened?”

      I shook my head. There was another resident, and one I didn’t know well, sitting on the sofa and flipping through a medical journal. “A difficult day, nothing more than that.” I swallowed back the lump in my throat, trying to ignore the pain rolling through me, pain that came from the idea that Aron was gone and that I would never again be able to call upon him for help.

      I tried to ignore the guilt, but it kept creeping back. The only reason we had gone there last night was because of me. It was not his choice, and if it were up to Aron, he would have avoided going someplace like that, someplace where he believed I would be in danger of dealing with the council.

      “I need to get home,” I said.

      “Let me sign out my patient and I’ll go with you,” Jen said.

      I was too numb to argue. I wasn’t sure that I wanted company, but maybe it would be for the best. Having her with me would at least allow me to rest. I could try to push away the thoughts of what had happened and could try to rest, which was what I felt I needed.

      I dropped onto the sofa and the intern glanced over. “What service are you on?”

      “Trauma,” I mumbled.

      “I hear you love trauma. It must be a great service.”

      “It’s fine,” I said.

      If only I had avoided the trauma service altogether. If I had, I would have known nothing about the runes and the gangs that now acquired those marks. Aron would’ve had no reason to have come with me.

      Jen returned and I looked up, my eyes a blur. I rubbed them, trying to get myself more awake, but it was difficult. I was tired—so tired. All I wanted was a chance to sleep, not to deal with all of this.

      We headed out of the ER and she looked over at me when we got onto the street. “Are you going to tell me what happened?”

      “It’s Aron,” I said.

      “What about him? Did he dump you?”

      “He’s gone,” I said.

      Jen frowned. “Gone? And not gone off hunting demons, from the way you’re saying it.”

      I shook my head. “Gone.”

      Jen grabbed me and hugged, squeezing me with a force I didn’t know I needed. “Christ, Kate. I’m so sorry. What happened?”

      “I don’t even know. We were looking for information about the runes, and he brought me to a place where the council would be able to provide answers, and we were ambushed. Attacked by members of the gang.”

      “The same gang that shot the guy that you saved?”

      “And lost,” I said.

      “Jesus,” Jan whispered.

      “I don’t even know what to do anymore. I did everything in my power to try and save him, but…”

      “There are things you can’t save, Kate. You know that. We’ve been through enough cases in the ER to know that there are simply some patients that you can’t do anything about.”

      Helpless cases. It was the same way I had felt when trying to save him. As much as I wanted to try to save him, there was a limit to my magic, and a limit to what it could do for him.

      As we were making our way toward my home, a soft chill worked up my spine.

      I grabbed Jen’s arm and pulled her to the side of the street.

      “What is it?”

      “I don’t know, but after what Aron and I experienced last night, I need to take anything seriously.”

      “You’re detecting the same magic as before?”

      “I’m detecting magic, which is enough.”

      I focused on the sense of magic as it came again. It was a tapping, a faint sensation, and little more than that.

      If only I had some way of detecting a direction to the magic, but I didn’t.

      As tired as I was, I wasn’t sure that a barrier would even form around us, but thankfully, I was able to manage that much at least.

      Once the shield formed around us, I breathed out. Holding on to the spell was difficult, and the longer I did, the less likely I’d be able to maintain it.

      If this was the shooter again, I wasn’t about to sit here and allow him to take aim at us.

      I pulled Jen along the street.

      “Did you figure out where it is?” she asked.

      “My magic doesn’t work like that,” I whispered. It probably was unnecessary, as the shield muted sound, for better or worse. “I’m able to determine that magic is used near us, but that’s about it.” The sensation hadn’t returned, which made me wonder if I was overreacting. It was possible that I was, that there was no danger to Jen or me from the magic, but after what had happened to Aron, I wasn’t about to take that risk, especially not with someone like Jen, who had no magic of her own and no way of protecting herself. At least here I didn’t rely upon someone else to light up everything. The streetlights were bright enough to provide light and the sun hadn’t completely fallen, so we weren’t helpless.

      At least, not until my shield failed.

      When it did, what would happen next?

      Another tap of magic surged, and I looked around.

      The street was empty other than us. It would be odd other than the fact that I knew that anyone without any magic would avoid the street when there was magic being used. And I held onto a reasonable amount of magic right now, trying to avoid the possibility of an attack.

      But I had to find someplace for us to go.

      I didn’t want to lead them to my condo. It had been under fire enough already, and with Aron gone, there wasn’t going to be anyone who could fix up the hallway if these gang members decided to jump us.

      Where else could I go?

      “Where’s your car?” I asked.

      “Wait. You said there were magical attacks out here. I don’t want to have my car attacked by some crazy mage.”

      “I can protect the car, and I want us to get someplace where we can either get help or get more answers.”

      “Where do you intend for us to go?”

      Without calling on Gran and Gramps, I was limited in who I could go to, and though I didn’t doubt they would come to my aid, in this case, I wasn’t sure that I wanted them to. I wanted to know who was responsible for these runes, and in order to do that, I needed the kind of help that Gran and Gramps would be unlikely to offer.

      There were several possibilities. I didn’t think I could go to Ariel and the shifters, even if she were willing to help. Solera was a possibility, but she was angry with me, especially after what I had done. Without Aron, I wasn’t sure if she would be willing to listen to me.

      That left the Dark Council.

      I’d already gone to them once about this, but that was when I was looking for information. Now I was looking for something else: help.

      And that help might put them at odds with the mage council. Would Barden even agree to it? It was possible he wouldn’t, but I had a sense that the idea of going against the mage council might entice him more than it should.

      “Back to your boyfriend,” I said.

      Jen smiled at me. “As much as you claim you’re trying to keep the two of us apart, you’re doing an awful lot to bring us together.”

      I shook my head. “If there were any other way, trust me, I’d take it. It’s just that I’m not entirely certain what else to do.” There came another sense of magic, and I fortified my barrier. I needed the damned sword back so I could draw more magic.

      And maybe that was what I needed to do first.

      “What is it?” Jen asked.

      “Nothing. Just that I think we need to take a little bit longer of a drive than what I had initially suggested.”

      “Why do I get the sense that I’m not going to care for this all that much?”

      “I’m not going to make you drive all over the state.”

      “Good.”

      “Just north.”

      “North?”

      “To see your other boyfriend.”

      “The shifter,” she said, smiling widely. I could practically imagine her rubbing her hands together excitedly. “I could be up for that.”

      “It’s a long drive from here,” I said.

      “Didn’t you go up and come back in the same night?”

      “That was with Aron doing the driving.”

      “And now that he’s not here, you don’t know how to drive fast? Oh, shit. I didn’t mean it like that, Kate.”

      “I know you didn’t. And I’m not all that excited about heading north, especially dealing with Ariel. She and Aron used to be a thing, and I don’t know that I want that reminder.”

      “If she cared about him, she deserves to know, too.”

      Damn Jen for being right. I didn’t like it that she made sense, especially when it came to this, but she was right. Ariel did deserve to know, and considering what we’d been through together, and the fact that Ariel had helped fight by our side, I owed it to her to tell her what I knew.

      We reached the entrance to the parking garage. Once again, power pulsed against me. “I’m getting really tired of this sensation,” I said.

      “Describe it.”

      “I don’t know how. It’s like a soft pulsation of magic. It’s probably nothing, but—”

      “But you don’t usually detect it.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t. And I don’t like that I’m detecting it now. There’s something to it, though I can’t tell if it’s all about the rune mages or whether this is about somebody using a more traditional type of magic.”

      “Right. Because all magic is either traditional or nontraditional.”

      “Well, a little bit. The rune mages are using magic—”

      “Borrowed magic. I know. And you could let me borrow a bit.”

      “I wouldn’t even know how,” I said.

      When I glanced over at her, the slight tension around the corners of her eyes made me realize that she was far more scared than she had been letting on. Jen had gone with everything in stride, dealing with the magic of the shifters, and then the dark mages, and the fact that I had magic, and she had made it seem as if it were no big deal, but both of us knew better, and seeing her now, seeing her like this, made me realize that it was.

      “I’m asking too much of you.”

      “Kate, I’m your friend. I’m going to be with you for this, but I don’t necessarily enjoy being powerless.”

      “I wish I could place one of these runes, but I don’t know anything about them, and I don’t even know if it’s safe for me to do so, let alone for you.”

      “Yeah, it was probably a bad idea. I should just let sexy John the shifter bite me.”

      “I don’t think you can turn into a shifter by getting bitten.”

      “Maybe a vampire, then?”

      “I don’t have a whole lot of experience with the vampire families to be able to answer that.”

      “What if they’re involved in this?”

      The thought had occurred to me, especially as the type of magic used on these rune mages was different than that of shifters or typical mages, but I didn’t have any evidence of that, and besides, what benefit would the vampires have in doing so?

      Would vampires even have anything to draw upon to strengthen the rune bearer?

      It was a question I could ask Ariel when we reached her.

      We ducked around the concrete pillar and Jen tapped on the unlock button on her car key, flashing the lights and chirping the horn.

      Magic pulsed around me again.

      It was closer. Either that or it was stronger.

      I was missing something, but what was it?

      If only Aron were here, he would know what to do and how to deal with this, but even without him, I could hold this barrier. And even doing that, I thought that I could wrap it around the car and keep us both safe.

      We were only two cars away from Jen’s when an attack struck my barrier.

      I grunted.

      It was a powerful blow, and different than what we had faced last night.

      “What was that?” Jen asked.

      “I don’t—”

      Another struck.

      Where were the attackers?

      For that matter, where was the sense of magic?

      I didn’t detect anything. It was as if whoever this was had the ability to strike me and retreat, disappearing from view.

      Unless they were masked.

      Could that have been what they were doing last night? We hadn’t seen them, but I had thought it was only because it was dark. Maybe whatever spell Aron had used had unveiled the masking.

      I held my hand up, focusing on the same sort of light Aron had summoned. Could I reproduce it?

      Holding on to the barrier and also trying to pull on that sense of light was difficult, and pain pulsed through me as I did. My hand began to glow, and Jen gasped.

      I jerked my head around, worried that she’d been shot, but she simply crouched near me, practically hanging on to me as she looked around.

      “Wow. I haven’t seen you do anything quite like this before,” Jen said.

      “It’s something Aron did last night. We were able to see our attackers. I thought that if they are using some way of masking their presence, I could unveil it.”

      “You can mask your presence?”

      “It’s tricky, but it can be done.”

      “Can you do it?”

      I shook my head. “Mine isn’t so much the fine detail work when it comes to magic. I have more brute strength.”

      “What’s that?” Jen asked, pointing.

      Near one of the nearby cars, a man crouched, pointing a long, slender rod at us.

      “Is he holding a magic wand?” Jen asked, starting to laugh nervously.

      I took a step toward the car, and power slammed into my barrier. Another step, and more power slammed into it. We were close, near enough that we could reach it.

      Before we had the chance to reach Jen’s car, another spell struck from the other side.

      It was enough force that I went staggering forward.

      Crap.

      Staying on my feet required a shifting of my focus and I lost the blazing light. The man holding the magic wand suddenly disappeared.

      At least I knew it was some sort of shielding and that they were using it in a way to mask themselves.

      I considered the options. We could run for it, and if we reached the car, I thought that I could place a barrier around it, but would we be able to go anywhere?

      I needed to draw the attention to me. If I didn’t, Jen would get trapped here, and I wasn’t going to be responsible for another death.

      “Get your car, don’t wait for me, and get going.”

      “Kate—”

      “Don’t wait for me. I’ll draw them away and we can meet up after it’s over.”

      “You don’t expect to be able to meet up,” Jen said.

      “Jen, I’ve already been through this once before, and I don’t think I can do it again.”

      “Then do something different,” she said.

      “With the kind of magic they’re throwing around, I don’t think we can drive out of here.”

      “Don’t you have some sort of magic that can teleport us or something?”

      “Magic doesn’t work like… Well, maybe it does.”

      Aron had guided me the last time I had attempted a spell like that, and I wasn’t sure I would be able to do it on my own, especially not without a connection to the magic within Solera’s pool, but if there was a spell that would get us out of here safely, that was going to be the one that would do it.

      “Fine. Let’s get to the car, and I will see if I can hold a spell and teleport us.”

      “You really do know a spell like that? I was just kidding, but damn…”

      “You won’t like the way it feels,” I said.

      And that was if it worked. I wasn’t convinced it would.

      Another step, and power slammed into my barrier again and again. I pushed through it, forcing our way toward the car. With each step, I grew more and more tired, but I refused to back down.

      Another step, and another spell slammed into me. I could almost touch Jen’s car.

      If the spell failed, if the barrier failed, the mages would simply beat her car to shit, and then they would get to us and do… what, exactly?

      They were targeting me, but why?

      I could figure that out once this was all over. Until then, we needed to try magic that I was unprepared for.

      Lunging for the car, I placed my hands on the hood. I pushed my barrier around it, conforming it to the car. Jen grabbed for the driver’s door and crawled in. I squeezed in the backseat, not wanting to risk going around.

      “I’m your driver now?”

      “Just start the car,” I said.

      Holding onto the barrier took an effort of will. They were battering at my spell from all sides, from more places than I could hold. If I wasn’t careful, they would overwhelm it before we had a chance to go anywhere.

      Worse, I somehow had to work on the other part of the spell.

      Could I do it while holding the barrier?

      I fixed the intention of the barrier in my mind and added to it a desire to draw us from one place to the next, the sense that I had used when dragging us from Solera’s island to the park. It was a matter of fixing my desired destination in mind and mixing with that the drawing sensation. It hadn’t been a spell, at least not that I knew, and if it was nothing more than using magic in that way, I could brute force it. That was my specialty.

      Pressure began to build around us.

      “Oh,” Jen muttered.

      Everything squeezed and I held on, praying that my spell would hold, needing the barrier to prevent us from getting destroyed but needing the transportation spell to get us out of here.

      And from here, I wanted to connect us to the Northwoods, to Arial, and bypass the two-hour or more drive.

      Pulling with even more energy, the pathway between places narrowed as it had when I had gone with Aron.

      Everything about me felt as if it were drawn out, stretched as if I were pulled into a thin line. Through it all, I made a point of holding onto my focus of the Northwoods, of Ariel’s den, and of the Sentries. If nothing else, that was what I would use to bring me to it.

      “Kate?”

      Jen’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. Everything was hollow. Through it came the ongoing barrage of assault from the rune mages as they battered at us with their wands.

      Just a little longer.

      It was a force of will, a force of effort, and it took every bit of magic that I had remaining.

      My barrier spell collapsed.

      Power exploded behind us and we were thrown forward. Damn, but I hoped the rune mages didn’t damage Jen’s car. She didn’t deserve that for dealing with me.

      The pressure around us continued to build, stretching us, and then it faded.

      With a pop, we emerged from the spell.

      Towering trees stretched all around us. Fading sunlight drifted through them and the earthy scent of moist dirt and the fragrance of pines came to my nostrils.

      I looked back, half afraid that one of the rune mages would have followed us through the transportation spell, but they hadn’t.

      Leaning back in the seat, I breathed out heavily.

      We made it.

      Now all we had to do was find Ariel, which seemed easy compared to everything else that we had done so far.

      “Uh, Kate?”

      I opened my eyes, leaning forward and resting my forehead on the back of Jen’s seat. “What is it?”

      “Tell me this is where you wanted us to be?”

      I looked out of the car. There were the trees, but there was something else.

      Wolves circled us.

      There had to be seven or eight, and all of them were enormous. They sniffed at the car, and one of them leaned back, snarling.

      “This is it.”

      “What happens if they attack when we get out? Do you have magic that will protect us?”

      I tried reaching for my connection to magic, but it failed me.

      “Nope.”

      “So we’re just at the mercy of these wolves?”

      “Unfortunately, we are.”

      “I wouldn’t mind seeing Prince Eric, but I really hope your mermaid friend is here.”

      I breathed out, scanning the outside of the car, and thought the same thing.
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      I reached for the handle of the car door, intending to get out when Jen spun around, eyes wide as she looked at me.

      “You can’t be serious. You’re going to get out?”

      “That’s why we’re here, Jen. We can get answers.”

      But it was more than about answers for me. It was about seeing whether Ariel still had my sword. If anyone had recovered it, I could use it while facing these rune mages. I didn’t like the idea of going unarmed against someone as powerful as they had already proven to be.

      “Can you, you know, take care of shifters if it comes to it?”

      “I don’t know.” I wasn’t about to tell her that it would be highly unlikely for me to be able to handle more than a single shifter if it came down to it. While I might be able to deal with one or two, anything more than that would be beyond my ability.

      There was a way to prevent shifters from changing forms, but that was also a spell I didn’t know. It would be better not to end up needing to use that sort of spell.

      “Maybe I’d rather not have any of your connections,” Jen said, throwing herself back in the seat and staring out the window.

      “What, you don’t want to have a rune now? I thought you were all excited about the possibilities of being superpowered.”

      “Not if it means dealing with these sort of things.”

      “The shifters are our allies,” I said.

      “Are they?”

      They were supposed to be, and I had helped them, so hopefully Ariel would view me in a positive light, but there was the possibility that she had no interest in working with me. It could be difficult to know what she intended, and I have no idea how long she had been in power. It had to have been years, long enough that Aron would have come into contact with her when she first took over.

      Taking a deep breath, steadying my nerves, I pulled the door open and stepped outside. In the fading light, it was difficult to tell exactly how many wolves there were. Had more come? Regardless, there were far more than I could manage if it came down to a fight. And that was considering I had enough strength to do so. In my current condition, there would be nothing I could do.

      I raised my hands overhead. “I’m here to meet with Ariel.”

      One of the wolves sniffed, and they prowled forward. With a flash, they shifted and a twenty-something-year-old man with dark black hair stood before me, completely naked. Jen was probably ogling him, unmindful of the fact that doing so meant she was ogling a shifter.

      “How do you know how to reach our den?”

      “I’ve been here before. I’ve come with the archer, and I helped Ariel during the attack by the Great One.”

      There was the possibility that revealing my role in that was a mistake. I didn’t want to weaken Ariel’s position, but I also needed to prove to the shifter that I could—and should—be here.

      He leaned toward me, breathing in deeply. “Your scent is familiar, but hers is not.”

      “She’s not a mage, if that’s what you’re concerned about. She is here as a friend, nothing more than that.”

      The shifter made a circuit of the car, continuing to breathe in deeply. Every so often, his nose elongated, and when it did, it twitched slightly. Shifters had incredible sight and sense of smell, and I wondered why he even needed to have the slight shifting of his nose in order to smell us, though maybe it had something to do with attempting to detect my connection to magic.

      Whereas I was able to feel magic being used around me, shifters had a very different sense, as different as mages had when it came to picking up on the presence of magic. It was part of the reason Aron had brought me here in the first place, hoping that Ariel might have some way of determining what magical connection I had. She hadn’t known any better than anyone else had.

      “You really did bring someone with no power into the den.” He prowled around until he stood once more in front of me. I’d been around naked shifters enough times now that I no longer had to force my gaze up, though it was still a little disconcerting having someone flopping around in front of me. “And you aren’t holding any sort of protection, are you?”

      The way he asked, and the change in his tone, made me uncomfortable.

      What had I done?

      I knew there was some bad blood between the shifters, but Ariel had survived the attack by the Great One, so wasn’t she back in charge of her pack?

      Unless the dynamics were off.

      That was possible. She had been challenged—and lost.

      It was possible the shifters viewed that as a weakness. Aron had warned me that the mage council couldn’t get involved in shifter business, and he had been very deliberate about staying out of it, but had also said that he previously had been drawn into it.

      If this shifter business was not completely resolved, it might be a mistake in having come here. I needed to address the shifters the way they would respond.

      Strength.

      “Why don’t you take another step toward me and see what sort of protection I need?” Would I be able to summon anything? If I couldn’t, it was an empty threat, but I didn’t need much, not to power through a punch. My magic often augmented my attacks, so that regardless of whether I was trying to push it into the attack, it seeped out anyway.

      The shifter stood casually in front of me. He breathed in heavily. “You have no magic, either.”

      He snarled and leaned toward me.

      As he did, I punched, swinging up with a hard uppercut, hoping I could put even a little bit of magic into the blow.

      It struck his jaw and his head rocked back, power having welled up within me however briefly.

      He snarled and shifted, recovering from the blow.

      “Where is Ariel?” I asked.

      “You don’t get to come to the den and question.”

      “I get to do whatever I want. Do you want to test me? You don’t believe that I have magic, but it’s because you can’t detect my magic. Haven’t you made that connection yet? I’m not a mage.”

      He snarled and sniffed again. “You’re no fae, either.”

      “I’m a demon,” I said, glaring at him and practically daring him to disagree.

      He snarled again, but he backed up a step.

      It was only then that I realized the hackles on his back were starting to stand on end.

      Maybe that last comment had been a mistake.

      I didn’t need to anger him, though my punch might have done that as well as anything else. All I needed to do was get information out of him.

      The other shifters began to circle the car.

      Circles had power for mages, but they also have power for shifters. I’d seen the way the shifters had used circles to create a connection to the other side of the Veil, and in doing so, they opened up a void, a crossing, and created danger.

      I had to disrupt the circle. If I didn’t, whatever they were doing would have enough time to complete, and I didn’t like my odds of being able to withstand this sort of spell.

      I lunged forward, kicking at the shifter nearest me. It wasn’t the same one who had shifted before, and I would feel bad if it was one who I had met, though I knew only Ariel and John. Other shifters had fought alongside us, but I didn’t know them by name.

      When my foot connected with his flank, a brief tap of power flowed out of me and slammed into him. It wasn’t nearly as potent as it could be, but it was enough to send him tumbling away, disrupting the circle.

      I darted forward, putting myself in the path of the next shifter. The creature snarled, jumping toward me, and I grabbed them, throwing them off to the side.

      I had more magic available than I realized.

      I might not be able to create a barrier, but apparently it didn’t take much magic to fight.

      Another shifter jumped and I dropped, swinging my leg around to clear the space around me before standing and driving my fist into the belly of the shifter as it leapt toward me. Power exploded from my fist in a burst of purplish light and the shifter went flying off.

      The shifters circling me slowed and turned their attention to me all at one time.

      Now I was in trouble.

      When I was facing them one on one, I had a chance. Facing them all at one time like this was far more difficult.

      Without any way of creating a barrier, I had no choice but to continue fighting.

      Two shifters jumped and I dropped, avoiding one of them, but another managed to rake me with their claws.

      Pain burned where the claws struck and I reacted instinctively, lashing out with a quick series of punches. Both of them caught the shifter on the underside of his jaw and belly, and the wolf went flying away from me.

      There were still too many wolves for me to handle. Even though I could punch and drop them one by one, the moment they started to work together, I would be in trouble. And if they decided to attack Jen…

      I backed up. If we managed to deal with this threat, we’d have to leave, and I still wouldn’t have succeeded in my goal.

      Aron deserved better than that. I needed to know about these rune mages so that I could remove them as a threat. If I did nothing else, I would ensure that I got vengeance for that.

      Shifters continued to come at us, and the more they did, the more helpless I began to feel. I had used too much magic just getting us here, and that was after having barely survived the attack in the parking garage. I wasn’t sure that I could handle much more.

      Other snarls began to fill the night.

      Crap. Now I would have to deal with even more shifters.

      Maybe I had approached this situation the wrong way. I had thought the shifters needed to be handled with  strength, but that was a mistake.

      Another one lunged at me and I kicked, catching it on the side, but the shifter managed to roll with the kick.

      Each attack only stunned them. All they needed to do was shift again to restore themselves, so regardless of how many times I knocked them back, they were able to recover.

      If I had more magic, maybe they wouldn’t be able to recover.

      Or if I could use Aron’s ability to prevent the shifters from changing forms, I could cause enough damage that they wouldn’t be able to shift.

      Attack after attack came at me. I was forced back, continually pushed toward the car. Jen screamed inside the car, yelling at me to fight back, as if I needed that sort of prompting.

      A wolf lunged and I dropped, barely managing to miss another set of claws scratching through me.

      I used the car as a barrier, but the wolves jumped on top of it, likely scratching the paint. It was even more reason for Jen to be upset.

      The next wolf that jumped took a fist, though it wasn’t enough to harm it.

      It seemed that even this residual magic was starting to fade.

      The wolves seemed to detect my hesitance and continued to lunge at me, but the car made it difficult. One of them crawled on the roof and I kept my head down, prepared for the possibility of an attack from behind me.

      A loud snarl ripped through the forest.

      The wolf in front of me hesitated.

      What was this?

      A massive wolf appeared out of the darkness. I took a deep breath, readying for whatever possible attack I could muster, when another wolf appeared, and then another.

      The last one that arrived had a familiar characteristic to her.

      I stood carefully and looked around me. The other wolves had backed away, retreating from the car.

      Ariel shifted, appearing nude in front of me. “Thank God, Ariel, I—”

      “Why have you come?”

      “There’s something that I need,” I said.

      “You came alone? Without the archer? Didn’t he warn you that the pack does not take kindly to outsiders?”

      “But you work with the mage council,” I said.

      “We work with the council, but only when it comes to the Veil. With anything else, we remain separate. And there are a great many things the shifter community would prefer to keep separate.” She peered over my shoulder, looking toward the retreating wolves. “Return to your home, Dr. Michaels. And don’t come to my den without the archer. It’s simply not safe for you.”

      She turned away and started to shift.

      “I need the sword that I lost here.”

      Ariel paused as she was shifting, and she turned her attention back to me. “Why should we help you find your weapon?”

      “I lost it when I was rescuing you from the Great One.”

      Two of the wolves on either side of Ariel growled, and one of them curled his lip back from his fangs. I tried not to think about what he intended to do, and tried to ignore the way those fangs would be able to rip through me.

      “If you lost it, then it is not my responsibility to help you regain it.”

      “Even if I was helping you?”

      “You were helping more than just me. You were preventing danger from escaping into our world,” Ariel said.

      I couldn’t even argue with that.

      “You wouldn’t help me even for Aron?”

      “Considering he’s not here with you, how am I to know this is something he would even ask my help with?”

      She started away again.

      I sighed. “Aron is gone, Ariel.”

      Her back stiffened. “Gone?”

      “There was an attack, he was shot, and—”

      Ariel spun toward me, leaping. She cleared twenty feet in a single jump and landed directly in front of me. She was shorter than me by several inches, but the power radiating off her made it seem as if she were the larger of us. “The archer would not have been destroyed by a gunshot wound.”

      “He would if he took a bullet to his chest.”

      Ariel growled again. “Even that would not have been enough,” Ariel said. “The archer wears armor.”

      “What kind of armor?”

      “His jacket. It is heavily protected and creates an armor around him, such that no conventional weapon would’ve been able to hurt him.”

      I hadn’t known that about his jacket, and the fact that Ariel did but I didn’t made me resent her just a little.

      Only, he was gone, and there was no point in feeling that way. I wouldn’t dishonor his memory by arguing with Ariel over something like that.

      “I don’t know anything about his armor,” I admitted. “But I do know that he was shot. He took a bullet to the chest. He bled out.”

      “Are you not a doctor? How could you have let him die?”

      She glared at me, standing perfectly still in front of me. I didn’t need the sense of magic working along my spine to tell me how much power she was pulling on. It raced along my spine, crackling in the air. Aron had once told me that Ariel was incredibly powerful magically, and I hadn’t known what that meant before, but I could tell it now. She was powerful, and she used that to intimidate me, but I suspected it had more to do with shock and grief than it did about threatening me.

      “I… I tried to save him, but even if we were in the emergency room, there might not have been anything that I could’ve done, not with the wound like he’d taken. And I didn’t have enough magic. I tried, and I thought that I might be able to save him, and even brought him to the river, but it wasn’t enough.”

      Ariel watched me and I waited for an attack. If she went on the offensive, if she made a move to hurt me, not only did I not have enough strength remaining to resist, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to fight with her.

      “The archer should not be gone,” Ariel whispered.

      “I know. I feel the same way. And I tried. I used everything that I know how to do in an attempt to save him, but… but I failed.”

      Ariel took a step back. “And this weapon you lost will help you in some way?”

      “It will help me deal with the people who did this to him.”

      “I didn’t take you as one for vengeance, Dr. Michaels.”

      “It’s not so much about vengeance as it is about stopping a dangerous threat working through my city.”

      “It’s your city, now?”

      “It is when it ends up in my hospital. It is when it ends up hurting someone I care about. And it is when it comes after me.”

      Ariel stared at me for a moment longer. Power surged along my spine, a biting cold. It wasn’t death, but it was magic that was incredibly powerful. I waited for her to shift, but it never came.

      “I will help you look for this weapon, but it’s unlikely that it is here.” I sighed and Ariel leaned toward me. “I thought the archer made it clear you didn’t need any supplemental assistance to perform your magic,” Ariel said.

      “The sword helps me draw more power.”

      “The demon sword.”

      “Demon. Daemon. Either way, it allowed me to draw upon more magic than I was otherwise able to do. I want to stop them, and I need to be able to access more magic than I could.”

      “Or perhaps you need more help than you had,” Ariel said.

      “Aron tried.”

      “I wasn’t talking about Aron.”
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      The inside of the shifter den was much the same as when I’d been here the last time. It was cozy, practically burrowed out of the earth, and formed by trees that ringed a narrow clearing. A plush carpet covered the floor, and somehow they managed to have a fire crackling in a fireplace along the wall. Two naked shifters stood near the doorway, blocking access. Or, more likely, they were keeping us here. Either way, we were going nowhere.

      “There’s so much nakedness,” Jen whispered. She perched on one of the chairs and hadn’t taken her eyes off the nearest shifter. Like most of the shifters—well, all of them—he was heavily muscled and stood completely unconcerned about his nakedness. I didn’t know which would be worse—having the shifter standing guard in human form or in wolf form. At least in human form, I thought we could converse, but the shifters made no attempt to speak to us.

      “You get used to it eventually.”

      “You do?”

      I shrugged. “I imagine that you would.”

      “And Aron spent time around here?”

      “I doubt he wandered around here as naked as the shifters.”

      “What if he did? You’d have to be pretty confident in your masculinity to wander through here with these guys. It’s like we’re at the Playboy mansion, but for women.”

      “Ariel is here,” I said.

      “She is, but she’s sort of like the Hugh Hefner.”

      “There are other female shifters,” I said.

      “And I haven’t seen a single one of them,” Jen said.

      “Only because you keep staring at the men. And by staring, you know I mean leering.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you say, I’m perfectly content to keep gazing longingly at either of them.” She had raised her voice toward the end, and one of the men turned toward her. Jen winked at him. “How you doin’?”

      I laughed. “I doubt they will understand your Friends reference.”

      “It doesn’t change the fact that I want to know how they’re doing. I’d be content being caught between the two of them.”

      “Gross,” I said, shaking my head.

      “What? You keep bringing me around these incredibly attractive men, but you don’t want me to have any of them? Just because they’re a part of some magical society doesn’t mean you get to decide to hold back the goods. What kind of friend does that?”

      “The kind of friend who wants to keep you alive.”

      “No. That’s the kind of friend who keeps me from realizing my true potential.”

      “Fine. As soon as Ariel is here and I can get my sword, I will leave you to see what either of them might be interested in.”

      I leaned back, closing my eyes as I tried to catch a moment of rest. The longer I could sleep, even if for a few moments, the more likely it was that I would have a return of my magic. Right now, that was what I needed most of all. I didn’t like being without a connection to power, especially in a place like this, and even more so with everything that we had been dealing with lately.

      Jen sat quietly, and I was thankful that she allowed me a few moments to relax and recuperate. I drifted, though I don’t know how long I managed to sleep, and when I awoke, I felt a little refreshed. It was enough to recharge me, if only a little bit.

      What had startled me awake?

      Jen leaned on me, and it seemed that she had fallen asleep, too, though the guards were still there, neither of them having moved.

      I carefully extricated myself away from Jen and looked around the den. “Where is Ariel?” I asked the shifters.

      “She will return when she returns,” the shifter said.

      “She’s been gone for a while,” I said.

      “You asked her to look for something on your behalf,” he said.

      How late was it? I didn’t have any sense of time here in the shifter den and had no idea how long I had been sleeping. I reached for my magic, feeling it crawl up from deep within me. Satisfied that I could reach it if I needed, I released my connection and started pacing.

      Eventually, we would need to get back to the Cities. I would have to round in the morning, and I didn’t know if Jen was on duty. I wasn’t going to be the reason that the both of us ended up in trouble with the program.

      “You’re going to wear out my carpet,” Ariel said.

      I spun around. Ariel stood in the doorway, her hands empty.

      “Your sword was not recovered.”

      “Are you sure? The Great One would have—”

      Ariel shook her head. “I’m quite certain. Those who were involved have disappeared, and it’s likely that they have possession of it.”

      I stopped my pacing and frowned. “Those who were involved? Those were the shifters that attacked me when we arrived, weren’t they?”

      Ariel came into the room and stood in front of the hearth. The two guards disappeared and closed the door behind them. Magic surged, and I could feel the protection placed around the room. “It has not been completely seamless of a return. There are some who don’t believe that the power of one of the Great Ones was borrowed, and there are those who don’t care. They view the challenge as having been successful, and because of that, my position is a little precarious,” she said.

      “Are you still the alpha of the Iron Range pack?”

      “I’m still the alpha, but my pack is smaller than it had been. Another has splintered off and has taken with them those who thought to challenge me.”

      “Why are you telling me this? I thought pack business was pack business?”

      “Because you are the reason that I am here in the first place.”

      “That’s not what you were saying out there,” I said.

      “I cannot show weakness to the others. Even those who were instrumental in ensuring my return.”

      “Such as John?”

      “John would never betray me, but he is a shifter. Strength is all that we appreciate.”

      “Then why not go and bring the others back into the fold?”

      “In time, but for now, I am taking the cautious approach,” she said.

      “Why?”

      She took a seat across from me. “There was enough disruption during the Great One attack. The others need to see the value of a unified pack, and I’m willing to allow them a little flexibility for now, but eventually, they will need to return.”

      “Is there anything that I can do?”

      Ariel turned and looked at me. “You are not of the pack.”

      “That didn’t stop me from helping the last time,” I said.

      “And yet, it should have,” she said.

      “All I want to do is—”

      Ariel growled softly. “I understand what you want to do. And yet, you yourself have continued to separate yourself from this world. You stay a part of the non-magical world.”

      “If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have been able to help you. I wouldn’t have known about these rune mages.”

      “Tell me about them.”

      I described what I could and Ariel watched, her mouth pressed in a line. “I’m not familiar with this type of magic, but then again, it sounds as if it is a derivative of mage magic.”

      “That’s just it. Aron didn’t think that it was. He was familiar with it but never had the chance to explain what he knew. Could it be vampires?”

      “Vampire magic would not be like this. They don’t have magic the same way as you do, or the mages. They don’t even have magic the same way as shifters do. They have qualities, at least according to them. Those qualities allow them certain enhancements, but performing this would require magic, especially if you say that these markings draw from the person who places them.”

      “At least according to what Barden said.”

      Ariel grinned at me. “I find it intriguing that you are so willing to work with the Dark Council.”

      “Why is that intriguing?”

      “Because there are so few among the mage council who would even acknowledge that there is a reason to work with them.”

      “Because they don’t want to acknowledge the source of their magic.”

      Ariel leaned toward me. “And what is that source?”

      Should I share with Ariel what I suspected? It wasn’t even what I knew, it was only a suspicion. “From what I observed, shifter magic is somehow derived from the power of the Great Ones,” I said, watching Ariel.

      “There has been no attempt to hide the fact that we are descended from the Great Ones. We celebrate that fact. Or had.”

      “I suspect the mage council magic is tied to the fae.”

      “Only the mage council magic?”

      “No.”

      Ariel started to smile, reaching the conclusion quickly. “The Dark Council is tied to the Unseelie.”

      “I think so. But how did you know that? Why wouldn’t you think it was the reverse?”

      “Because the mage council has long maintained lines of communication with the Seelie queen.”

      “I’m not sure whether it’s real or not.”

      “Even having the suspicion is enough,” Ariel said. “And what did your grandparents say when you mentioned that to them?”

      “They didn’t know what to make of it.”

      “Didn’t know what to make of it, or refused to believe it?”

      “They didn’t want to believe it.”

      “And what made you come to this conclusion?”

      “It was a conversation I had with Solera.”

      Ariel barked out a laugh. “If it came from Solera, then it probably is accurate.” She leaned back, a wide grin spreading on her face. “Oh, that’s just wonderful.”

      “I’m not sure you should take such joy in this.”

      “And why not? There are plenty of times when the council has been all righteous about their role in everything. If you ask them, they would make you think that they were close to the hand of God. Instead, they might be closer to the other side of the Veil.”

      “But so are you,” I said.

      “That’s beside the point,” she said. “We don’t strut around claiming we are above the rest. We recognize the limits of our power.”

      I hadn’t realized the extent to which the council had offended others. The shifters might work with them, but they did so grudgingly, and even then, it might be that they were simply biding their time for an opportunity to push away the influence that came from them.

      “What do you intend to do about these rune mages?” Ariel asked.

      “I intend to try to figure out who they are and who they’re working with. They would’ve had to have gained the knowledge somewhere, and it doesn’t appear that it came from anyone within the Dark Council, at least that’s not what Barden said.”

      “Are you suggesting that came from the mage council?”

      “I would find that unlikely,” I said.

      “But not impossible,” Ariel said. She stood and began to pace, making her way around the room slowly. There was something of a prowl to it. Even when she was in human form, she had characteristics that were very animalistic and left me more than a little unsettled. “If it’s one of the council, then you run the risk of confronting them. It could be that is the reason that you were attacked when you went to the archives with the archer.”

      I hadn’t considered that. No one had come to help, which had surprised me at the time, especially as there were so many others along the street who supposedly lived there and would have been able to help. My grandparents had only found me in the morning, far after the attack.

      “You think someone in the council was trying to keep us from discovering the key?” I asked Ariel.

      “I don’t know. I’m just saying that it is a possibility. If there is someone in the council that is responsible for whatever it is that’s taking place, there would have to be a reason.”

      Considering all of the attacks that had been taking place recently, I wondered if it were somehow connected. And if it was, there would have to be an agenda, but what would it be? This was different than attempting to summon a demon king, and even different than teaching a couple of idiot mages the necessary spell to summon a deadly creature across the Veil. This was an attack on people who served the council.

      “I have a hard time believing it came from the council.”

      “It wasn’t the council. It could simply be someone trying to upset the status quo.” Her gaze turned to the door and she started to shift before catching herself and transforming back into human form. “People are always searching for power.”

      “To what point?” I asked.

      “Power. What other point would there be?”

      “In order to do this, it requires giving up power. From what Barden has said, the mage who places the rune is the reason the bearer is given power. Whatever it is involves a sacrifice of power, not a gaining of power.”

      Ariel growled softly. “You make a valid point, as much as I hate to admit it. And if that’s the case, then we need to get the archives to see what the council might know about these runes.”

      “Without permission?”

      “Do you fear breaking in?”

      “I’d fear drawing the attention of the council,” I said. It was bad enough that I now had Solera’s attention. I still didn’t know what she might do about it, but I had little doubt there would be some sort of revenge exacted, especially if she suddenly decided that whatever role I played was over.

      “You are the granddaughter of Veran and Cyn Michaels. I have a hard time believing that the council would do anything to influence that.”

      “I don’t know. My grandparents were concerned enough to conceal me from the council for my entire life.”

      “Only because they thought you were a dark mage.”

      “Right.”

      “And yet you are not a dark mage. You have to embrace who you are and what you are, however you decide that should be.”

      “Is this your I am woman hear me roar cheer?”

      “It is nothing of the sort. I would encourage anyone to embrace the power within them. If your power involves you serving as a physician, then so be it. If it involves you embracing the magic that rages within you, then so be it. In your case, you are both. I would have you embrace both of them.”

      There was something to her words that struck a chord within me. It was why I had felt so divided. “I don’t know how.”

      “That will be your challenge, Kate Michaels. Only you can decide what that entails, but when you do, and when you reach that person, you will be even more powerful than you are now, and perhaps you will be able to save those you have failed to in the past.”

      Ariel stood proudly, her back straight, her nakedness a taunt. Maybe she was right. I would never imagine standing the way she did, completely exposed and yet owning it in the way that she did. She was powerful in her nudity, and powerful in the person that she was, and powerful in a way that I had never been and didn’t know if I could ever be.

      There was a way for me to find confidence of my own. I had embraced my role as physician, regardless of whatever Ariel might claim, but my role as mage—or whatever it was that I was?—I hadn’t embraced that. I still kept that hidden, exposing it only to the handful of people I deemed safe. With the loss of Aron, there were even fewer people that I deemed as such.

      She studied me and a smile crawled across her mouth. “Are you deciding whether or not you disagree?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m deciding whether or not we need to go now or if we need to wait until tomorrow.”

      “And why would we wait?”

      “Because I still have to work tomorrow.”

      Ariel tilted her head, frowning. “Work? What is that like?”

      “Right now it’s pretty terrible, but I’m optimistic that in time, it will improve.”

      “Time allows many things to improve,” Ariel said softly.

      I met her eyes and felt the pain that the two of us shared, the pain that I didn’t know how many others would have felt. There had been a part of me that feared coming to meet with Ariel, but it had been necessary. And I was glad that we had.

      It didn’t make me miss Aron any less, and I suspect it didn’t make Ariel miss him any less, but sharing this moment with someone who had once cared about him—and quite deeply, from what I could tell—allowed the two of us to mourn.

      She glanced down at Jen. “Wake up your friend. It’s time for us to return to the city.”
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      Night had fallen in full by the time we were back in the city. It had been pitch black for much of the drive and I hadn’t dared use any sort of spell to try to transfer us from one place to the next, but found that I hadn’t needed to, either. Ariel and her two shifter guards—Jayson and Terrence—had used some sort of shifter magic on the car to allow us to travel much more quickly. It was a similar spell to the one Aron used, though this didn’t give me the same dizzying sense of speed. It was almost as if we raced along, skipping sections of the highway.

      Jen sat quietly in the backseat of her car, saying nothing as we hurtled toward the metro. Ariel had repaired the damage to her car using whatever restorative magic the shifters possessed.

      As we neared the city, she leaned forward. “I need to go home.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She looked around the car. The shifters were all clothed. Though I’d gotten over my discomfort with their nakedness, as we were heading into the city, there required a certain amount of decorum. Even Ariel must know that.

      “I’m not entirely sure what you plan on doing, but I do know that I am seriously outgunned here. I don’t even know how to fight, not like you, Kate. And I have no magic, so if it came down to some sort of brawl, I would be helpless.” Her gaze drifted to Ariel in the driver’s seat. She hadn’t said anything about Ariel taking command of her car, but there was a stiffness to her posture. “You can borrow the car, but when you bring it back, make sure it’s got a full tank of gas.”

      I chuckled. “I will.”

      “I thought it would be exciting to be a part of all of this, but it’s not. It’s terrifying. When you were there and those shifters were jumping you, I thought you were going to die.”

      “So did I.”

      “Likely she would’ve had I not shown up,” Ariel said.

      “You’re not helping,” I said.

      “I don’t want to face life and death situations that involve the possibility of me dying. I deal with enough, trying to prevent others from dying at work.”

      “I’m sorry that you got pulled into all of this, Jen.”

      “No. That’s not what I’m trying to say. I’m glad I know this side of you. You are so much more of a badass than I had ever known—and I knew you were a badass before. Who else goes running into every single trauma that comes into the ER?”

      Silence fell for a moment. “Do you want to stay at my house? It’s closer to the hospital, and—”

      “Are you trying to take advantage of me when you come stumbling in all punch drunk on magic?” Jen asked.

      “You wish. I was just thinking that somebody had to take care of Lucy.”

      “You know, it wouldn’t be a bad idea for me to stay at your place. Especially if I don’t have a car and if you’re out too late.”

      I gave Ariel directions to my condo and walked Jen up the stairs to the unit, unlocking the door. As I did, there was a surge of cold along my spine, a reminder of the magic that Aron had placed to protect me.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “It’s nothing. Just a reminder.”

      “Am I going to be in danger here?”

      “You’re safer here than almost any other place. Apparently my grandparents and Aron have both placed spells around my home to ensure my safety.”

      “He really did care about you, didn’t he?”

      “He did,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut to keep tears from spilling. “We never really had a chance to figure out if there was going to be anything more between us. I thought…” I shook my head. It didn’t matter what I thought, not anymore. Anything that might have been was gone. “Get some rest. Hopefully I won’t be out all night and won’t disturb you when I come in.”

      “You want me to wake you up?”

      “I’m on trauma. I’ll be up and out before you are.”

      “Damn, I forgot about that. You should just come in for the night. Hell, it’s almost one a.m., and that means you have to be there in just a few hours.”

      I hadn’t even bothered to look at the time, not wanting to. I had dreaded it more than anything. “I’ll be fine. Besides, if nothing else, residency teaches us how to handle sleep deprivation.”

      “You don’t have to toe the party line,” she said.

      “It’s not the party line. It’s the truth, and one of the reasons I went into ER medicine. I didn’t have to worry about staying up on call night. Do my shift, help as many people as I can, and head home.”

      “Just another year,” Jen said.

      A year, but so much could happen in a year. So much had happened for me over this last year. I had managed to make it through my training, but there had been a time or two when I had feared what might happen, times when I worried that my connection to the magical world might get in the way of my medical training.

      “Get some rest,” I said.

      I pulled the door closed, feeling the magical barrier reform as it did. At least she would be safe inside.

      Making my way down the hallway left me with renewed sadness, though it shouldn’t. Like the spells on my home, the repaired walls were just one more reminder of Aron and the fact that I’d never see him again. When all this business with the rune magic was done, I would finally be able to grieve him properly, but until then, I had to keep my head on straight.

      When I crawled back in the car, Ariel glanced over at me. “Are you ready?”

      “As ready as I can be,” I said.

      “Is your friend set?”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s strong.”

      “I gathered that. She had no exposure to our world before all of this?”

      “Not so much. Meeting John was her first introduction.”

      “Ah, so she is the one he mentioned.”

      “Oh, don’t tell Jen that John mentioned her, especially if he wasn’t interested.”

      “Who said he wasn’t?”

      “That’s even worse,” I groaned.

      Ariel smiled tightly as she pulled the car onto the street. It was dark, and I suddenly realized that she didn’t have any headlights on. Not that she needed them. Her shifter eyesight probably made it so that headlights were unnecessary—and might actually be detrimental to her being able to know what was out there.

      “You know how to find the council archives?”

      “I think I can manage,” she said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I make it my business to know a great number of things,” she said.

      “Has the archive been there for long?”

      “The archive in the city is but one building the council has there, and they keep them along the bank of the Mississippi River to ensure a connection to the lines of magic flowing deep beneath the city, and with that, they have no reason to move it. Why would there be, especially when it can be maintained? The nature of the protective seals around most of those places are extensive, enough that heading there will prove challenging.”

      “Then why again are we going?”

      “Because we have you, Kate Michaels.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You have a unique ability, and I suspect that ability will allow you to bypass the protections on the archives.”

      I wasn’t so certain that it would work. When Aron and I had intended to come here before, he would’ve been the reason that we would have managed to get inside, not me, and without him, it might be that there was no way of slipping past. Ariel might have a high view of my ability to squeeze past the protections the council placed on the archives, but my magic didn’t work like that, at least not that I knew of.

      We pulled along the street leading toward the archive. As we did, Ariel stepped on the brakes. As we drifted to a stop, she guided us off the side of the road.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “We aren’t alone,” she said.

      She nodded to Terrence and he pulled open the door, slipping out and shifting. It happened so quickly that I barely noticed what he did with his clothes. It was as if they simply disappeared.

      “Are his clothes a part of his shifting?”

      Ariel chuckled. “No. Not a part of his shifting, but there are ways of concealing them when we shift out of them.”

      “Then why do you stay naked when you shift in your den?”

      “Why do you wear clothes when you’re at home?”

      “Because it’s more comfortable.”

      “Is it? Have you ever tried to walk around nude? I can assure you that it is far more comfortable than you realize, especially when you have the need to make a rapid transformation.”

      I couldn’t tell if she said it to make me uncomfortable or not. Either way, she succeeded. “Can you see what’s out there?”

      “No. There are voids in the night.”

      “Voids?”

      Did that mean that whoever was out there had somehow masked their presence? If that were the case, then it was either a mage—or it was someone carrying a rune.

      After the attack earlier tonight in the parking garage—could it really only have been earlier tonight?—I wondered if they had other ways of placing those runes and using them. Jen had called it a magic wand, and that might actually be what it had been. They had some sort of device they carried, and if they had placed runes on it, it was possible the device itself was what had created the masking. Maybe that was another reason I hadn’t detected magic when we were attacked before.

      “The same sort of void that mages think they can use on us. They are incompletely effective, though most within the council like to believe that they are powerful enough to maintain them.”

      “I’ve seen mages use a spell to conceal themselves when we rescued you,” I said.

      “You’re talking about your grandparents. They are quite high-level mages, and the complexity they can layer over such a spell would be enough to make it difficult even for us, though with enough time, we would be able to sniff past such a void.”

      And it was possible that the shifters had simply been distracted. They had been so focused on trying to call across the Veil that there had been considerable power getting thrown around at that time, enough that it might’ve been more than what the shifters would’ve been able to sniff through.

      “How many voids do you detect?”

      “Enough that I wanted Terrence to go out and investigate,” Ariel said.

      “How many?”

      “Ten.”

      Ten? That was too many. When they had been here before, there had been a handful, nothing more than that, and if there were ten now, that would be more than we would be able to withstand, wouldn’t it?

      I reached for my connection to magic. Even though I was tired, I had rested enough and was able to draw it around me, placing a barrier if I needed to.

      And I knew my barrier could withstand bullets. That was a mistake I wasn’t going to make again. But could I protect all of us against all of them?

      “We can’t take on ten, not with the four of us,” I said.

      “You continue to underestimate your abilities, Kate Michaels.”

      “It’s not a matter of underestimating my abilities. It’s about protecting those who are in danger. Do you have the ability to create barriers?” When Ariel frowned, I went on. “Shields. Some way of surrounding yourself with magic to deflect an outside attack.”

      “As you must have experienced when it came to the Great One, the nature of the shifter magic is quite a bit different. While we don’t have the same ability to create what you call a barrier, we have a restorative type of magic.”

      “How many bullets can you shift out of?”

      “Enough for this.”

      “I don’t want to put you into that situation,” I said.

      “You don’t get to choose on my behalf.”

      The door opened and Terrence slipped back in. He was naked again, and smelled of the familiar stench of blood. I had been around it often enough to recognize it. He didn’t appear injured.

      “There are three less, Ariel.”

      I blinked. “What did you do to them?”

      “I removed them as a threat.” He turned to Ariel. “One of them had this.” He pulled out a long, slender metal rod and handed it across the seat to her. She glanced at it before handing it over to me.

      It was about the length of my forearm and the width of one of my fingers, and marks along the side reminded me of the runes that had been placed on the mages, the same sort of tattoos that had given them power. The metal was cool, and as I ran my hand along the side of it, I felt indentations in the metal.

      “It’s one of their magic wands,” I said.

      “Mages don’t require magic wands, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Mages don’t, but those without power do. And these rune mages have no power of their own. They use markings placed on their skin along with this, apparently.”

      “I have not heard of mages placing markings on items like this before. Could this be how the archer was injured?”

      I had suspected that, and seeing the magic wand made it even more likely. If they were placing runes on things other than people, then they were drawing considerable power, especially if it required a mage to draw from.

      “I don’t understand it,” I said. “If this is about a transfer of power, then what mage would allow themselves to transfer so much of themselves?” I asked.

      Ariel frowned. “None on the council.”

      “And none on the Dark Council, either.” None of it made sense.

      “What would you have me do?” Terrence asked.

      “We cannot leave them here,” she said.

      “Would you like us to eliminate the remainder?”

      “Not all of them,” I said. “We need to ask them questions.”

      And if I could find the shooter, he was the one I wanted to question.

      I tried not to think about it in any other terms. Did I want revenge for what happened to Aron? That was part of my motivation, and as much as I tried to deny it to myself, that thought was there, lingering within me. And yet it shouldn’t be. I was trained to heal, to help, and not to allow myself to get caught up in those sort of emotions.

      Terrence and Jayson slipped out of the car, shifting as they did, disappearing into the night.

      I grabbed for the handle of the door, but Ariel reached across, grabbing my wrist.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Your men would go out there and kill, but I need answers.”

      “They will eliminate the threat. Then we can complete our task.”

      “Our task is not only to get into the archives. I want to know who is helping them. If we can figure it out, we can end this, and then we don’t have to worry about ongoing attacks. Someone has helped these mages acquire knowledge that they shouldn’t have.”

      I pulled my arm free and pushed open the door, stepping out into the night. As I did, I reached for my magic, wrapping myself in a barrier. I held onto it lightly, not attempting much more than to maintain it in place. I wasn’t able to detect the void in the same way as Ariel and the shifters.

      I hurried forward, searching for magic.

      The rune magic might be concealed, but the shifters were not, and the shifters would be able to sniff out the rune mages.

      In the distance, I detected the sense of cold. I made my way toward it, and as I did, I could see the outline of one of the shifters. I didn’t know which one it was, but either way, he was massive, and he stood almost perfectly still.

      If only I had some way to mask myself.

      Since I didn’t, I had to rely upon moving quietly, staying in the shadows along the street and creeping forward.

      Maybe I should’ve grabbed the magic wand. Would I have been able to use it?

      The shifter moved forward and then was suddenly thrown back. He howled softly and rolled to his side. Another blow struck him. It came from the opposite side. I couldn’t see what was hitting him, but whatever it was kept him incapacitated and he whined softly in a painful cry.

      Dammit.

      I couldn’t simply leave him, though it might not matter. He could shift and restore himself, but if they struck him enough times before he managed to do so, it was possible that he would be killed before he had a chance to recover.

      I pulled on magic, forming the sword.

      Each time I did, it became easier. Some of that had to do with the fact that the magical sword was now familiar to me, and some of it was that my magic required a certain visualization, a willing of magic rather than speaking the right words or performing the right movements, the same way my grandparents had to perform their spells. Familiarity made that easier. Quicker.

      I pushed power through the summoned sword. Light glowed along it and unmasked the rune mages. I would have to think about that later and what it meant.

      Five rune mages surrounding the fallen shifter.

      I leapt toward him, encircling him with my barrier. Their attack began immediately, slamming into my barrier, but it held.

      I looked down. “Can you shift?”

      The shifter growled.

      “I have you protected with the barrier for now, but I need to move it so that I can attack. Can you shift?”

      He rippled, transforming briefly into human form—Terrence—and then back into wolf. As he did, the bleeding began to abate, but he moved more slowly than he had before.

      There were limits to their ability to shift, and it was possible that he had reached the end of his limitations. What would happen if he needed to shift now? Would he bleed out? I wouldn’t be able to take the time to heal him, even if I knew how.

      “I’m going to move the barrier, so you’re going to have to be ready to attack,” I said.

      He snarled.

      “Keep one of them alive, if you can.”

      The magical assault on my barrier continued, and I twisted the sword. One of these days I would have to begin training with it more formally. I’m sure that Master David would be thrilled to work with me, especially as he had already offered, but for now, I would have to use what I knew of my training to force the sword through a series of movements.

      Terrence leapt out of my barrier and lunged toward two of the rune mages.

      I pushed toward the other three, slamming my barrier into them, drawing their attention. I carved through one and nearly stumbled at the lack of resistance my magic sword met as it cut the man in half.

      

      Magic had done that?

      The sword started to falter, but I forced it back into existence, trying not to let myself get distracted. I could incapacitate rather than kill. It would take more effort, but I could do it.

      I brought the sword around and punched with my free hand, sending out a blast of magic into the nearest rune mage. It caught the man on the jaw and he staggered back, giving me a moment to twist my attack, turning my focus to the last rune mage. It was a dark-haired woman with pale skin that stood out in the faint moonlight. She darted off to one side, more quickly than I would’ve expected.

      I followed, shifting the barrier, pushing her away from Terrence. He was busy with the other two, and I couldn’t tell if he had finished with them or not.

      What sort of rune did she have that gave her such speed?

      She moved again, practically flickering, and when she reappeared, she was behind me. I wasn’t going to go on the offensive, not with someone who could move that quickly.

      What if I didn’t have to?

      Terrence had the other two mages preoccupied, and so I used that moment and wrapped my barrier around her.

      I was exposed, but I didn’t have to be.

      Releasing my connection to the sword, I erected a second barrier around myself.

      It was a strain, and it was nearly more than I could manage, but I held onto it, squeezing the barrier around the woman. She thrashed, trying to flicker, but she couldn’t escape.

      I punched through the barrier.

      It connected with her jaw, knocking her back. Her eyes flickered closed for a moment, but then she sat upright, looking at me.

      She must have runes for healing along with speed. They would be useful, especially when it came to situations like this.

      Terrence prowled over toward me, and he growled.

      “What is it?”

      “He’s displeased with you,” Ariel said, striding over to me out of the darkness.

      I glanced over at Terrence. He was still in wolf form. “Why? He was going to die if I didn’t do anything.”

      “That’s not why. He wanted to be the one to catch the vampire.”
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      “Vampire?” I asked, looking over at the pale-skinned woman. Against the night sky, her skin seemed even lighter than it had, and it practically glowed softly. I had been around vampires before, but that had been when facing the demon king and I had been too focused on what I needed to do to stop him to pay any attention to the vampires themselves.

      If she was a vampire, it explained the rapid movement. Vampires had the ability to move quickly, faster than any human could see, and they were notorious for their great strength. I didn’t know they had pale, glowing skin, though that could only be my imagination. I hadn’t noticed that before.

      “Yes,” Ariel said. “Are you having any difficulty holding her inside this… shield, I believe you called it.”

      “She’s secure, for now,” I said.

      “Good. Then I need you to bring her back to the car.”

      “You would have us hold a vampire?”

      “Not for long, but you were interested in having someone to question, and now here you go. This is your someone.”

      “I was thinking that it would be one of the rune mages.”

      “As you said yourself, they have no power of their own. This is something altogether different.” She grinned a dangerous grin, looking at the vampire. “And the fact that she was willing to come out here to the known territory of the council suggest this was sanctioned by one of the families.” Ariel nodded to Terrence and he rippled as he shifted—probably healing himself—before racing toward the car.

      “Where’s Jayson?” I asked.

      “He’s already returned. He was not nearly as lucky as Terrence.”

      “Lucky?”

      “Lucky in that you were there to help him.”

      “Did he… did he die?” That would be my fault, too.

      “No, but he expended quite a bit of himself. It will be quite a while before he’s able to be a part of anything again.”

      I looked at the vampire. She no longer thrashed against my barrier, and I released my hold on the one surrounding me, focusing instead on the one around her. “Who are you?”

      “Release me and I’ll make it quick.”

      “Make what quick?”

      “Your end.”

      “You’re not giving me much of a reason to release you,” I said. “Besides, I get the sense that Ariel is quite interested in seeing what you might know.”

      She needed to know Ariel’s name, and there was a slight twitch that told me that she recognized Ariel. If she knew anything, she would fear her, too, the same way that I feared Ariel.

      “Are you scared?”

      “I fear nothing, mage.”

      I laughed. “You should know that I’m not a mage. Would a mage be able to hold you so easily?” I don’t know what had gotten into me, or why I was taunting her, but it probably had something to do with the fact that she was involved in what had happened to Aron. She had to be. And if it wasn’t her, it was somebody who had been with her. Either way, I wasn’t about to let her escape until I had the answers I wanted.

      “You managed to be lucky. If it weren’t for the shifters,” she said, sneering at Ariel, “you would be the one confined.”

      “You aren’t here to confine. You’re here to kill.”

      “And like I said, if it weren’t for the shifters, you would be the one here.”

      I dragged her with me, pulling on the barrier as I forced her back toward the car. Terrence was waiting, back in human form and fully dressed, and I glanced in the backseat to see Jason, his eyes glazed, but he was breathing and thankfully not bleeding. I wasn’t sure that we would be able to get blood out of Jen’s car if it came down to it, though maybe Ariel’s restorative magic had some way of doing that. If so, I could use her in the emergency room.

      “What are we going to do with her?” I asked.

      “We’re going to put her in the trunk.”

      “I don’t know how long I can hold this shield,” I said.

      “You won’t have to hold it for long.”

      “Why?”

      “We aren’t going too far,” Ariel said.

      She popped the trunk and I lifted the barrier surrounding the vampire and twisted her as I forced her into the trunk. She began to fight again, thrashing, but I constricted it, squeezing it around her so that she only had so much ability to continue to thrash and fight. When she was shoved in there, Terrence slammed the trunk closed.

      “Get back in,” Ariel said.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I already told you. Get back in.”

      I climbed into the passenger seat while Ariel got into the driver’s side, quickly starting the car and throwing it into gear. Rolling along the street in complete darkness was uncomfortable for me, but Ariel navigated down the street before taking a meandering road that led down the bluff.

      She was taking us toward the river.

      What did she intend to do here?

      “What does the river allow you to do?”

      “It’s not what allows me to do, it’s what it allows you to do.”

      “What do you think it allows me to do?”

      “You shared with me that you are able to access the power within the ley lines?”

      “I did when I was trying to help Aron, but I don’t know if I could do it all the time.”

      “That’s all that matters. You just need to be able to attempt to reach it. And you need to hold onto it long enough to allow me to question her.”

      “Why do I get the sense that your method of questioning her isn’t going to be something I’m going to agree with?”

      “You want answers, don’t you?” I nodded. “If you want answers, then you can’t object to the method with which I obtain them.”

      “I can object. I don’t want to be the kind of person who defaults to violence.”

      “Did you object when you were fighting demons?”

      “Well, no. They were demons.”

      “Do you think the demons are somehow less deserving than vampires?”

      “I guess that I do.”

      “If you are on the other side of the Veil, you would feel differently. On the other side of the Veil, the demons have their own realm, and there they are no different than vampires or shifters or mages.”

      No different, and yet I had slaughtered them, taking no pity on the fact that they were demons. Or daemons.

      Then again, neither had Aron. Wasn’t that part of it? I had simply acted on what I had learned of the demons from him. And maybe they didn’t deserve to die, though it was strange to even make that suggestion.

      Ariel started laughing.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s your face. I can see that you struggle. You wonder if you’ve been killing when your responsibility should be to heal.”

      “I’m a doctor. I took an oath. That should be my responsibility.”

      “You’re a doctor in the non-magical world. But within the magical world, you will realize that some things are dangerous. Things need to be removed. Not everything is good and sweet and innocent, and not everything is deserving of life. Not everything will respect life the same way as you.”

      “I’m not so naïve that I feel that way,” I said.

      “And yet, you fear what we might do to that vampire.”

      “She’s not from the other side of the Veil.”

      “Is that how you plan to make the distinction?”

      “I’m not really sure,” I said.

      “You had better figure out what distinction you will make. There will come a time when you need to.”

      We stopped in front of the river and Ariel looked over at me. “Are you ready?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Good. You don’t have to know, but you do have to try.”

      She pushed open the door and I climbed out the passenger side. When she popped open the trunk, the vampire continued to thrash. I hadn’t been aware of her moving while sitting in the front seat, and now that I was in front of her again, I could feel how she clawed at my barrier, but every time she did, the barrier restored itself. It took barely any energy on my part.

      Why should I be able to hold on to the barrier so easily around her? Could it be the proximity to the ley lines?

      When I had tried to save Aron, I had been so focused on that singular task that I hadn’t paid any attention to the way that magic swirled around me, but now that I was here, down near the shore, I felt it. There was power coming from the river, much more so than I would have been aware of otherwise.

      The power within the river rejuvenated me. I was exhausted from everything we’d been through, and by now, I should have long been wiped out, well beyond my limits, but I still managed to hold on.

      How much of that was the brief rest I had managed to steal while in Ariel’s den and how much of it was from my proximity to the river?

      “Did you know?” I asked Ariel.

      “I suspected. Not knew.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s part of the city. Some people have the ability to access this more directly. When you had mentioned using the water to help with the archer, I realized you were one who might have such ability.”

      “How do I need to use it? Do I need to crawl into the water?” I wasn’t opposed to it, and had been in the river only a few days ago, so if it came down to that, I was willing to, but I would much rather not. There was a chill to the air, and it would be enough to distract me, maybe enough that I wouldn’t be able to hold onto the barrier.

      “Not into the water, not unless you want to.”

      “No thanks,” I said.

      “Just maintain your connection,” she said.

      We stood on the shores of the river, me holding onto the barrier. As I did, I watched Ariel. The shifter made a steady circle around the vampire. For her part, the vampire thrashed and twisted so that she could see Ariel. Claws elongated on Ariel’s hand, and she slashed through the barrier, moving incredibly quickly.

      The barrier bulged, allowing just the ends of her claws to rake through, and she scored across the vampire’s chest. A strange squeal echoed, and I squeezed the barrier, realizing that I could control what passed through.

      Had I that level of control before, Aron might still be here.

      “How long do you think you can withstand me?” Ariel asked, pausing in front of the vampire.

      The vampire flashed her fangs.

      Ariel only laughed, and her nose and mouth elongated, shifting into her jaws, allowing her to curl back her lips, revealing her fangs. “If you would threaten, perhaps you should do so when you have a little better position.”

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” the vampire said.

      “I know exactly what I’m doing. The question is whether you know what you’re doing. Which family are you with?”

      The vampire laughed. The sound was sharp, painful, and it carved into the silence of the night. I suffocated it, trapping it within the barrier.

      “Thanks,” she said.

      “Why is she delaying?”

      “She likely thinks there will be help coming.”

      “Do you think there will be?”

      “There were too many attackers for this to be without any sort of plan. I’m not entirely certain what her plan was, but it is possible that help will come.”

      “Which is why we need to finish this quickly.”

      “Do you want to take over the torturing?”

      “I’d rather return to the ER.” Even working a shift with Dr. Locks was better than spending time out in the darkness of night with a vampire and shifter. The vampire terrified me. She looked as if she would kill me the first chance she got, and I suspected she would. Ariel seemed to be having far too much fun with her role of tormentor. The longer she was at this, the more I began to wonder if there was more behind her torture of the vampire than she had let on.

      “Relax your shielding,” Ariel said.

      I eased back on my connection.

      The vampire had stopped screaming.

      “If you think you can call to the others, you are mistaken,” Ariel said.

      The vampire turned her attention to me. “What are you?”

      “Nothing but a mage,” I said.

      “You are no mage, and you should not be here.”

      “Neither should you, but that doesn’t change the fact that you are. Why were you at the council archives?” I asked.

      Ariel shot me a hard look. It wasn’t the question she would’ve asked, but it was what I wanted to know. None of this made sense. I thought that the shooter and the rest of the gang had followed me to the archive, but why?

      Were they using us to find the council?

      I squeezed the barrier back around her more tightly, sealing her within so she couldn’t hear. “Do the vampires know how to find the mage council?”

      “The vampires keep to themselves. We don’t allow them to know how to reach us in the Iron Range, either. The council would prefer to keep separate from them. And the vampire families don’t interact with us unless it’s necessary. They view us as a necessary sort of evil.”

      “They view the shifters and the mages as evil?”

      “They view the agreement to maintain the Veil as a necessary sort of evil. They understand they have just as much to lose if the Veil fails as any of us.”

      “We need to get her to talk,” I said.

      Ariel glared at me. “What do you think I have been trying to do?”

      “We need to know which family she works with, and why she’s here.” A different thought came to me, and I realized that I might have been mistaken. “And we need to know how they are placing these runes.”

      “Does the how matter all that much?”

      “They’re pulling power from somewhere. Mages have to be involved, but I haven’t heard anything about mages forced to allow these runes to draw from them.”

      “There are plenty of weak mages throughout the cities. Many of them have minimal skill, though some have a fair amount of strength even though they are untrained.”

      Hedge mages. “They would have to have some power, especially for what we’ve seen here. That’s more than just hedge mages.” And it could be they targeted dark mages.

      I needed to check in with Barden.

      I relaxed the shielding and Ariel grinned, slashing through it with her claws, raking them across the vampire.

      This time I was ready, and I sealed off the screams before they could escape. The vampire howled, but when it became apparent that her screams were silent, she cut off and stared at me.

      Ariel slashed forward again. “You will tell us why you are here.”

      “You are an incredible fool,” she said.

      Ariel growled. “You’ve seen what I’m willing to do. You’ve seen what she’s able to do. What makes you think that we won’t keep this up?”

      “It doesn’t matter. I just have to linger a little bit longer,” she said.

      “What does that mean?” I asked Ariel.

      Ariel sniffed, tipping her nose toward the sky, and then she turned to the east. “A sacrifice. She intends to sacrifice herself.”

      “Why would she sacrifice herself?”

      Ariel growled. “She intends to protect whatever secret she’s keeping. Whatever it is, it is significant. I’ve not seen a vampire so willing to go off into the light.”

      “This is more than just going off into the light, isn’t it? It would be more like burning off into the light.” And if it was close enough to dawn that the vampire simply intended to wait, I had other issues. I needed to get into the hospital, and with as little sleep as I’d gotten, I would be exhausted. I didn’t dare move, not yet. “Couldn’t we just put her back in the trunk?”

      “You said you were limited with how long you could carry her,” Ariel said.

      “I can try…”

      She growled, a low and dangerous sound. “She’s right. We can’t do much. We either release her or we force her to die. She has us in a difficult spot.”

      “You can’t be serious about considering holding her and letting her die.”

      “Why can’t I?”

      “Because she hasn’t told us anything, and”—I squeezed the barrier around her more solidly once again—“we could track her. Don’t shifters have powerful noses?”

      “We do, but vampires have a way of eluding us. It’s why we didn’t know there was a vampire here.”

      I hadn’t realized that, and if the shifters couldn’t follow the vampires, then even if the vampire escaped, there wouldn’t be any way of tracking her.

      Worse, I didn’t have any tracking spell I could place. If I knew something like that, maybe I could place it on her so that I could find her later, but without it…

      “We’re going to have let her go,” I said.

      “She was willing to attack once already.”

      “And she probably will attack again,” I said.

      “She knows of our involvement.”

      “Which is even more reason to let her go. She would be less likely to attack now that she knows you and your shifter pack are involved. Let her think the shifters and the mage council are working together.”

      Ariel regarded me for a long moment before nodding once. “You can release her whenever you choose, but be prepared for her to attack.”

      I took a step back, still holding onto the barrier. Ariel’s claws elongated, her snout stretching out, jaws ready.

      Changing my connection to the barrier, I pulled it away from the vampire, wrapping around myself instead.

      She stretched, seemingly suddenly aware that she was freed, and lunged toward me however briefly. She slammed into my barrier and a dangerous glint crossed her face. “You are a fool for letting me go. It won’t take much for me to keep track of you, and the others. All of you will fall. All of you will suffer and—”

      Ariel lunged at her, ripping claws through her and carving her in half.

      The vampire disappeared in a cloud of dust.

      I gasped. “What was that about?”

      “I changed my mind. She wasn’t going to leave us alone, and I wasn’t about to allow her to cause trouble for us. Come on. We need to get you back to your home, and I’m going to look into the vampire connection.”

      “Not home,” I said, looking at the pile of ash on the ground.

      “You don’t want to get some rest?”

      “If only I could, but I don’t know that I have that luxury. I need to go to work.”

      “The same work you said isn’t that great right now?”

      I flashed a smile. “The same one.” Only a few more days of this rotation and then I could return to the ER. I had to power through, even if I wasn’t sure that I could.

      As we started up the slope street leading back to the bluff, the sun crept up over the horizon. It was possible the vampire wouldn’t have been able to escape anyway. With the sunrise, she would’ve had to have moved quickly to have gotten to safety, and I wasn’t sure that she would have been able to do so. Maybe Ariel had been the compassionate one, though that was strange to consider.

      I closed my eyes, drifting off to sleep as we drove toward the hospital. When we pulled up in front of it, I realized we still had Jen’s car. “My friend is going to need her car back.”

      “And she will have it.”

      “You can leave it here in the garage beneath the hospital.”

      Ariel arched a brow at me. “Do I take you as some sort of chauffeur?”

      “I don’t know. You were driving me around.”

      Ariel growled and I was too tired to do anything but ignore it.

      “Kate Michaels.” I turned back to her, my hand still on the outside of the car. “You can be both. You don’t have to choose between this calling and that of our world.”

      I was too tired to answer. Ariel might think it possible, but I wasn’t sure. I was trying to balance the two, but I didn’t feel as if I did either justice.
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      I staggered into the room. The day had been long and my eyes were heavy. The rest of my body throbbed, leaving me with a sort of emptiness. When they described the feeling as punch drunk, it described sleep deprivation quite well. It was almost as if I’d had a few drinks. My reactions were a little slow, my mind just a beat or two off, and everything around me was a little hazy. Somehow I had to power through this and make it to the end of the shift. After that, all I wanted to do was sleep, but even then, I wasn’t sure if I would have time to get caught up. I needed answers about the vampires, and they weren’t going to come to me while I slept.

      “I’m Dr. Michaels,” I started, heading into the room. It was my third consult in a row, and while I was exhausted, it was far easier to be doing these consultations in the emergency room rather than trying to scrub into a case. At least this way, there was something familiar about it. I could spend my time in the emergency room, around staff that I knew, and the familiar setting made it just a little bit easier to get through the day. “Can you tell me about what happened?”

      I took a seat on the stool, looking over at the young woman. Her face was ashen and both eyes were already bruised. I’d taken a moment to glance at her chart and knew that she had been in a car accident and had been complaining of abdominal pain, but nothing else. It wouldn’t take much to slap an ultrasound probe onto her belly and see if there was any injury, but that involved more effort than what I had in me right now.

      “I… I…”

      “Can you tell me about the accident?” I asked.

      She swallowed, and I glanced over at the monitor. Her blood pressure looked stable, as did her heart rate, but there was nothing else about her that appeared stable. If I didn’t act quickly, this would devolve into a code situation.

      Damn.

      This wasn’t what I needed. Not as tired as I was.

      I grabbed for her hand and pushed out with a faint surge of magic. I didn’t have the energy to reach for the ultrasound probe, but I could use my own magical probe to figure out her injury.

      Magic swept through her, and as it did, I recognized the contusions to her liver and her spleen. She must have taken a significant blow to the belly for such injuries, but she didn’t look injured otherwise.

      “Were you wearing a seatbelt?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “What about the shoulder strap?”

      She blinked and then shook her head.

      That was it. She had shifted the shoulder strap off to the side. I had seen that before, and when drivers would do that, they would get jerked forward and the belt strap would jerk into their belly and could cause internal organ damage.

      I didn’t need an ultrasound probe to know that she was bleeding internally. If I didn’t stop the bleeding somehow, she would bleed out before we had a chance to do anything.

      This was a trauma situation. The only problem was the trauma team was already tied up with another case. There wouldn’t be the time needed to help her.

      “My. Kids?”

      Damn. She had kids?

      “Were they with you?”

      She nodded.

      “I’ll look and see what I can find out, but we need to focus on you right now. You have some internal bleeding, and I’m worried that if we don’t do anything, you might not pull through this.

      “My. Kids?”

      Her eyes fluttered and rolled back in her head.

      Dammit.

      I reached into my well of magic and pushed it through her.

      I was no surgeon. I couldn’t cut to cure, but even a surgeon might not be able to save her in time. Would I be able to do so with magic?

      I had failed when it came to Aron, but she wasn’t Aron. This wasn’t a bullet to the chest. This was something simple. Fixable.

      Then again, I had thought the same about Mr. Jimenez.

      He had been saved, however briefly. I might not have been able to keep him alive, but I had saved him, at least at first.

      I wouldn’t allow this woman to die. Not with kids involved. I’d grown up without a mother. I knew what it was like not to have that person who should have been there with me, who should have watched out over me be missing from my life. This woman and her kids didn’t deserve that.

      I had been lucky. My grandparents cared about me, they had taken me in after my mother went missing—likely dead from everything I’d learned in the years following—and  raising me as if I were their own and sacrificing so very much on my behalf. They could have been something much more within the council had they not, but they had been willing to take me in, to support me, to raise me, showing me the ways of magic, so that I could understand what I was, even if it was a dark mage.

      Would this woman’s kids be so lucky?

      They probably had a father involved, something I didn’t, but they deserved their mother. Just because my father was some deranged magic user who had never wanted to be a part of my life didn’t mean the same for these kids.

      Power flowed out of me, rolling into the woman. I felt the surge of emptiness, the start of the void, and as I did, cold began to creep along my spine.

      I had known she was dying before feeling the start of death.

      Hopefully that was simply because of my understanding of medicine and not because I was becoming much more attuned to death, but either way, I had enough notice to be able to try something to save her.

      Knowing the nature of her injuries—however they were caused—gave me something to focus on. My magic required visualization and willpower and in this case, it involved wrapping around areas of injury. It had been the same with the gunshot wound and probably would’ve been the same with Aron, though I hadn’t been able to help him in time.

      Urgency forced me to work quickly. Eventually her monitor would start beeping and would draw the attention of nurses who would rush in, and it would change the dynamic of this evaluation.

      Was I making a mistake? I was relying upon my magic in order to practice medicine, but if I didn’t, I knew what would happen.

      The magic wrapped around the injury. I could feel it seal off, and I could feel the way that her injuries stabilized.

      I glanced up as the blood pressure cuff began to fill.

      If the pressure dropped now, it would trigger the alarm. Once it did, I probably had a few moments at best before one of the nurses came running in.

      I squeezed more and more magic out of me, letting it roll over her.

      As it did, the emptiness—the void that was growing within her—began to ease.

      The cold along my spine eased with it.

      The blood pressure reading came back. 74/36.

      The monitor started beeping.

      I pushed magic through her once more, double-checking that she was going to be able to pull through. I was rewarded by knowing that the cold grip of death had retreated.

      I released her hand and stepped back, and as I did, the door opened and Val ran in. She looked over at me, the expression in her eyes showing relief at seeing me. “Dr. Michaels. I didn’t know you were back on our service.”

      “Trauma,” I said. “I came in to evaluate her. Why don’t we get another liter of fluids going and bring the ultrasound machine for me if you would, Val.”

      Val nodded and raced out.

      It bought me another moment with the woman, but I wasn’t sure that I needed it. I could feel that I had helped her.

      Would it last? Last time I had tried to do something similar, the magic had failed, though I didn’t know how much of that was because of what I had done versus what was the natural progression of the illness, but either way, I had lost that patient. Maybe if I had recognized the illness sooner, I might have been able to reverse it and save him, and hopefully with enough supportive care, I wouldn’t have to worry about that with this woman.

      Then again, the gunshot victim had been much farther along in the dying process when I had restored him. This one had been rescued almost before she had even started the dying process.

      That had to matter, didn’t it?

      Besides, this was the kind of thing that medicine could save if given enough notice, not like the last patient. He would have died had I not used my magic.

      Val returned carrying a bag of saline and dragging the ultrasound cart. She started hanging the IV fluids and I started working with the ultrasound, working the probe over the woman’s belly. I saw the collection of blood, but there didn’t appear to be any active bleeding.

      I set the probe down. “I’m going to talk to my attending, and we still may need to operate,” I said to Val.

      I doubted it would come to that, but who knew what Dr. Darnold might say when I presented the patient to him. If he thought she was actively bleeding, he might want to take her to the operating room anyway.

      If her blood pressure stabilized before then, he wouldn’t have to. Observation would be the best option.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Val said.

      “I’m glad I was too,” I said.

      “It’s not quite the same when you’re not around,” Val said.

      “Thanks?”

      She smiled. “We like having you around, Dr. Michaels. You’re one of the good ones.”

      With as tired as I was, a comment like that felt nice. It was the kind of comment that I needed but hadn’t known I needed.

      “I only have a few more days of this trauma rotation and then I get to be back in the ER.”

      “Well, I only have a few more days before I get to take a vacation.”

      “Oh yeah? What’s that like?”

      “Vacation?” Val asked.

      I nodded. “We don’t get much time off.”

      “Not yet, but once you are an attending, you’ll get lots of time off. Think about how often Dr. Locks isn’t here.”

      It was one thing to look forward to when I reached attending level. Not only would I have fewer shifts to work, but I would actually have real vacation time, depending on where I worked.

      “I’m going to go call the team and fill them in on this case. Will you let me know if her condition changes at all?”

      “I will,” Val said.

      I breathed out, feeling relief with my small victory. I didn’t need big victories, not like stopping a vampire from attacking, not when it came to saving a life and ensuring that these kids wouldn’t grow up without a mother. This was a different kind of victory. This might even be more meaningful.

      I stopped at the nursing station and sat at one of the computers to document. It gave me a chance to observe and know whether anything changed with the patient. While typing, I could feel someone come up behind me.

      “Michaels. I didn’t think you were around these days.”

      I glanced over my shoulder. “Roberts. You’re looking particularly tan.”

      “Just getting ready for some time off. You know I don’t want to burn when I head to the Dominican Republic for my vacation.”

      “Vacation? Your fellowship just started.”

      “I get four weeks off. Figured I’d take a week now, head down to the DR, sit on the beach, sip a mai tai, and get back for a week. I’m staying at an all-inclusive.”

      “Good for you. I’ll have to call ahead and warn the resort that they need to stock up on penicillin for all the gonorrhea you’re going to be spreading around.”

      “Nice, Michaels. You know, you should be a little more respectful to your attendings.”

      “Roberts, you’re a fellow, not an attending. And while I might have to listen to you, let’s not pretend that’s anything more than what it is.”

      He stared at me before turning away and heading off.

      “That might have been a little harsher than you needed to be,” Dr. Allen said.

      I turned around slowly, not realizing he had been there. A flush started to work through me, starting with the burning in my neck and heading up to my forehead. I’d had enough issues with Allen in the past to not want to upset him any more. He had been the one who had warned me of the precarious nature of my residency when I had started to slip before. I’d been careful, especially around him, not wanting to make it seem as if I weren’t putting forth the necessary effort, but if it looked as if I weren’t a team player, that might be just as bad.

      “I’m sorry. That was unprofessional.” Maybe if I acknowledged it now, it wouldn’t build into something else.

      Dr. Allen pulled the chair out and plopped down before logging onto the computer and starting to type. “I know what it’s like when you have residents you don’t get along with.”

      “I’m sorry that I spoke the way I did. He’s not a resident anymore, and I need to be more careful,” I said.

      I hated that I was apologizing for snapping at Roberts. It was the kind of thing I shouldn’t have to do, and the kind of thing that normally took place behind closed doors, the typical banter of residents. That might’ve been harsher than usual, but mostly that came from my frustration with Roberts.

      And my fatigue.

      Then again, maybe it was nothing else. I was still dealing with the loss of someone I cared about, and it might be that had influenced me more than I realized.

      “You don’t have to apologize to me. Maybe to Roberts, though I’m not sure he even really cares. Just make sure you treat him with respect around the staff. We all need to be on the same page. We’re all part of the same team.”

      I nodded.

      “Have you given much thought to your plans for next year?” Allen asked.

      I blinked, my note forgotten, and the fact that Val hadn’t popped back out of the room letting me know that the patient must still be stable. I did need to call Darnold and update him on the status of the patient, and the longer I lingered here, the later I would be forced to stay.

      “I haven’t given it a whole lot of thought yet,” I said.

      “If you intend to do any fellowship, you really should begin to apply soon.”

      “I don’t know that I want to do any fellowships,” I said.

      “No? I thought for sure you would want to apply for the trauma fellowship.”

      “Everybody assumes that,” I said.

      “Only because you have such an interest in traumas,” he said.

      “It’s not so much an interest as it is being in the right place at the right time,” I said.

      Allen grinned at me. “Sometimes, but I’ve seen you heading straight toward cases, especially when they’re more severe. It’s almost like you have a sixth sense for them.”

      It was as close as anyone could come to basically saying I could feel traumas coming in, and I wondered what Allen would say if I told him that I absolutely did have a sixth sense for such things, especially when it dealt with someone near death. Would he believe me?

      Considering who he was, it was possible that he would. Of all of my attendings, Allen was the most open and empathic.

      “I was kind of thinking I had gotten enough experience with traumas during residency.”

      “There is something to be said about volume,” he said. “I just thought you might want to pursue a fellowship, seeing as how your good friend Dr. Stone has shared with me her interest in applying for an ultrasound fellowship. And then we have several outside candidates for the toxicology fellowship, which we rarely fill internally, something I find surprising. It must be that we don’t build up enough with our own residents.”

      I nodded, not really sure what to say, but a little surprised by the fact that Jen had interest in the ultrasound fellowship. I thought she was ready to be done.

      But then, maybe she wanted the reassurance of having more time to prepare. The ultrasound fellowship was pretty slow-paced, and while it allowed for the fellow to gain increased expertise with ultrasound, more of a teaching-type fellowship, it also allowed the person pursuing the fellowship to have more time under supervision of attendings.

      That was the last thing I thought Jen would want.

      Maybe I had been so caught up in what was going on with me that I had neglected to ask my friend how things were going for her.

      Damn.

      “Are you okay?” Allen asked.

      I nodded. “Just thinking about a patient.”

      “You’re on trauma these days?”

      I nodded. “I saw the patient in Five.”

      “I was just going there next.”

      “She was restrained, but only the lap belt.”

      “Any injuries?”

      “She had some blood on ultrasound, but she was mostly stable. I think she’ll avoid surgery and pull through. Those kids of hers need their mother.”

      Dr. Allen looked at me, and I could see him struggling with what to say.

      I turned away, facing the computer, and hurriedly grabbed the phone to page my service. It didn’t take long for Darnold to call back, and I filled him in.

      “Stay there and let me know if anything changes.”

      “I will,” I said.

      It was a relief that I wasn’t asked to come join him on the floor. It was near the end of the day, and as long as she was stable, I would be able to get home.

      Rest.

      That was all I wanted.

      I got up from the computer and headed toward the resident lounge, feeling Allen’s eyes on my back, resisting the urge to turn. What would I say to him, anyway? Sometimes I thought he knew more than he let on, but that was quite unlikely. I was the only fool plugged into the magical world, and even if I wanted someone else to share in that burden, I wasn’t sure I wanted it to be Allen.

      The lounge was empty and I took a seat on the sofa, leaning back. I must have closed my eyes because I woke to Jen dropping onto the sofa next to me.

      “It’s almost like you’re on your ER rotation again,” she said.

      “I was waiting to make sure a patient was stable. I can go home if she is.”

      “The lady in Five?” Jen asked.

      I nodded.

      “That one was mine,” Jen said. “She was pretty stable. Blood pressure was good. Heart rate was good. No signs of bruising or anything worrisome.”

      I debated whether or not to tell Jen about her injuries, but decided against it. It would only make her second guess herself, and from the way it sounded, she did that enough already.

      “Allen tells me you have interest in the ultrasound fellowship,” I said.

      She looked away. “It was just a thought. I haven’t made up my mind on whether or not I was going to apply for it. Why? Are you interested in it?”

      I shook my head. “I’ve told you. I don’t really want to spend another year bouncing around here.”

      “You can’t still be serious about wanting to head out to some rural hospital and work,” she said.

      “More than ever,” I said.

      “Just because Aron is gone?”

      “That’s not the reason.” But it made it easier. Jen knew it, too. Had Aron still been around, I might have been tempted to stay, even to consider a fellowship, though that would be unlike me. There were plenty of positions I could take within the Cities where I didn’t need a fellowship. And I really had enough experience with traumas that I didn’t think I needed to be fellowship trained. The only thing the fellowship would offer me would be a greater opportunity to teach, and that wasn’t something that appealed.

      “I’m just not sure I’m going to be ready,” she said.

      “You’re a good doctor,” I told her.

      “I know I’m a good doctor, but I want to be more than just good.”

      I nodded. “I know.”

      “Besides, this is all I have.”

      I frowned, arching a brow. “What are you saying?”

      “Well, it’s not like I have something else to turn to if I am not any good at this.”

      “I don’t have anything else to turn to, either.”

      “Don’t say that, Kate. I see you when you’re out there with them. It fits you.”

      “And this doesn’t?”

      “Well, this suits you too. I don’t know what to say. You’re a good doctor—damned good. You make me question whether I can ever be good enough.”

      “You know you can be.”

      “I know that I can be, but there’s nothing wrong with taking an extra year, gaining a few extra skills, and making sure.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me before?”

      “Because you’ve been caught up in everything else and I didn’t want to add anything more to what you’re going through.”

      “We’re friends, aren’t we?”

      “Friends, but…”

      “But what?”

      “But you never would have said anything to me had you not been forced to, would you?”

      I met her eyes, hating the truth, but she deserved it. “Probably not.”

      “Why?”

      “I never wanted this power,” I said. “I never wanted to be able to do the things that I can do. And I tried to hide from them, but it seems that the more that I try to hide, the more that everything seems to pull me back, almost as if it wants to bring me into the magical world.”

      “Because you’re meant to be a part of it, Kate.”

      “I don’t want to be meant to do anything.”

      She laughed. “You should be happy. You are able to do both of these things.”

      I smiled, but I wondered if I would be able to do both of these things or whether I would feel the same way that Jen felt, never mastering either.

      And I didn’t know if I wanted to master magic. I wanted to know it well enough that I didn’t cause trouble, and that if anything occurred, I would be able to react, but the more I was around magic, the more I was drawn into a world that was incredibly dangerous, and it was a world that I didn’t always feel connected to.

      Partly because I didn’t know how I fit in.

      And maybe I never would. Maybe I needed to stop looking for what my other half was and simply embrace the kind of magic I had. My magic was different, and there was nothing wrong with that. That magic had saved me. It had saved the Veil, and I should be proud of that.

      In that magic had just saved a woman with children. Didn’t that matter?

      I rested my head back, breathing slowly.

      “You can go home,” Jen whispered.

      “I’m supposed to wait and make sure the patient is stable.”

      “I just told you that she was.”

      Right. She had told me, and I wasn’t about to tell her that I had needed to use magic to save her.

      “Whatever came of last night?” Jen asked.

      “I can tell you about it later. It was quite a bit more bizarre than we ever had known.”

      “Bizarre? I think I like the sound of that.”

      “No. Trust me. You definitely would not.” I got up and started toward the door. “They told me they were going to leave your car in the garage.”

      “I hope they filled up with gas,” she said.

      I chuckled. If gas was the only thing she was worried about, then we were in good shape. Considering what the Volkswagen had seen last night, we’d be lucky if that was all it needed.
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      I awoke with a start.

      There was sound in my home. Something had startled me, though what was it?

      Maybe it was nothing more than Lucy, but as I looked around, I realized that wasn’t it. She was sitting near my head as she often did, though she was quiet, not doing anything that would keep me awake, not as she often did. I’d tried giving her a pillow to use, but she preferred my head.

      It was something else, but what?

      I heard it again.

      Crawling out of bed, I summoned magic, wrapping myself in a barrier.

      As I headed to the doorway, a part of me wondered if maybe Aron would suddenly appear.

      I had to push those thoughts away. He was gone. I had seen him die, and I had been dragged away from him. There was no saving Aron, and there would be no Aron sitting in my kitchen, flipping through the newspaper, looking up at me in that way of his. There would be no warmth from his gaze. No more of the car accelerating away, slamming me back in my seat. No more Aron.

      It still didn’t feel quite real. I needed a funeral or some way of grieving him more than I already had. Having spent a little time with Ariel had helped, but I still felt as if I needed more.

      I considered summoning the magical sword, but what if I’d left my door unlocked and it was nothing more than Marvin trying to make sure I was safe? I wouldn’t put it past him to do that, and if he did, revealing a magical sword would only lead to the kind of questions that I had wanted to avoid with my neighbors, Marvin in particular.

      The barrier would have to be enough.

      I wrapped it tightly around myself as I headed out of the bedroom and toward the kitchen. There was no one there.

      Moonlight spilled through a window and the curtain fluttered.

      Had I left a window open?

      I didn’t think so, but maybe Jen had.

      I hadn’t spent any time in the kitchen when I got home. I had fallen straight into bed, exhaustion dropping me into a deep slumber, regardless of the fact that it was barely six-thirty in the evening. I needed as much sleep as possible to recharge.

      I felt better, but not great. I didn’t know what time it was, and I wished I had a clock in the kitchen I could use to tell me, but those concerns weren’t helpful right now.

      If the sound wasn’t in the kitchen, it had to be in the living room or the spare room. I checked in the spare room first, but found it empty.

      I headed toward the living room. And froze.

      “Ariel?”

      The shifter sprawled out on my couch, completely naked. A pile of clothes was heaped on the floor in front of her.

      She stirred and looked up at me. “Dr. Michaels. I expected you to be sleeping until quite a bit later.”

      “I would’ve been, but the sound of someone in my home startled me awake.”

      “I’m sorry. I considered heading back to the Iron Range, but I wanted to help get to the bottom of all of this before I did.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I feel as if I owe you still.”

      “You don’t owe me anything.”

      “And I want to know why the archer died,” Ariel said. She sat up, leaning forward and resting her elbows on her knees. In human form, she had an incredibly athletic and muscular build. There appeared to be no fat on her body, and while I was in good shape, Ariel looked like a world-class athlete, making me feel as if I were overweight. “I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

      “How are you able to get in? Aron placed protections around my home.”

      “That’s one thing the archer never managed to fully master,” she said.

      “What’s that?”

      “Protections that could exclude shifters,” she said.

      “You can bypass magical protections?”

      “Most of them. We have a way of shifting past things.”

      “Great. So locks don’t really matter when it comes to shifters?”

      “They matter, and with the right protection, I suspect you would be able to keep me out.”

      “You mean if I were to place the protection.”

      Ariel smiled and grabbed her clothes off the ground, slowly pulling them on. “You would likely be more successful at keeping me from entering than the archer had been.”

      “Why?”

      “Because your magic is different than his. Your power comes from a source on the other side of the Veil whereas his comes from—”

      “Came from. And his came from the same place on the other side of the Veil.”

      “I’m not entirely sure that it did. Mages draw upon power that isn’t necessarily tied to how secured the Veil might be. What I’ve seen from you suggests that your magic is stronger where there are gaps.”

      “Gaps?”

      “Places like the river. Have you ever experienced anything else like that?”

      I had, but I hadn’t thought of it in that way. When I had been in the basilica, the circle in the basement of the neutral ground had filled me with a raw sort of power, something that was unlike anything other than when I had stolen power from Solera.

      Ariel climbed off my couch and leaned toward me. “You have noticed power from the gaps.”

      “I don’t know that I would’ve called it power from the gaps, but I have detected a connection before.”

      “When you rescued me?”

      “That was one such time,” I said.

      “How?”

      “I stole from Solera.”

      Ariel studied me, frowning. “You stole from Solera? One of the fae?”

      “I didn’t know what I was doing at the time, and when I had gone to her, we were looking for answers. All I wanted was some way of trying to stop the Great One and understanding what had happened.”

      “They were freed from their prison is what happened.”

      “I gathered that, but I wanted to know how they were freed and if there was anything I could do to help put them back into their prison. I figured one of the fae would have some explanations.”

      “The prison was not on that side of the Veil.”

      “Why are you telling me this now? It doesn’t matter to me.”

      “It will matter if you face one of the Great Ones again. There are—or were—a dozen, and the one who was freed might have been closest to the surface, but that doesn’t mean that Chazarn is the most powerful of the Great Ones.”

      “His name was Chazarn?”

      Ariel nodded. “He was a talented Great One, but more of a hunter than a leader. The others remain.”

      “What do you mean by closest to the surface?”

      “The prison used to contain them. It lies outside of the Veil, and it’s a place of power, but it’s a prison. It restricts their access to their own power and saps it, funneling it across…”

      “Across to what?” I hesitated. Ariel was powerful, Aron had made that clear, and had said that her great power was something that very few shifters possess. “Do you draw upon the power of the Great Ones?” I asked.

      “Careful,” she said.

      “That’s why you have the magic that you do?”

      Ariel turned away. “All alphas are granted the power of the Great Ones. It’s part of the taking of the title. It’s what makes us strong; it’s what makes us leaders. I didn’t know it meant that we were taking power from others who were real. They were little more than legends, myths, and when I was elevated to the position of alpha, I thought it was nothing more than a story.”

      “But the Great Ones are real.” I cocked my head, studying Ariel. “Is that why things have changed for you?”

      “I refused to force my people to follow me, and I refuse to draw upon the power of the Great Ones, not now that I know what it is and the danger to using it.”

      “Are there other alphas who won’t hesitate to use it?”

      “There are other alphas, and I have tried getting word to them about what we faced, but I have heard nothing.”

      And I had thought that a battle between factions of mages would be difficult, but this could be even worse. If the shifters began an all-out battle, everybody else could be caught in the middle.

      “I thought you wanted to unify your people.”

      Ariel spun to face me. “Don’t speak to me about what I would do with my people, Kate Michaels. I am the alpha of the Iron Range pack, and I will do whatever I need in order to ensure that my people are safe.”

      “Everything other than drawing on the power of a Great One,” I said.

      Ariel growled softly.

      “There’s another gap, as you call it,” I said. “On neutral ground. When I went there with my grandparents, facing the gorgon, I was aware of that power.”

      “That’s a direct access to the power within the Veil itself,” she said.

      “There’s power within the Veil?”

      “What do you think the Carters do? We fill the Veil, securing it, ensuring that it remains solid. It needs to be secure, a real thing, and were it not, other creatures besides the gorgon would find a way to cross over.”

      “And what does this have to do with everything else?”

      “This has to do with the vampire.”

      “What about the vampire?”

      “After leaving you, I’ve been trying to understand why the vampires would be involved, and what role they would have in everything that has taken place so far. I’m still not certain I have uncovered everything, but I believe that it has to do with jockeying for position within the vampire families.”

      “This is all about one of the families taking control?”

      “There are five different vampire families, and all of them would like to lead the others. In this part of the country, the Vangalor family is most prominent, but the woman we encountered last night is a member of the Siren family.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Her screams. I had never heard anything quite like it and went looking for information about what it meant, especially as it seemed as if she were intent on trying to call others with her screams. That, apparently, is a hallmark of the Siren family.”

      “They have some ability with sound?”

      “Sound, movement, many of the same traits all vampires carry, but they have hearing that is greater than even the shifters.”

      She said it with such disgust that I could tell how irritated she was to admit that.

      “Why do you think this is families trying to position themselves for power?”

      “The Siren family is not active in the Minneapolis area. And I hadn’t expected her to have so many familiars with her.”

      “Familiars? Not gangs?”

      “Not gangs. Show me those pictures again.”

      I pulled out my phone and opened the photo app, scrolling back until I reached the pictures of the shooter and the victim. Ariel tapped on one of the shooter. “What we thought were all runes aren’t. Many of them are, but not all. They are a mark for the family. They use this to signify their position as a familiar.”

      “All I know about vampire familiars is from movies and comics.”

      “They serve the vampires. Some think that the longer they serve, the more likely it will be that they will be turned, but even that is difficult. With the restrictions in place because of the treaty with the shifters and the mage council, vampires rarely draw others from outside. There is no need, as vampires rarely die.”

      “And these familiars…”

      “The familiars serve as their conduit. Vampires aren’t able to come out in the daylight, and so they require servants who can.”

      “It seems as if these familiars are using power.”

      “That is what’s new. I had not expected the vampire families to be clashing in such a way where they involved others.”

      “It’s more than just them involving others. If they’re placing these runes, it means that they’re somehow taking power from mages. That’s the only way that they would have that power, so we need to figure out where it’s coming from and what they’re doing to exact it.”

      “We?”

      “You brought that information to me with a purpose,” I said.

      “I brought it to you because you wanted to know, and I thought it was necessary for you to learn, but I am not able to get involved in the vampire dynamics.”

      “Because it’s not shifter business?”

      “Because it would disrupt the treaty,” she said.

      “Even for Aron?” It was a dirty move, and I knew it even as I said it, but I needed her help, and if she wasn’t willing to help, I wasn’t sure what I would do next.

      “The archer would not have wanted me to have done anything that would disrupt the Veil. He served the council in a way that wanted to ensure the integrity of the Veil. More than anyone else, the archer would have told you to not push when it came to this.”

      “I’m not part of the council, and I’m not a part of the Veil.”

      “I think you’re an even greater part of the Veil than me, in some ways. You have a role and responsibility that requires that you not disrupt what is there.”

      “But I’m not trying to disrupt it. I’m trying to understand what’s taking place within my city.”

      “There you go again. Calling it your city.”

      “It is my city. And anything that is happening here, especially if it has to do with magic that disrupts the balance of power, involves me and people that I care about. I’m not going to sit by while that happens.”

      “Nor should you.”

      “I thought you had just said I needed to stay out of it.”

      “No. What I’ve said is that I have to stay out of it, not that you should. You are not a part of the treaty. Your role is different, and because of that, I suspect that you alone would be able to get involved and not disrupt things.”

      “Not just me,” I said.

      “What else?”

      “The Dark Council. They aren’t involved in the treaty, either.”

      Ariel grinned. “Good luck.”

      “That’s it? You have come here and shared that with me and now you just want me to have good luck?”

      “I’ve already told you that there is only so much that I can do.”

      “I don’t need your involvement. But now that you’re here, maybe you could come with me. You don’t have to intervene.”

      Ariel watched me. “What you ask runs the potential of putting me at odds with the others holding onto the Veil.”

      “What I ask is for you to just help me. As a friend.”

      “Is that what we are now?”

      “Well, I was hoping we weren’t enemies.”

      Ariel grinned. “No. I’m quite certain I would not want you as an enemy.”

      “Will you help?”

      “I will do what I can and promise to let you know if it comes close to creating a situation where I can no longer participate.”

      That had to be enough.

      I nodded. “Now that I’m up, let’s go and see about a dark mage.”

      “You don’t want to sleep so that you can get caught up for work?”

      “I don’t know that I’ll be able to fall back asleep, not with what you’ve told me. And if this is nothing more than factions of vampire families trying to gain position within the city, we need to put an end to it before others get involved.” And I needed to alert Gran and Gramps. If mages were being used in this, we needed to figure out how and where.

      “I’ll get dressed.”

      “I’ll wait,” Ariel said.

      As I headed back to my room, I called out to the living room. “You know, all of this would be a whole lot easier if you would’ve been able to find that sword for me.”

      “What is it about the sword that you need?” Ariel asked.

      She had followed and stood in the entryway to my room, and I hesitated to change with her standing there watching me. Damn her and her comfort in her nudity. I forced myself to change despite her practically leering at me.

      “The sword allows me to reach for more power than I would’ve otherwise been able to,” I said. “It somehow bridges the other side of the Veil. I’m not exactly sure what it is, but there is power in it that I didn’t have, and don’t have, on my own.”

      “Then it’s a crutch.”

      “You sound like Aron.”

      “The archer was wise.”

      “It’s not a crutch. It’s a weapon. And with everything that we’ve gone through, having a weapon like that, being able to use power that comes from the other side of the Veil, has value.”

      “I don’t dispute that, but as you continue to learn about your ability, leaning on a crutch limits the knowledge that you gain. I would equate it to you needing to continue to borrow knowledge from textbooks while treating patients. There comes a time when you have to have that knowledge within you so that you don’t have to take time to continue to look things up, slowing you down.”

      I frowned at her. “That might be the most logical thing you’ve ever told me.”

      “I’m not alpha for my looks.”

      “I thought you were alpha because of your magical strength.”

      “I became alpha because of my cunning,” Ariel said.

      I finished changing, throwing on jeans and a comfortable and warm shirt. I wished I had a jacket, some sort of armor the way that Aron did.

      “I think I’m ready,” I said.

      “Good. Then it’s time for us to go.”

      As we left, I pressed my hand on the door, sealing it closed, wishing I could simply go back to bed. Maybe things would finally slow down once I was off the trauma rotation, and maybe then I could finally get the sleep I needed, but until then, it seemed I would be sleep deprived.

      Hopefully, it didn’t limit me too much.
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      When we reached the warehouse section, Ariel stared at the door. She pressed her hand on the lock and the electronic keypad lit up, allowing us access.

      “That’s your type of ability?” I asked.

      Ariel glanced over. There was no movement around us, nothing but a stillness in the depths of the night. A nearly full moon glowed overhead, illuminating things much more than the streetlights alone would do. The air had a strange odor to it, almost that of a burning, and it reminded me of the electrocautery in surgery. A disgusting image came to mind with that thought.

      “As I said, we have the ability to shift past a great number of locks,” she said.

      “When we step in there, they’re going to be a little upset by our presence.”

      “Most likely. I imagine that you have some way of influencing things?”

      I didn’t know that I had influence when it came to Barden. “I have some rapport with the Dark Council.”

      “Because you forged a treaty with them?”

      “Because I beat them,” I said.

      Ariel chuckled softly. “Things aren’t quite so different outside of the shifter world.”

      “I didn’t say that I had challenged them.”

      “Isn’t that the same, though? By defeating them, didn’t you demonstrate that your magic exceeds that which they possess?”

      “I suppose,” I said.

      “And with that, you have put yourself into a position of authority. When you do so, you must be ready for the likelihood that another challenger will appear.”

      “I’m not trying to position myself in any way.”

      “And yet still you have done it, Kate Michaels.”

      Ariel pulled open the door and slipped inside. I followed, and it took a moment for my eyes to adjust. The building was dark, though soft white light glowed from several of the stations scattered throughout the interior of the warehouse. I watched, looking for any signs of movement, but there was nothing.

      It took a moment to wrap myself in a barrier. Ariel pulled on her own magic, and I sensed it as a cool chill racing along my spine, that chill that fit with her attempting to shift. She stayed in human form, but her fingers had changed slightly, elongated, and claws extended out from them. Her nose had changed just a little, and she sniffed at the air.

      “Do you detect anything?” I asked.

      “There is magic here, but it is diffuse.”

      “Diffuse?”

      “There is an attempt to conceal it.”

      I pointed toward the back door. “They have spells around the back part of the warehouse. I don’t really know why, other than the fact that that seems to be their headquarters and they have other activities taking place back there. Once we go through the doorway, the sense of magic will change.”

      “How many times have you been here?” she asked.

      “More than I want,” I said.

      “Interesting.”

      “Why?”

      “Do your grandparents know that you have spent so much time around the dark mages?”

      “I’ve not found the need to share that detail with them.”

      Ariel grinned again. “Interesting.”

      “Would you stop saying that?”

      “Why? Because it’s true?”

      “Because it’s not that I’m trying to hide anything. And I certainly wouldn’t be hiding anything from my grandparents.”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      I ignored her and made my way around the outer bank of the workstations. Rows and rows of cubicles were set up, and a strange energy came from within them.

      “They’ve placed magic on all of these,” I said.

      “So it seems,” Ariel said.

      “Why?”

      “That would be a question for the Dark Council, but there must be some reason for them to do so.”

      I couldn’t imagine what that reason might be unless it had something to do with Barden and his underworld and whatever undertakings they had going on here.

      There was no one working, and seeing as how we hadn’t triggered any sort of alarms, I was tempted to go and try and figure out what he used this workspace for, but that wasn’t why we were here.

      At the back door, Ariel pressed her hand upon it. Magic surged from her.

      “Clever,” she whispered.

      “Why?”

      “Whoever placed the protections on this door must have recognized that we have some way of bypassing them.”

      “You can’t get past the protections?”

      “We can, but it’s going to require your abilities and not mine.”

      “I’m not sure that I can bypass them. When I came here before, I basically announced my presence and they let me in.”

      “We could go that route, too,” Ariel said.

      I had a sense that she didn’t want to. “Why do you want to sneak in here?”

      “Consider it a reconnaissance.”

      “You want to spy on the Dark Council?”

      “I would like to know what their capabilities might be.”

      “Why?”

      “When you forged the treaty between the councils, you established peace that hasn’t existed. The council is no longer distracted, focused on the dark mages.”

      “Do you think that might have angered someone?”

      “That’s always a possibility,” she said. “Everyone has an agenda, and it can be difficult to know whose agenda you’re irritating. Some might have seen you forging a sense of peace between the various councils as a step in the wrong direction.”

      “It’s not the Dark Council that would feel that way. They were losing too many mages to the mage council attacks.”

      “What if there are some within the Dark Council who feel otherwise?”

      “Why?”

      “Because they would need to change the way they operate.”

      “I don’t think Barden has changed anything about the way he operates. Whatever underworld operation he has remained active.”

      “You disapprove?”

      I laughed softly. “It’s not my place to disapprove. I don’t particularly care what Barden is up to just so long as I don’t have to worry about dark mages attacking me.”

      “And what about the mage council?”

      “I don’t have to worry about them attacking me, either.”

      “Have you revealed yourself to them?”

      “Do we really have to do this now?”

      “We don’t, but I thought it was a reasonable question. You have chosen not to reveal yourself to the mage council, though I would wonder why?”

      “I don’t know. I feared the mage council for so long during my life that revealing who I am and what I can do now feels dangerous.”

      “Do you fear that they would still attempt to burn off your magic?”

      “I don’t really know whether they would be able to do so.”

      “You might not be a dark mage, Kate Michaels, but they would still have some way of sealing off your magic. That is all that they have ever done.”

      “They never burned off the magic?”

      “Magic lives within the user. It can’t be burned off. It can be given freely, as you have seen with both me and the Great One, as well as with these rune mages, as you call them. Magic can be used, but rarely is it expended or wasted, and even then, there remains power within the user. Eventually it will return.”

      “I always believed the mage council could burn off my magic, and I feared that.”

      “Is that why you have remained hidden from the council?”

      “It changes a person when they burn it off,” I said.

      “Sometimes. Imagine how you would be if you no longer could use an arm. Or if you could no longer walk. It takes a great strength of mind to withstand such a change.”

      “What happens to the mages that they seal off?”

      “That is a question only the council can answer.”

      Would my grandparents even answer that? Now that we had formed the pact with the councils, there would be no reason that those who had once been deemed dark mages shouldn’t be restored, not unless they were dangerous.

      And maybe all of the mages who had been burned off were dangerous, though I had a hard time believing that. Had Gran and Gramps the opportunity, they would have done so to Barden, and he had been helpful to us, regardless of whether or not they wanted to believe it at first.

      Ariel watched me. “Are you going to open the door, Kate Michaels?”

      I reached for the keypad and let magic flow out from me. Rather than surging it into the keypad, I focused, letting it slowly seep out, and when it did, it struck the keypad and surged around it. I didn’t know what I needed to do to unlock the door, but I felt a variation within the magic and used that subtle variation to send a trigger, and the door clicked.

      Ariel grinned at me.

      The door jerked open.

      Three mages stood on the other side.

      One of them struck with a spell, and I pushed outward with my barrier, wrapping around the doorframe, so their spell bounced harmlessly off it. Easing back on the barrier, I said, “We’re just here to meet with Barden.”

      Another spell built, and it started to crash into the barrier, attempting to creep around the edges. If they managed to bypass the barrier, I would either have to attack—something I wasn’t eager to do, not when I had come here for answers—or I would be subject to their spell.

      The paralytic.

      I refused to succumb to the paralytic ever again.

      I pushed on my barrier, wrapping around all three of them. They were forced together and I squeezed, holding on to them. The barrier became a sphere, without any free edge for them to try to pry loose.

      “Move past them,” I told Ariel.

      She watched me. “You are holding three mages.”

      “Right. The same way I held the vampire.”

      “You don’t think that is unusual?”

      “I’ll be honest, there’s quite a bit unusual about everything that I’ve been doing these days. If you would have told me a year ago that I would be talking to a shifter, fighting a vampire, and confronting the Dark Council, I probably would have run.”

      Ariel barked out a laugh and squeezed past the three mages.

      I followed her through, and when I did, I continued to hold onto the barrier with the mages. If it came down to it, I wasn’t sure that I would be able to create another similar barrier and hold more, so I had to hope that Barden would be accommodating.

      “His room is down this way,” I said.

      The sense of magic bloomed now that we were through the doorway, and it was different than it had been before. Muted sound reached my ears, and it took a moment to realize that it came from someone screaming.

      I turned toward the sound. It was above us.

      As far as I knew, there wasn’t anything above us.

      But then, the warehouse was several stories high, though in the main part of the warehouse, it was completely open. In here, back in the office area, there was a normal ten-foot high ceiling.

      There would have to be a staircase to an upper level.

      “What is it?” Ariel asked.

      “Did you hear the sound?”

      “I heard machinery.”

      “I’m not convinced that’s machinery.”

      “If not machinery, then what?”

      “That sounded like screaming.”

      Ariel shifted her ears and they swiveled, listening. Her nose elongated even more, and she sniffed. “I don’t detect anything.”

      “Would you?”

      “I think that I would detect more than you.”

      “Maybe not here,” I said. “See if you can’t figure out how we can go upstairs.”

      Ariel frowned and then spun, heading back toward the entrance. I followed, and she reached through my barrier and grabbed one of the mages, pulling them toward the edge.

      How was she able to simply reach through it?

      “Where is the staircase?”

      The man stared at her.

      She continued to elongate one fingertip, and a razor-sharp claw steadily stretched toward his neck. “I’m not going to ask you again.”

      “Third door on the left,” he said.

      Ariel shook him and slammed him into the others. Two of them collapsed, but the third one remained standing, and Ariel swiped through the barrier, connecting with the side of his head. He collapsed.

      “You can release it now.”

      “You could’ve done that earlier.”

      “Would you have allowed it?”

      “I allow it now?”

      “I wouldn’t have been able to penetrate it if you didn’t allow it.”

      Could I have wanted her to have done that? I didn’t think so, and I didn’t know that I was in control of it, but it was a barrier, and it should have held.

      Maybe I had wanted her to be able to reach through.

      We found the door and she pressed on it, unlocking it with a surge of shifter magic. As far as I could tell, there was no staircase here.

      She started through when I grabbed her, pulling her back.

      “What?”

      “There’s a spell on the room,” I said.

      “How do you know?”

      “I can feel it. I’m not exactly sure what sort of spell it is, only that they have held onto it in such a way that you probably wouldn’t have been able to get out once you went in.”

      Ariel growled.

      “And if there is a staircase in there—” and I wasn’t sure that there would be. It was possible that the mage had lied, wanting us to head into that room where we would be trapped, a room so much like the one that had held me when I’d been brought here to rescue Rory—“we might not be able to get to it.”

      “There is another possibility,” Ariel said.

      “What?”

      She shifted. Once in wolf form, she grabbed onto the wall and, digging her claws in, she scaled the wall, tearing through the ceiling.

      “There is something up here,” she said. Her voice was altered in this form, a little bit more of a growl, but recognizable nonetheless. “Grab onto me and climb up.”

      “I don’t think that’s—”

      Ariel growled again.

      Damn. This had gone from weird to weirder, and if I was going to get answers, I was probably going to have to do exactly what she wanted. I didn’t really want to climb up Ariel’s back, and I very much didn’t want to grab onto her, mostly because I would be thinking too much about how she could shift at any time.

      Ariel seemed to sense my hesitation and growled at me.

      I grabbed onto her leg and scrambled up, reaching for her foreleg. Poking my head through the ceiling, I looked around. I didn’t see anything that would explain what she had observed. There were floor joists and a space, but nothing else. Ariel scrambled up, dragging me with her, and I held on while she moved, afraid that I might be shaken free.

      She crawled forward, moving through the ceiling, somehow managing to find supports that wouldn’t shake either of us off.

      She lunged again and pressed through the floor of another room.

      Once inside, we discovered a pale-skinned man bound to a chair. Magic surged around him, and though I couldn’t tell what sort of magic was used, it clearly was painful.

      I hurried toward him, but Ariel shifted quickly, grabbing me.

      “Don’t,” she said.

      “Why not?”

      “Don’t you recognize what that is?”

      “That? It’s a man. And they’re torturing him.”

      “It’s not a man. That is a vampire.”

      I hesitated, looking at him. He had the same pale skin and dark hair as the vampire we had faced the night before.

      “I thought you said we couldn’t hold onto them?”

      “I said that if we tried, it would be difficult. It seems that the Dark Council has ways of holding vampires. They really are quite clever.”

      “From a shifter of your status, I will take that as a compliment.”

      I spun around to find Darvish standing in front of me. His face was a mask of irritation and he glared at me before turning his attention to Ariel, his expression softening a little. Darvish had his dark hair combed off to the side, and there was an amused twinkle in his eye. He was a lean, muscular man, and every time I saw him, he intimated that we needed to spar, but there had never been a good time to do so. He was better than me, and might even be better than Master David, and I suspected that I would be able to learn quite a lot from watching a mage use magic and shorin-ryu karate at the same time.

      “Why do you have a vampire here?” I asked him.

      “I imagine for the same reason that you have broken into our facility. Again.”

      “You knew that the runes were markings for vampire familiars?”

      Darvish frowned. “Familiars?” He glanced over his shoulder at the vampire. “Not familiars, not that I have recognized. We realized that the vampires were the ones responsible for placing these runes.”

      “The vampires can’t place runes without having someone to draw them from.”

      "They’ve been scouring the streets, finding anyone with any sort of residual magic, and drawing upon that.”

      “Including dark mages,” I said.

      His brow knitted in a deep frown. “Unfortunately, even my kind. That is why this one is here. Barden is missing.”

      “Barden?”

      Darvish clenched his jaw, turning his attention back to the vampire. “This one was found where Barden disappeared. He had been looking into those runes on your behalf and—”

      “The vampires grabbed him,” I said. A mage like Barden would be powerful. How many runes could he power? “It’s a battle for supremacy within the vampire families. From what we can tell, they are fighting for position.”

      “Are you certain about that?”

      “Not really, but Ariel determined that they’re using their familiars, placing the runes on them to allow the familiars to battle.”

      “So not a gang war as you were concerned about when you came to Barden.”

      “Not a gang war,” I said.

      Darvish faced the vampire and a spell built from him. The vampire writhed.

      I touched his arm, and he shook me off. “If this is a battle among the families, it’s the reason your patient was killed. And the reason Barden is missing.”

      Darvish breathed out heavily, still holding onto his spell.

      “How long can you hold him?”

      “Until he answers or I destroy him first.”

      “Destroying the vampires will create complications for the Veil,” Ariel said.

      “Is that my concern?” Darvish asked.

      “That should be everyone’s concern,” she said.

      “I’m not on the mage council and I don’t hold any stake in the Veil. I will find Barden.”

      “You don’t need to sit upon the mage council to recognize the need for the Veil to be maintained and secure,” Ariel said. “All you need to do is live within this world to recognize that need. You were there during the last attack. You helped. So you should understand the importance of what we do.”

      “Right,” I said, pulling Darvish away from the vampire. “The Siren family has decided they would lead in Minneapolis. And we need to get Barden back before this becomes a vampire war.” And if it did, others would be harmed. Not just people like Aron, but familiars like had come into the hospital, people with only a distant connection to the magical world. It wouldn’t take long for it to spill over to the non-magical. Seeing how Jen had fared with that told me all I needed about how well those without power would do.

      And the Veil would be weakened. Again.

      The vampire thrashed and a spell built from Darvish, wrapping around the vampire and silencing him. The power Darvish displayed impressed me.

      “Have you discovered anything from him?”

      “Not yet,” Darvish said, “but give me time. Even a vampire won’t be able to withstand questioning indefinitely.”

      “We need answers. We need to know where they’re hiding. And I want to know why Aron died.”

      Darvish stiffened. “The archer?”

      I told Darvish about what happened. I tried not to choke up, but couldn’t help the tears that welled in the corners of my eyes as I told him about Aron.

      “Are you certain about this?”

      “I’m certain that they used a weapon that had these runes on it. I’m certain that weapon was what was responsible for Aron dying.”

      “Then this one will provide answers. For both of us.”

      He stopped in front of the vampire and magic built from him.

      I grabbed Darvish by the arm and he glanced over at me.

      Taking a moment to wrap the vampire in a barrier, sealing him in, I studied the pale-skinned vampire. Other than his coloring, he looked no different than anyone else I might encounter on the street. Vampires had another form, but I had never seen it, and considering everything, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to see it.

      I’d seen that the vampires were refusing to share information. They were willing to sacrifice for this, which suggested the secret they were keeping was significant. Could we go about this a different way?

      “Can we use him and track him back to the other vampires of the Siren family?”

      “It’s possible,” Ariel said. “I don’t know that I would be able to track him. I told you that vampires don’t have any sense that I can use.”

      “What about placing a spell on him?” I asked Darvish. I was unable to place any sort of tracking spell, but that didn’t mean that a dark mage couldn’t.

      “Such a thing would be possible.”

      “Could you do it so that he wasn’t aware of it?”

      “He can hear us talking,” Darvish said. “He’ll know what we’re intending.”

      “He can’t hear us talking. I wrapped him inside a spell. Look. Yell at him.”

      Darvish started screaming. The vampire didn’t do anything.

      “Your style of magic fascinates Barden.”

      “Him and me both.”

      “If he’s distracted, I think that I could place a complicated type of spell so that I would be able to know where to find him.”

      “What do you intend?” Ariel asked me.

      “We need to know where the other vampires of the Siren are hiding. It seems they’re the ones who have instigated this, and so if we can figure out where they are, maybe we can put an end to it.”

      “I doubt the vampires will be thrilled with any outside involvement,” Ariel said.

      “And they should have handled this internally, but seeing as how they haven’t, we need to be the ones to end it.”

      “How many vampires do you think you can take on?” Darvish asked.

      “I don’t have any idea,” I said.

      “Me neither. It would be an interesting challenge.”

      “I’m not sure that interesting describes it the way I would like,” I said

      “How would you describe it?” Darvish asked.

      “Terrifying?”

      “Sometimes stepping outside of your comfort zone is the only way to grow. I think that you can handle this, Kate Michaels. Now. If you would like to create a distraction for me?” Ariel said, stalking forward and drawing Darvish’s gaze.

      I lowered the barrier and used a different sort of control to my magic, wrapping it around the vampire’s head. I squeezed, threatening to suffocate him, not sure whether vampires even needed oxygen to breathe. The sudden bulging of his eyes suggested that he did.

      Magic built from Darvish, swirling out from him, and it lightly touched the vampire, sweeping across his skin. The vampire’s eyes continued to bulge as he struggled.

      Magic faded from Darvish and he took a step back.

      I relaxed the barrier around the vampire’s head.

      “You are going to tell us why you’ve been attacking,” I said.

      The vampire started to screech.

      Darvish wiggled his finger. “We’ve had words about that, haven’t we?” Another spell built from him, and the vampire screamed before cutting off. “I really don’t know that I can tolerate hearing that sound too much more,” Darvish said.

      “You are an impressive individual,” Ariel said.

      “I will take that as a compliment.”

      “You should.”

      They stared at each other, practically eye-fucking.

      “Gross.”
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      The streets were dark, so I was happy to be in the passenger seat of Darvish’s van. Darvish drove, following the trail of the spell he’d placed. I couldn’t detect anything from it, but apparently Darvish could. It would be valuable to have that ability, to be able to trail after a spell, and I wondered if he had used something like that on me before without my knowledge.

      I had to doubt it. With my ability to detect the use of magic, he wouldn’t have been able to simply place a spell on me.

      But then, I had felt magic sweeping over me when I had first met Barden in the emergency room that day when I had attempted to save Tony.

      “Did Barden place a similar spell on me?”

      Darvish shrugged. “It’s a useful spell.”

      “Is it still there?”

      “It was not my spell.”

      “Is it still on me?”

      Darvish glanced over, watching me for a long moment. “Your connection to magic is difficult.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It is, if you would only pay attention. He has tried to maintain that connection to you, but when you draw upon as much magic as you can, you’ve burned through his ability to track you.”

      “She draws magic from the other side of the Veil,” Ariel said.

      I shot her a glare. “You’re not helping.”

      “I didn’t realize that you needed my help,” she said.

      We turned, heading onto the interstate, taking I-494 north. We were on the western edge of the city and driving quickly, though not with the same reckless speed and abandon that Aron would have exhibited. Darvish kept it just above the speed limit, not much more than that. If I were able to detect where the spell lingered, I might be able to simply transport us there.

      Twisting in my seat to face Ariel, I stared at her. “Does this direction makes sense?”

      “The vampires have a preference for living in northern climates,” Ariel said. “They like the longer nights, and they don’t suffer from the cold or the heat nearly as much as many others.”

      “And this way, they’re among their kind in the summer,” I said.

      Ariel frowned at me. “Their kind?”

      “Other bloodsuckers like them. Mosquitoes.”

      She shook her head. “I think if you equate a vampire to a mosquito, you will find them a much greater nuisance than any mosquito you have ever encountered.”

      “I’d still like to swat at them if they’re responsible for what’s taking place.”

      “Not much farther and you might get your chance,” Darvish said.

      We veered off onto I-94, heading west. If we stayed on this, it would take us to St. Cloud and all the way up into North Dakota. Instead, we pulled off just outside the northwestern suburbs. Darvish navigated the streets, taking us to the end of a long cul-de-sac, and I began to grow tense. How many vampires would we face when we reached this place? Would I be ready? Would there be anything that I could do that would help ensure our safety when we did find them?

      “You are doing this alone,” Ariel said.

      “You won’t help when we get there?”

      “As I said, I cannot. I will accompany you and do what I can, but I imagine it’s no different than how your grandparents felt when they thought I had been defeated by a successful challenge.”

      I nodded. “They called it shifter business.”

      “And that’s what it could have been. Had there been no involvement of the Great One, they could not have gotten involved. It would have upset my kind, and your grandparents were right in not wanting to get involved. It would disrupt the treaty, and they should know better than to do so.”

      “What if the vampires have summoned the equivalent of a Great One?”

      “As far as I know, there is no equivalent.”

      “Nothing?”

      “It’s possible that they have some connection to the other side of the Veil, much the same as the shifters do, and now after what you’ve told me, the same as both the mage council and the Dark Council, but even if they do, they would be remiss to try to get involved. Which is why I cannot get involved.”

      “Even if it weakens the Veil?”

      “As far as we know, the Veil remains intact.”

      “For now. Have you wondered why there have been so many attacks on the Veil lately?”

      “Do you think that is a new thing?” Ariel asked.

      “I don’t know. From what Aron has said—had said,” I said, correcting myself. “The Veil has been secure, unmolested, for many years. These attacks, including the frequency of them, is unusual.”

      “The Veil holds back a great many dangers from the other side,” Ariel said. Darvish stiffened, and I could tell that he was listening. “There is incredible power on the other side, and it’s a kind of power that would threaten our world.”

      “Why would it threaten our world, especially if our magic is derived from it?”

      “Derived from it, possibly, but it is not the same. The magic on the other side of the Veil is raw, pure, and if it were up to those on the other side, they would use their magic to control this side.”

      “Solera mentioned something like that.”

      “Solera would only mention what was beneficial to her.”

      “And I’m not sure what that was. All that I know is that there seems to have been a war on the other side of the Veil, and—”

      “A war precipitated by those who long for more power. Even on the other side of the Veil, there is that desire. We would do well to ensure that power stays on the other side of the Veil.”

      “What if all of these attacks are tied to that war starting to spread over to this side? Wouldn’t that be even more reason to ensure the stability of the Veil?” I wanted her help and felt as if I needed to convince her. Bringing it around to the Veil had the best chance of succeeding, though she watched me with a look that said she saw through my intent.

      We rolled to a stop. “We are here,” Darvish said.

      I breathed out heavily. We were here, and yet I didn’t know where here was, other than on the northwestern edge of the city. Though we were here, I felt nothing. There was no surge of magic, no energy, nothing to detect.

      My normal advantage in being able to detect magic used around me would be absent when it came to the vampires. Even when facing their familiars and the rune mages they enabled, I wouldn’t be able to do all that much.

      Darvish climbed out of the front of the van, and as I got out of the side door, I wrapped myself in a barrier, sealing it around myself. What I wouldn’t give for some other type of armor.

      “Are you going to stay in the van?” I asked Ariel.

      “I might prowl around and see what I can sniff up.”

      “Will there be any way for you to warn me if there’s something coming?”

      “I will do what I can,” she said.

      Others spread out around us, moving into a position and fanning out. Darvish had several vans full of dark mages who had come with us, and all of them were ready, magic bursting from each of them.

      It was an all-out assault.

      I wasn’t sure this was the best strategy, but then again, they were determined to rescue Barden. I couldn’t blame them, either. We were the only ones who might be able to do anything about this, especially as we were the only ones who didn’t have the same connection to the Veil.

      Darvish came up to join me. “The spell we followed is within that building.”

      It was an enormous home, a mansion, and the kind of building I didn’t expect to see this far outside of the city. A wrought-iron gate circled the entire estate, with ivy crawling around the bars. The air was still and heavy around it, almost as if some sort of magical spell managed to suppress movement, and I couldn’t shake the uneasy sensation I had.

      “Will they know when we cross over whatever threshold they have?”

      “I am not a vampire expert,” Darvish said.

      “But you caught one. You’re more an expert than me.”

      His brow furrowed. “It’s likely they will.”

      “What if this is just the beginning of them?”

      “Then we must be ready to confront them. I will free Barden.”

      “If they’re using mages, I’m going to help, too.” I looked over at him. “Aren’t you the least bit afraid?”

      “My people don’t fear the vampires.”

      “Maybe not the mages on your council, but what about those who don’t have the same level of skill? What about those who have potential but haven’t yet achieved it?”

      I was thinking about Barden’s son. I hadn’t seen Rory since I had saved him. And there would be others like him, other dark mages who had been forced to hide their abilities from the mage council all these years, and now that there was no longer fighting, they should be able to use their magic more openly. If there were vampires thinking to draw on it, then they wouldn’t be able to.

      “That is why so many have come, Kate,” Darvish said. “We aren’t a part of the council, but that doesn’t mean we don’t count. My people will fight for the others. Will you?”

      I would have liked more rest. Better preparation. Since I had neither, there was no use lingering. “I’m ready.”

      “It might be easier if we were to do this in the daylight,” Darvish said.

      “Only if you want to kill them.”

      “That isn’t your intention?”

      “I don’t want to destroy the vampires.” I glanced back to where Ariel lingered near the van. “If we do that, we risk the Veil. I want to end whatever they are doing and however they intend to use the mages, but I’m not sure that destroying the vampires is—or should be—our goal.”

      “You are far too compassionate, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Would you want to go to a doctor who wasn’t?”

      “No, I suppose I wouldn’t.”

      Darvish and several of his mages started forward to the fence surrounding the estate. Several of them placed their hands on the fence, and a spell built from them. Power surged, a biting cold that raced along my spine, and when it released, the fence fell forward.

      “That’s one way to get inside,” I said.

      “It certainly is the easiest,” Darvish said.

      “You will have their attention.”

      “It’s not their attention I’m after. Barden needs to know we’ve come for him,” he said.

      The mages started forward and I followed, keeping a barrier around me. I held onto it tightly, and as I crossed the yard, I also began to focus on the image of the magical sword, letting it appear between my hands. It crawled forward slowly, a thin band of light that spread out, and I held it with one hand.

      Darvish glanced over for a moment. “What is—”

      He never had a chance to finish.

      The magical sword pushed back the masking spell. A dozen or more people suddenly appeared around us and Darvish clenched his jaw, magic surging from within him. Power slammed at us from each direction.

      I held the sword up, letting the light sweep out over the yard.

      I should have thought to do that sooner. They had masked themselves when they had attacked before, so I should have been expecting them to do so again, and the fact that I wasn’t prepared for it was my mistake. My mind was foggy from lack of sleep, though that wasn’t an excuse if people died because of my fatigue.

      The dark mages fell upon the attackers.

      Most of them seemed to be nothing more than rune mages. Several attacked, holding out their magic wands, using that to slam spell after spell upon the dark mages and their barriers, but the dark mages were more skilled.

      More of the rune mages appeared, and I couldn’t tell if they were coming out of the building or if there was some other place they were hiding.

      “This is an awful lot of familiars to be here,” I said.

      “Which suggests there will be quite a few vampires,” Darvish said.

      “The Siren family wasn’t the strongest in the city. What’s changed?”

      “Their use of magic has changed,” Darvish said.

      “Will your mages be able to withstand this kind of assault?”

      “Don’t fret, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Fret?” I continued to hold onto the sword, and as I did, there was a flickering near us.

      I’d seen it before, and when the flickering ceased, I shifted, wrapping a barrier around the vampire. I sealed it inside, constricting the barrier, tightening it around the vampire.

      One of the dark mages headed toward the vampire and tried to shoot a spell inside, but it bounced off.

      “You will need to release your captive in order for us to finish this,” Darvish said.

      “We have to have a different way than simply catching and killing,” I said.

      “I’m afraid there may not be,” he said.

      I squeezed, holding on to the barrier, but decided to try a different tactic. When I had been with the vampire in the warehouse, I had wrapped the barrier around the vampire’s head, and I wondered if a temporary suffocation might allow us to incapacitate them. Once they were incapacitated, then the dark mages would be able to take care of them. They could hold them until we could sort through this.

      Wrapping the barrier around the vampire’s head, I squeezed. It took a moment, but the vampire eventually crumpled, dropping to the ground.

      I released my connection to it as another flickering appeared.

      This was in front of Darvish.

      Trapping the vampire inside the barrier first, I withdrew it, shifting it so that it was only around the man’s head. I squeezed again, much like I had the first time, and trapped the vampire, waiting until he collapsed under the weight of the spell.

      “How many times do you think you can do that?” Darvish asked. He knelt next to the vampire and attached his own spell, wrapping it around and tapping a finger on the vampire. As he did, I could feel how the spell sealed off.

      That would be a useful skill to have. If I could place magic around something and leave it there, then I wouldn’t have to maintain the connection.

      “I don’t know. How many vampires do you think we might have to deal with?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The dark mages continued to push forward, taking step after step, stalking across the yard. As they went, more of the familiars appeared. A dozen of them, possibly more, had magic wands, and spells bounced off the dark mages.

      “There has to be another way,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “These familiars. They’re using spells that are tied to runes, so if we could remove those runes and free the mages holding them, we might be able to prevent the familiars from continuing to attack.”

      “You need to let go of your restraint. We will do what it takes to reach Barden.”

      The physician side of me couldn’t do that.

      Everything I’d been through lately told me that I needed to find a balance. Even Ariel had said so outright, but how could I find a balance if I was forced to kill within the magical world but tried to heal in the human world?

      Could I find a way to heal to save?

      The hard part was that my magic didn’t easily allow healing. It was designed for destruction and power, and it didn’t have the subtlety and finesse other mages possessed that would allow them to use it in such a way. Mine was destructive, deadly, and even though I personally didn’t want to do that, there might not be any way I could change it.

      And yet, I couldn’t fall into the trap of thinking that there was no alternative.

      I had seen that runes could be removed. There had to be something I could do to help with that.

      I had to find some way to mix the two parts of myself, and if I couldn’t, then what good would I be as a physician? I couldn’t kill. These rune mages were people, and though they might be vampire familiars, they needed that compassionate side of me.

      A surge of magic pulsed against me. Mage magic.

      It was nearby—from within the house.

      I glanced over at Darvish. “I’m going inside.”

      “Inside means you intend to confront them directly,” he said.

      “No. Going inside means I intend to find the mages who are being used.”

      “I will come with you.”

      “Your people need you here.”

      Darvish grunted. “My people are just fine.”

      “What happens if there are other vampires?”

      “Then we capture them.”

      And once they were captured, I had little doubt that Darvish’s team would use the opportunity to cut them down. I had to end this before the dark mages decided to tear through the vampires in revenge for their grabbing Barden.

      As we started forward, I noticed the occasional flicker of vampire movement. When I did, I caught them, suffocating them briefly, allowing the vampires to collapse so dark mages could hurry forward to capture them.

      When we came across rune mages, those with magic wands were the most difficult. The shielding defeated them and Darvish pushed them back.

      By the time we reached the house, fatigue threatened to overwhelm me.

      Maybe I should have waited another day. But if I would have done that, I would have been on call, so it would have been two more days.

      This couldn’t wait that much longer. Barden needed our help and I wanted to know why Aron and I had been targeted. And why the vampire families were attacking each other, if that really was the reason the gunshot victims had ended up in the ER.

      A thought occurred to me. “Have your people disappeared before?”

      “There have been some disappearances, but we attribute them to the council.”

      “What if the council was never responsible for them?” I asked as we approached the main entrance to the home. A curved doorway awaited us, and I wasn’t sure if it would require magic to power through or if I would be able to simply enter.

      “The mage council has targeted us for years, Kate Michaels.”

      That wasn’t entirely true. The council might have targeted them over the years, but there was a limit to their resources, and I didn’t think they captured dark mages who weren’t a threat to them.

      Could this have been happening for years?

      “Is there a difference in numbers between the mage council and the Dark Council?”

      “Why ask this now?” Darvish asked, another spell building within him.

      I forced his attention onto me. “Has there been?”

      “There have always been discrepancies in our numbers,” he said.

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “Dark magic is more difficult to reach.”

      “But if it comes from the Unseelie fae and the mage council magic comes from Seelie fae, there shouldn’t be any difference. Not really.”

      Maybe this problem was more than about the Siren family.

      If that were the case, why wouldn’t Barden and the Dark Council have heard about it before now? The mage council certainly wouldn’t care, and even if they heard something, they wouldn’t have acted upon it. They would have viewed the vampires as having done work on behalf of the council.

      “Kate Michaels?”

      I shook my head, pushing away those thoughts. If Gran and Gramps were involved… I would be more than incredibly disappointed in them. I’d be angry.

      Darvish reached the door and waited for me. “They have it sealed.”

      “Can you bypass the seal?”

      “Not easily. Your magic will be necessary for this. I’ve seen what you can do.”

      I let magic build. In this case, destructive magic wouldn’t be any sort of problem. I would feel no remorse and I let it surge out from me and into the door. It exploded open.

      “Now would be a good time for that sword of yours,” Darvish said.

      “I’m not sure that it will work quite like you think.”

      “If it unmasks them, then it will do exactly what I need.”

      I focused on the sword, summoning it. It surged into existence, and light exploded around us. Five shapes became visible.

      Two were vampires.

      “I’ll focus on the vamps and you get the rune mages,” I said to Darvish.

      Magic exploded from him and I pulled upon the barrier, wrapping both of the vampires within it. I was still able to hold onto the sword, and the longer that I did, the easier it became to manage. It took an effort, and it would weaken me the longer that I held it, but it wasn’t beyond my abilities. Maybe it should be.

      I squeezed, suffocating both of the vampires.

      Darvish finished off the rune mages before turning to me, noting the fallen vampires and then my sword. “You are a dangerous woman, Dr. Michaels.”

      “We’d better hope so, because there’s magic all around us and no telling how many vampires.” I wanted to be ready for the next attack and held onto the sword as we continued into the home.

      The house was as well-decorated on the inside as the outside implied. A magnificent formal bench rested along one wall, likely more worth a month’s pay. Tile gleamed and paintings along the wall had the air of wealth. An oriental rug ran along the floor, and I didn’t want to think what that had cost.

      Magic tingled against my spine. It wasn’t powerful, certainly not the same as a mage using heavy duty magic, and nothing like what I detected from Darvish next to me, but there was the distinct sense of it.

      “Down,” I said.

      “Down to where?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. There’s magic somewhere nearby, and I think we need to find it.”

      “This is the rune mages, you think?”

      “It’s different. I don’t detect magic from the rune mages, so I don’t think that’s what it is.” I frowned, focusing on the power surging around us. “What if this is the dark mages they’ve captured?”

      “Only dark mages?”

      “That’s my fear,” I admitted. When we’d first heard of the rune mages, there had been the possibility that they were using hedge mages, but the more I thought about it, the more I wondered if it wasn’t all dark mages.

      “Which is why you wondered whether there had been dark magic users disappearing.”

      “It’s part of it.”

      “But then you ask about a discrepancy in the numbers between the mage council and the Dark Council. You suspect the council is aware of this.”

      I met his eyes. “I’m worried that they are. It would explain some things.”

      “Such as why the Dark Council never had the same numbers as the mage council.”

      “That would be part of it. We don’t know that for sure,” I said.

      “We don’t, but your conclusion makes sense.”

      “Will it cause Barden to break the treaty?”

      Darvish clenched his jaw. “Let’s get through this first, and then we can decide if we maintain the treaty with the council.”

      We continued through the house, and when we reached the back of it, I still felt the strange soft tingling of magic, and it still seemed as if it were below me, not anywhere nearby. It wasn’t until we found a staircase leading down, with magic surging from it, that I knew I had been right.

      The moment we headed down, we would draw attention from the vampires. “We need to be ready when we head down there.”

      Darvish nodded and wrapped himself within a spell.

      It was strange going into battle with anyone other than Aron. Ever since learning of my magic and gaining control over it, he had been the one who had worked with me, fighting alongside me. Having him with me had left me feeling more confident about what I could withstand. Darvish was extremely capable, and probably equally powerful, but there was something different about going with him than there was going with Aron.

      Aron had protected me. Maybe not so much with his magic—I had been responsible for protecting him as often as he had been responsible for protecting me—but he had kept my present existence from the council, keeping me safe.

      I doubted Darvish would exercise the same restraint if it came down to it. If necessary, I worried he would betray me. Right now we had a relationship of convenience, nothing more, but would that last if he suddenly decided I was a means to a greater end for him and the Dark Council?

      Energy sizzled around the stair entrance, a spell that still lingered.

      “Can you detect anything about the spell?” I asked him.

      “Other than it exists?”

      “I’m worried that there might be something dangerous placed around here,” I said.

      “I’m willing to power through it, but I want to know up front if I am going to trigger some sort of—”

      What could I trigger? Maybe an explosion. Maybe something else, something worse, but I didn’t really know.

      Letting magic build, I changed my mind and instead jabbed forward with my magical sword. When the blade touched the surrounding energy from the spell around the doorway, there was a brief explosion. Then the magic dissipated.

      “That was almost too easy,” I whispered.

      “Only for you. I don’t know that I would have been able to manage quite as well.”

      Darvish started down the stairs. Magic built from him as he went, light cast from either hand. He sent that light surging forward, circles that floated down the staircase, illuminating everything.

      “That’s one way to let them know we’re here,” I said.

      “They will already have known. The moment you disrupted their spell, you alerted them of your presence—and the fact that you are far more powerful than them.”

      I raced down the staircase after him, and when we reached the bottom, he pushed the glowing orbs off to either side, sending them surging away from him. Light glowed down the hallway.

      There was only a single door at the end.

      If there was anything more, it would have been hidden. I raised my sword, looking for signs of vampires or rune mages that might be masked, and sent a brief surge of magic through it, trying to determine if we had anyone else here who we would have to confront.

      I saw nothing.

      I couldn’t believe they would have abandoned this space so easily.

      And yet, the sense of power I detected came from here and on this level. I was certain of it, even if I wasn’t able to tell exactly where it came from.

      “The door,” I said.

      Darvish created a spell that flowed over the door. He held his hand in place, almost as if trying to feel for whatever magic might exist. “There’s another spell here,” he said.

      “Do you think I need to sword my way through it?”

      “Does it take much strength on your behalf?”

      “Not as much as I would have expected,” I said.

      “It might be best if you do use that particular talent of yours.”

      I jabbed at the door. When the tip of the sword touched it, the door itself began to sizzle. There was a burst, a brief explosion of magic, and then that faded. The door began to crackle for only a moment, and then it dissipated.

      Darvish stretched his hand out, running it over the surface of the door again before withdrawing it. “It’s gone.”

      He reached for the door and when he pulled on it, power exploded.

      I reached for him, but I was too late. The spell threw him back and he went flying, slamming into the opposite wall.

      I wrapped myself in a barrier and was almost too late. A series of attacks slammed out from the open doorway, raining down on me. I focused on thickening the barrier, keeping it as stout as I could.

      “Darvish!”

      He didn’t move.

      We should’ve brought more than just the two of us.

      Whoever was inside the room on the other side of this door had power. Either that or they were accessing and drawing upon the magic within the mages, using runes to force them to serve on their behalf.

      How long would I be able to hold onto my barrier?

      I could already feel it beginning to weaken. I needed to grab Darvish and drag him back out if we were going to get away from here. We could return, but if we did, it might be too late. We might miss our opportunity to rescue whoever was here. Including Barden.

      I backed up and nudged Darvish. He moaned and rolled over, blinking. Magic built from him and he crawled to his knees, looking up at me.

      “That was interesting,” he said.

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m not a weak mage, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “That wasn’t the question at all. I’m asking if you are going to be okay.”

      “I have the ability to restore myself. It will take some energy from me, but…”

      “We need to retreat,” I said.

      He shook his head, staring toward the open doorway. “If Barden is trapped inside, we cannot retreat.”

      “I’m not sure we’ll be able to survive if they continue this assault. I’m barely able to hang on to my barrier the way it is.”

      “You push forward and I will attack through the barrier.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Darvish clenched his jaw. He nodded.

      It was probably a terrible idea, but I didn’t want to leave any more than he did. I pushed my barrier into the doorway, resisting the assault of magic, resisting the assault of magic still slamming into me. It hadn’t abated all, telling me that either there were multiple mages or there were multiple people in there using these magic wands and whatever runes they possessed.

      Magic burst from Darvish, flowing out from him, and it exploded into the room. Red light sizzled and energy crackled. It reminded me of the blue electricity I’d seen from Aron and my grandparents, but this had an angrier appearance. It traced along the ground and where it touched someone, it exploded in a loud crackle that managed to make it through my barrier.

      The assault on me began to ease.

      “How many of those spells do you have in you?”

      Darvish glanced over. Another spell built and he pressed his hands to the ground. That same red electricity streaked out, shooting throughout the room. It was an enormous room, much larger than I had expected, and seemed to be a massive cavern.

      Without any way to light it up, I wouldn’t be able to tell just how large it was. I didn’t dare risk changing the focus of my magic away from the barrier.

      “I know there is a limit to how many times you can use that sort of energy spell. What’s yours?”

      “Maybe one or two more,” Darvish said.

      If he could squeeze out even two more, that suggested to me that he was as powerful as Aron. He had been able to use the electricity spell three times before his energy was sapped, though maybe it was a different sort of spell.

      How had the mage council ever managed to suppress the Dark Council, especially if they had mages as powerful as Darvish and Barden among them?

      The assault continued to ease off, no longer quite as intense as it had been. Darvish slammed his hands down one more time, and electricity crashed out from him. It snapped, four or five more times, and he settled back on his heels, letting out a heavy breath.

      “I think I can use it at least once more,” he said.

      “Don’t,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “We might need your strength later, and I don’t want you to waste all the energy you have on this.” There were only a few attacks striking me now, nothing like there had been.

      I relaxed my effort on the barrier and once again summoned the sword. As light bloomed off it, it spread throughout the room. My breath caught.

      The room was enormous, much as I had suspected, but that wasn’t why my breath caught. Rows upon rows of beds filled the room. Men and women, all haggard and thin, lay on those beds.

      “Are they bleeding them out?” I asked.

      “Vampires have not attacked mankind like this in centuries. They have enough familiars who offer themselves willingly, so there is no need.”

      And if it wasn’t victims, food, then it was something else.

      And that something was much worse.

      Mages.

      I hurried to one of the nearest beds, ignoring the soft tap of an attack upon my barrier. I couldn’t see the attacker and could only feel the effects of it as it tried to strike me.

      It was an older man, haggard, and he lay staring up at the ceiling, his eyes glassy. I pulled back the blanket covering him. A dozen markings were burned into his flesh, tattoos on his arms and stomach.

      I could scarcely believe what I was seeing.

      “Are those runes?” Darvish asked.

      I nodded. “These are the mages.”

      There had to be nearly one hundred people in this room. A hundred mages, all with power drained out of them, feeding off them no differently than vampires once had fed off mankind.

      Magic began to build from Darvish.

      I tapped him on the arm. “Not yet.”

      “Dr. Michaels, I will find Barden.“

      “I’m not saying we won’t end this. We will rescue these people. But we need to do so systematically. And we need to make sure that we do so in a way that’s safe.” I had thought that there would be some way for me to remove the runes and prevent the familiars from attacking, but I wasn’t sure that there would be. Then again, I hadn’t expected nearly so many people.

      “I know this man. We thought the mage council had burned off his magic,” Darvish said, looking down at the bed. He looked up at me, a dangerous anger seething within him. “And this one,” he said, motioning to the cot next to us. “She was lost ten years ago. Ten! How could they have done this?”

      “The vampires?”

      He clenched his jaw. “The vampires, I understand. They have always leeched off others. That is their power, but this is something else. The council should not have allowed this to have taken place. How could they have allowed it?” His voice began to rise and power filled him.

      Shapes began to flicker around us.

      Vampires.

      They must’ve been alerted by their familiars.

      There were dozens of flickering shapes, far more than I would be able to control on my own. I wrapped us in a barrier, prepared to shield us, but Darvish roared.

      “This is what they’ve done to Barden?”

      I tapped him on the arm again. “Darvish. Calm yourself. We need to come up with a plan for getting out of here and then we can recover them.”

      Maybe the shifters would help. If they knew what the vampires were doing, they might view this differently. If they understood that they were draining mages, it was possible the shifters would view it as a violation of the treaty.

      The treaty.

      Could that be how we would get through this?

      “Take a deep breath, Darvish,” I said. “I have an idea of what we can do.”

      “What we can do is carve through all of these damned bloodsuckers. They are nothing but parasites, leeching off the power of others. They don’t deserve to live.”

      “I think technically they are undead,” I said.

      Now wasn’t the time for jokes, and I should have been more careful, especially given how angry Darvish was. At the same time, maybe a little levity would help him relax.

      Darvish roared again.

      “We don’t have the strength to fight all of them,” I said. “And we don’t need to. We can use the resources we already have. We need to take advantage of that.” And we didn’t have enough strength to fight them all. Darvish might not see it, but I did. There were too many vampires here. As much as I agreed with him that what the vampires were doing disgusted me, there simply wasn’t anything that we could do.

      Darvish roared once more.

      I couldn’t count on him helping. He wasn’t in the right frame of mind. And I couldn’t even blame him for that. Were it people that I considered mine, wouldn’t I do the same thing?

      I had to find compassion. I had to use intellect rather than anger. I had to find that part of me that recognized that there was a greater need than my own vengeance.

      Aron deserved better.

      I raised my sword, letting power flow out of it. It spilled out of me, away from me, and energy crackled within the room. “Siren family,” I said, raising my voice. “I come to you on behalf of the mage council. You are in violation of the treaty forged between the shifters and the council and the vampire families.”

      I wasn’t sure if this would even work, but if it did, it might allow us to avoid fighting.

      One of the vampires flickered.

      When he stopped before me, he was an incredibly handsome older man. Dark hair was slicked back, peppered with gray, and he was dressed in a suit that would have been much more at home in an office rather than standing among these rows of cots.

      “You would claim to speak on behalf of the council?” he said.

      “You violate the treaty,” I said.

      “These mages are not protected by the treaty.”

      “Because you believe them a part of the Dark Council?”

      “That was the agreement. We would remove their threat for them. The council approved of this.”

      That confirmed my suspicions. The council—at least part of it—knew of this.

      “They didn’t approve of this.” Anger boiled within me, and it poured out of my sword. “The mage council and the Dark Council have agreed to peace. That peace would extend to the treaty between the other magical races.”

      The man studied me for a moment, and then he flickered again, lunging toward me.

      I jerked back, not meaning to and wishing that I didn’t, but I couldn’t help myself. He had startled me with the suddenness of it.

      “There is a different agreement,” he said, “and you are responsible for it failing.”

      “Me?”

      “I recognize you,” he said, studying me as if I were some prize. “You should not have involved yourself in my family’s business. Had you not, the archer would still be alive. I could not have you sharing with the rest of the council…”

      He knew they had killed Aron.

      Worse, he was responsible for Aron’s death.

      A dozen vampires suddenly flickered into existence near us. All of them created pressure on my barrier.

      Power began to assault me again.

      The older vampire simply stood off to the side, watching.
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      As the assault continued pounding my shielding, I clung to the barrier. There were limits to what I could do, and I was near them.

      “Do you have any way of getting out of here?” I asked Darvish.

      He didn’t take his gaze off the older vampire. He glared at him, and magic surged within him, crackling off him. If I didn’t do something—anything—it was possible that Barden would unleash a torrent of magic, but I doubted that it would be enough to make a difference.

      It would be up to me.

      I glanced over my shoulder. The door was blocked by several familiars, each of them holding onto a magic wand.

      Damn.

      I could fight our way out of here, but I didn’t know if I’d be able to fight while holding onto my barrier.

      Power continued to slam into me, a constant assault.

      The elder vampire simply watched, almost as if amused by my struggle.

      Was there some way of transporting myself?

      When we drove, I could use that transport to carry me from one place to the next, but I never tried doing it without being in a vehicle.

      I grabbed Darvish, focusing on Ariel, outside of the compound. We needed the shifter’s help. Regardless of what the vampires claimed and regardless of what the shifters believed, they were in violation of the peace accords.

      As I focused, there was a narrowing, pressure building around me, squeezing me, and I continued to hold onto it, praying that it would work. Pain built, but I ignored it, forcing our way forward, allowing myself to be transported. It happened agonizingly slowly, and I fortified the barrier around me to maintain the connection.

      And then we stood outside the compound, the van near us.

      I released Darvish who looked around.

      “How?”

      “It doesn’t matter. We need to call the shifters.”

      “But Barden—”

      I turned toward him, not nearly as strong as I’d need to be for what we dealt with. “Barden is one of many mages we need to rescue before we take any other action.” And then it would be a different discussion. A dangerous one. Would I be ready to confront the council?

      Could I not?

      A dark shape blurred up near me and Ariel shifted, appearing nude next to me.

      “They are using dark mages. There are a hundred of them, all of them trapped,” I said to her.

      “That doesn’t change anything,” she said.

      “But it does. If they are using mages the council has agreed to terms with, they are violating the peace accords. The treaty has failed. The shifters can help.”

      “Dr. Michaels—”

      “Don’t. I need your help.”

      “I can’t get involved. This is vampire business.”

      “But it’s not vampire business. If they will do this to dark mages, and if they’re willing to violate the treaty in this way, what happens if they come after shifters?”

      “They wouldn’t have enough strength to come after shifters,” she growled.

      “Please, Ariel. This is the reason Aron died. They killed him because they were afraid he was reporting to the council.”

      “That’s not the reason. It cannot be,” she said.

      “I didn’t want to believe that was the reason, either, but it was. It is. I know you want to protect the Veil—I do too—but they weaken it more with what they’re doing.”

      Ariel growled. She tipped her head back and a sharp, piercing howl split the night.

      After a moment, the howl was repeated, but distantly. Another followed, and then another, each one softer, quieter, but carrying whatever request Ariel had put into her cry with it.

      “We need to end this as quickly as we can,” I said.

      “Give it a few minutes,” Ariel said.

      “Minutes?”

      She nodded.

      I turned to Darvish. “Are you going to be okay?”

      He squeezed his hands into fists, his jaw still clenched. “I don’t know.”

      “There is peace with the council and the Dark Council. That needs to be preserved.”

      “That will be up to Barden when we save him, but after this… I don’t know if it can be. Not anymore.”

      “Darvish, think of everything that you’ve gained.”

      “And think of how much we’ve already lost because of them.”

      “Not all of them are like that.”

      “No?”

      “Not all of them,” I said again. “My grandparents never would have agreed to anything like that.”

      I had to believe they wouldn’t, especially as they had been willing to hide me, and they had been willing to work with Derek, so they couldn’t have been willing to attack like this. This was something else, something horrible, and the members of the mage council who were responsible needed to be removed.

      “We need to bring your people under the umbrella of the mage council.”

      “In order for there to be anything meaningful, they would need to give up control. You and I both know that will never happen.”

      “It won’t ever happen if we don’t try.”

      The sound of wolves howling began to echo. At first it was distant, but then it became closer, louder, several different voices crying out, and then more, and then more.

      The Iron Range pack came.

      I watched Darvish, worried that he might react, uncertain what action he might take, knowing that whatever it was could disrupt everything that we had accomplished so far.

      The wolves suddenly appeared, gathering behind Ariel. There were dozens of them, but fewer than I had hoped. Had Ariel full control over her pack, it might not matter, but even I could tell this was fewer than what there should be.

      “Darvish?” I asked.

      He looked over at me. He continued to clench his jaw, but then he nodded. “I can be a part of this, but only if you acknowledge that this needs to happen quickly, and there can be no compromise.”

      By that, he meant that he fully intended to cut through the vampires. He intended to kill, not capture.

      I wasn’t certain how I felt about it. And I wasn’t sure how that would impact the Veil.

      But it wasn’t up to me.

      As I looked around at the shifters, at Ariel, and finally back to Darvish, they were better connected to the magical world than I could ever be. At least until I was more willing to be a greater part of it. They were the ones who would have to decide what actions we took. They would have to be the ones to choose how aggressive we were when it came to confronting the vampires. And if they all agreed that we needed to end them, then perhaps that was what needed to happen.

      Maybe in this case, compassion was a mistake.

      I hated thinking like that, and hated thinking that there was ever a time when compassion was a mistake, but perhaps it was true.

      Ariel glanced over at me.

      “Do what you need, but we will save the mages. They’re in the basement of the building.”

      “Is it possible that they could move them?” Ariel asked.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then go as quickly as you can. We will reach you.”

      I looked over at Darvish, but he had disappeared, heading back toward the building’s main entrance and rejoining the dark mages. Power exploded in the night.

      Shifters changed forms and loped off.

      I was alone.

      I had to act quickly. If I didn’t, the vampires might move the mages and we’d lose them. I had to ignore the fatigue within me.

      Focusing on and visualizing the basement, I pulled on my magic, using that to power me from one place to the next. There was a squeezing, but I resisted with my barrier, holding it in place, and emerged once more in the basement.

      Vampires moved around me.

      I grabbed the nearest, squeezing him in a barrier, crushing him, and he collapsed. Another appeared, and I attacked him the same way.

      The barrier required only a faint amount of energy. A trickle. Had it required more, I might not have the strength.

      Power crashed into me even though I had still been holding onto my barrier. Had I not, I would have been knocked back, but even this way, I was tossed to the side.

      Another vampire appeared. I wrapped that vampire in a barrier, squeezing, waiting until he collapsed and then releasing. I moved through the room, thankful that there were fewer vampires and fewer of the familiars than there had been before. Using this much power was still almost more than I could bear.

      I wasn’t about to give up. I needed to push through this, to power through until we finished, until the dark mages and the shifters appeared, until we got to Barden.

      Another vampire appeared. The elder vampire.

      “You made a mistake in returning.”

      “No. You made the mistake with everything you did here.” I pushed out my barrier, wrapping around him.

      He clawed at it, and the barrier dissipated.

      Uh oh.

      He was more powerful than the others.

      “As I said, you made a mistake in returning. The Vangalor family was too complacent and now that we have claimed their source of strength, the Siren family will assert control.”

      “I don’t think so.” I darted toward him, summoning my sword, and swung it at him.

      He danced back, flickering and appearing off to the side.

      “The council will know what you’ve done.”

      “That was your mistake. The council has always known what we have done.”

      “Not to this extent. Not the point where you have started to attack mages of the council.”

      He grinned. “What made you come to that conclusion?”

      “There are too many. You got greedy.”

      “The treaty between the mage council and the Dark Council made things a little more difficult than what we preferred, but we can still use the natural distrust. All it takes is for word to begin to spread that the Dark Council has begun to attack the mage council. Once that word begins to get out, the mage council will resume their attacks and we can continue to draw on that magic. The blame will fall on the Vangalor family, and you will be nothing more than a memory.”

      “It’s not going to work. We know what you’re doing now.”

      “You do, but you will never walk out of here, mage.”

      He flickered, throwing himself into my barrier.

      It happened faster than I could react, and if I hadn’t been holding onto the barrier, he would’ve pushed through it. As it was, he slammed me backward, and I went flying into the wall.

      He darted toward me again and I brought the sword around, but he swatted at it with his arm. I expected the magical blade to slice through him, but it didn’t.

      How could he do that?

      Vampires didn’t have magic, not that I’d heard.

      Somehow, he still managed to bat it away.

      A marking on his arm caught my attention. A rune.

      He was borrowing from the captured mages himself.

      I brought the sword back around, sweeping toward the vampire. Once again, he managed to catch the blade with his arm.

      I had to deal with that rune before I could do anything about him.

      Darting back, holding my barrier around me, I angled toward him, keeping the tip of the sword pointed outward, ready for an attack, though not sure if it would be enough.

      The mage simply watched me.

      “You are an interesting opponent,” he said.

      “Interesting? That’s all I get?”

      “You will make excellent fuel for us. Perhaps I will even keep your power myself.”

      Shuddering, I glared at him. I wasn’t about to be trapped on some bed, tied to a vampire, forced to be fuel for him. But how was I going to be able to stop him if my magical sword couldn’t cut through him?

      The feeding of him had to do with the rune, but could I remove it from him?

      It would be easier if I could figure out which of these mages he borrowed from.

      And it could be that he borrowed from more than one.

      Looking around the room, I searched for the reason we had come in the first place. There had to be some evidence of Barden, but so far, I had found none.

      If anyone would have some way of finding him, it would’ve been Darvish, but he hadn’t had enough time. Could I find Barden?

      Where were the others? Where was my help?

      The vampire darted toward me, slamming into my shielding. It sent me staggering back into the wall.

      I didn’t fall, but I was dazed, and I shook off the effect of the blast by getting back to my feet and sending a surge of power through the sword at the vampire.

      It wasn’t fast enough.

      The vampire moved quickly—far more quickly than I could—and he simply shot off to the side. I needed a different approach.

      If he was too fast to target, and his rune made it so that he didn’t have to worry about me holding him, there had to be some other way, but what?

      I didn’t need magic to fight. I still had my martial arts training.

      I dashed forward, kicking out with my heel, and he simply flickered out of the way. I spun around, and when he appeared, I pressed with an open palm, driving it toward him. It missed, but it gave me the opportunity to spin one more time, and as I did, I managed to catch him, barely, but I did catch his shoulder. He spun around and slammed into my barrier.

      I went spinning and staggered off to the side.

      Jumping to my feet, I lashed out again, spinning around and kicking.

      It missed, but I continued the movements, following through as Master David had taught me, sending my fist toward where he had been.

      I connected with air.

      Another spin, and another miss.

      I wasn’t hitting him, but at least I was distracting him. And he wasn’t getting to attack me.

      Maybe that was the key.

      If I wasn’t able to strike him, would I be able to buy time so that I could figure out which mage he used for his rune?

      Not runes. He had one that I saw, which suggested it was a powerful one. A powerful mage would allow him the opportunity to attack me like this, to dismiss the power of my spell, to simply ignore my attack.

      Barden.

      There might have been other mages used before, but who else would have this kind of power? Maybe plenty of other mages.

      I had to find Barden.

      Then I had to figure out how to separate the rune from the vampire. If it involved using magic, what would it take to remove what he had done? Did I have enough magic in order to stop him?

      Distract. That was what I needed to do.

      If I could distract him long enough, I could figure out where he had trapped Barden.

      Once again, he slammed into me.

      Rather than attacking, I danced back, spinning and surveying the inside of the ward. It was like an old-time hospital, and all of the patients here were sick. It was almost like a military hospital.

      Where would they be keeping a mage like Barden? He would have to be secured; they would want to ensure that he was safe, especially if he was valuable to them, but where?

      Not out in the open, not like this.

      Would he even be here?

      He would have to be. The vampire was here, and he wouldn’t necessarily be here unless he were trying to protect something.

      Unless it was nothing more than a distraction.

      That still didn’t make sense. If he was trying to distract me, why would he be down here, risking himself, when it would be far more sensible for him to be covering whatever he wanted to protect.

      That suggested that what he wanted to protect was here.

      Now I just had to find him.

      I continued to search around me, looking for wherever he might have hidden Barden. He would be here, and the moment that I found him, I could do whatever it took to figure out how to stop the vampire. If I couldn’t figure it out, maybe I could awaken Barden and ask his help.

      The vampire started toward me and I ducked.

      This time, he jumped over me, clearing me, and I stayed low, intentionally trying to avoid the attack. There was another way that I could approach this. I could put the beds in between the vampire and myself, and use them for deflection.

      The only problem with this technique was that I wouldn’t be able to search nearly as easily. I could poke my head up, and when I did, I could shield myself, but it might not be safe.

      Rather than shielding myself, could I wrap a shield around the entirety of one of the beds? That way, if the vampire slammed into me—and the bed—there was a little more of a substantial weight behind what he would have to hit.

      As I pushed out with the shield, I could feel it thinning. I had used a lot of power over the last few hours, and each time I did, it diminished how much I’d be able to counter. I needed to hang on to some magic, especially if I were to find Barden and have any hope of saving him.

      Power struck the shielding, but it hit toward the top, a glancing sort of blow that forced me down.

      I popped my head up again, looking around, and came across the vampire.

      I ignored him, taking a moment to survey the beds, looking for Barden—or anyone else who might suggest a powerful mage was nearby.

      Where was he?

      Magic crashed into my barrier again and I went flying back into another of the cots. I held onto the shielding, wrapping around myself and the cot. Another survey, looking up a few rows down, and I realized something.

      What I had thought were neat and orderly rows of beds wasn’t that at all. It was that way nearby, close to the entrance, but farther from here, the order changed. A space in the beds opened up, and there was a solitary one in the far corner.

      That had to be where whoever this vampire used for power would be found.

      At least now I had a target, but if I was wrong, if that wasn’t Barden, and if it wasn’t the mage the vampire used for his runes, I would end up trapped.

      It was a dangerous gamble, but it was one I had to take.

      The vampire jumped and I dropped down, rolling, barely avoiding him again.

      A thought occurred to me. He had been trying to force me toward the doorway, away from that corner bed. Now I was even more certain that it was what I was looking for.

      I pressed out with a surge of power, rolling forward.

      When I jumped up, the vampire caught me from the side and I staggered.

      I wouldn’t be able to take too many more attacks like this.

      Crawling to my feet, I lunged forward again.

      The vampire attacked, striking me from the side.

      He was trying to force me against the far wall, away from the corner where I saw the mage. How would I be able to get past him?

      Every time I tried making my way, I was struck, and it forced me back, farther and farther from my objective.

      There had to be a different way. Could I transport myself?

      It required significant magic, and it might be more than I had in me at this point, but if I didn’t try, I don’t know that I would make it to the other side of the room.

      I focused, holding onto the barrier to prevent myself from being squeezed too much, but I didn’t have enough strength. The barrier collapsed.

      Somehow, with a pop, I transported.

      A ring of beds created a barrier.

      There was movement and instinctively I sent magic forth, summoning my sword. There were two familiars nearby, both of them masked.

      Rather than trying to fight with them, I sent a surge of power out the end of the sword. It allowed me to have some aim, and the nearest went flying. I did the same to the other, and he rolled off, disappearing.

      Releasing my hold over the sword, I turned toward the cot. I wrapped it in a barrier, pulling myself into it.

      Barden.

      Much like the others I’d encountered, he stared blankly up at the ceiling.

      “Barden,” I hissed. “I need you to come around.”

      He said nothing.

      “Barden!”

      Something slammed into me from behind.

      The vampire anxiously clawed at the barrier. It might not be able to hold for long.

      I pulled back the blanket and saw three runes branded on Barden. One was branded on each side of his chest, and a third was over the entirety of his stomach.

      At least one of those had to be what the vampire used.

      In order to defeat the vampire, I would have to remove the rune.

      Or kill Barden.

      No.

      I would find compassion. That was what I had promised Darvish when we came looking. I focused on Barden, focusing on the runes, and pushed a sweep of magic through him.

      There was nothing physically wrong with him. I hadn’t really expected there to be, especially if they were using mage magic. They wouldn’t want the mages to be injured.

      There was still an emptiness, similar to what I’d detected when trying to save Aron.

      I hadn’t been able to save Aron, but could I save Barden?

      While I focused on Barden, the vampire was tearing through my barrier, ripping through the shielding. In another moment, maybe not much more than that, it would collapse and fail and I would be exposed.

      I needed to take this moment to heal Barden. I would use all of my magic, mix with it my connection to medicine, and I would save him. I had to.

      The vampire sent another surge into me. The barrier held, but I felt it thinning. There wasn’t much time remaining.

      Pushing my connection through the motionless form of Barden, I searched for some way to heal him. There had to be a way.

      I focused on the emptiness. If nothing else, that had to be the part of restoring him that I needed to focus the most on.

      The vampire clawed at my barrier.

      I struggled to hold on, but I wouldn’t be able to manage both the barrier and the healing.

      If I could manage to complete the healing quickly, maybe I could stay protected. I would have to be much quicker than I had been any other time I had attempted a healing. I might not even have that much speed available to me.

      Crawling up on the cot next to Barden, I positioned him so that he was between the vampire and me, then I dropped the barrier as I rolled us off and behind the cot, keeping the wall against my back.

      I ignored the sudden sense of the vampire flickering toward me, putting my effort into sending a surge of healing energy through Barden. I focused on that emptiness, wrapping it with my magic, trying to fill it.

      It wasn’t working.

      The vampire jumped up on the bed. He leered down at me, sneering. “You are quite troublesome.”

      I ignored him, focusing on Barden. This close to him, the spice of his cologne filled my nostrils, unpleasant and overwhelming. He probably thought it was desirable.

      Wrapping around the emptiness hadn’t worked, but could I push it away?

      Maybe that was the key.

      I pushed, taking my magic and trying to draw that emptiness away. It slipped, but I wrapped the magic like I did a barrier, pushing on the emptiness.

      It pried loose slowly and I contained it in a barrier, squeezing it down into nothing. Barden gasped.

      “I could really use your help right now,” I said.

      I didn’t know if he was even awake—or alive—enough to help.

      The vampire jumped off the bed, kicking it away.

      I sat up and focused on attempting a summons of my magical sword, but all of my connection to magic was overwhelmed. I wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      And worse, now that the bed had been moved away, I could see vampires and familiars streaming into the far side of the room.
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      I grabbed Barden, trying to sit him up while attempting to draw magic, but it didn’t fill me the way it needed to. Barden moaned. At least that was something, more than what I’d had before. I wasn’t going to have the strength necessary to fight the vampires. I didn’t even know if Barden would have the necessary strength. When Darvish had been down here with me, he had used his crackling red electricity, but even that might not be completely effective.

      There were too many.

      The vampire joined the others in a line near the rows of beds, hatred burning on his face. “You have stolen my prize for now, but it will not last.”

      “I’m pretty sure Barden wouldn’t want to be considered a prize,” I said. “Do you even know what you did?”

      “What I did? I did nothing other than claim what the council has given us.”

      “Then the council made a mistake.”

      “You would claim your council makes mistakes?”

      “Not my council. And yes. I would absolutely claim they make mistakes. The council believes that magic like his needed to be burned off. Or at least, that was what they claimed. How long have you been stealing from dark mages?”

      “Long enough that I no longer fear a mage like you.”

      Magic built.

      It took a moment for me to realize that it came from the vampire. And I suspected it didn’t really come from the vampire but whatever mage he had stolen from by using runes to borrow their magic.

      How many mages had he stolen from?

      I had thought I could stop him by saving Barden. I didn’t think that now. I was in serious trouble.

      It had taken a significant force of effort in order to heal Barden. Even if I would be able to save these other mages, I didn’t have the energy in me. It would take days—weeks—and there simply wasn’t the time with which to do it.

      Barden groaned and glanced over at me. “Dr. Michaels. What are you doing here?”

      “Only attempting to rescue you from vampires. Unfortunately, it seems as if I’ve managed to get myself captured.”

      “You should not have come,” he said.

      “A thank you would have been better.”

      “Thank you, but what have you done by coming here?”

      “I think I’ve managed to get myself caught. We now have an army of vampires and familiars, some or all of them powered by your dark mages, and no way out.”

      “How did you get yourself here?”

      “Yeah, that was a little different. I don’t have the magic to get myself back out.”

      “You used everything you had in order to come for me?”

      “Darvish asked me to.”

      “And you just came?”

      “Aron is gone. The vampires are responsible for what happened to him. I… I just wanted to know what happened. I wanted to understand.”

      “And now you have dove too deeply into the magical world, is that it?”

      “Something like that. I convinced the shifters to come, but they’re outside fighting, along with as many of your dark mages as Darvish was able to wrangle. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.”

      Barden studied me for a moment before staggering to his feet. He wobbled for a moment, and then he pricked his finger. He murmured something under his breath and turned around slowly, squeezing the ends of his fingers together.

      “Come join me, Kate Michaels.”

      “Join you where?”

      “Within the circle,” he said.

      I glanced down and realized that he had formed a circle on the floor out of a trail of blood droplets. Circles had power, and while I doubted this one would be nearly as powerful as the circle in the basilica or even as powerful as the circle used to summon the demon king, a mage like Barden using his own blood would necessarily draw quite a bit of power.

      I stepped across the trail of blood. Barden murmured something and cold raced along my spine as his magic surged.

      A wall worked up around us.

      “I don’t understand the point of this,” I said. “They have us outnumbered.”

      “It gives us a chance to buy time.”

      “Time for what? Do you have some way of burning off all the vampires in the room?”

      “Not without killing all the mages here as well,” he said.

      I had been kidding—at least, mostly kidding—but the fact that he had some way that he could have done it surprised me a little. It shouldn’t have. Barden was a powerful mage, and I shouldn’t be surprised that he had such destructive energy, especially considering the fact that he had been forced to confront the mage council all these years.

      “Then what are we waiting for?”

      “You said you brought help.”

      “I did, but they won’t be able to reach us.”

      “They just need to know where we are,” Barden said.

      “And your circle does that?”

      “It allows those who are attuned to it to know,” he said.

      A ring of the familiars approached. Several of them held the magic wands, shooting spells at us.

      “What, pray tell, are those?” Barden asked.

      “Those are their magic wands. From what I can tell, they have used runes placed on mages to power the wands. It allows those without magic to perform spells, however weakly.”

      “Clever.”

      “I would think you would be more upset about it than that.”

      “What is there to be upset about? If these mages were awake and willing to offer themselves willingly, such a gift would have value.”

      I frowned at him. “You’re thinking of your underworld.”

      “Should I not think of my business?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe think about it when we manage to get out of here?”

      “Soon, Dr. Michaels.”

      “You are far more confident than I am.”

      “I know the potential my people possess.”

      “I understand the potential of your dark mages, just as I understand the power the shifters possess, but we’re still talking about vampires and their familiars, along with the fifty or so mages they’ve stolen from.”

      “Yes. Stolen from.”

      I heard howling, and for the first time since facing the old vampire, I allowed myself a moment to feel hope. Could I somehow get out of this alive?

      The familiars began to attack with more intensity. They pointed their wands, shooting at us, and Barden simply stood in place, power radiating from him, the cold along my spine intensifying.

      “How much more magic do you have left?”

      “I have enough for this,” he said. There was strain in his voice and I wondered if he really did have enough or if he was simply trying to sound strong on my behalf.

      The howling continued, and with it came other pulses of magic.

      The dark mages.

      Familiars near the door turned away, heading out. Vampires flickered, but they couldn’t go anywhere.

      “You realize that they will push them toward us,” I said.

      Barden smiled. “I hope so.”

      “Do you really have enough magic left in you to attack them?”

      “I don’t, but you do.”

      “I’m not so sure that I do,” I said. “I told you that I took everything that I could to get here. That and trying to stay alive.”

      “Only because you have failed to find your true connection.”

      “I tried to find that, too. The shifters don’t have my sword anymore.”

      Barden chuckled. Near the door, violence surged. Familiars were thrown back and every so often, I could make out a shifter or two attempting to surge into the doorway before they were pushed back. “You don’t need your sword to connect to your true power.”

      I trembled for a moment. Could Barden have discovered what I was? Could I have searched all this time and asked so many different places only to have it come from a dark mage had met long ago?

      “What am I?”

      Barden chuckled. “I’m afraid it won’t be quite that easy, Dr. Michaels. I don’t know what your other half is. Whatever it is stems from the other side of the Veil. That much I do know. If it didn’t, you wouldn’t be able to have access to Solera’s power. And I saw how you were able to access the power on the other side of the Veil when we were at the basilica.”

      “Those are distinct examples.”

      “They are, but those examples show me that you have magic that is very different than what I do. Yours comes from a place beyond here.”

      “How does that help us?”

      Barden glanced down. “Summoning circles such as this can be used in many ways. It’s something the council would like to keep hidden, but they aren’t always successful. From what I understand, you experienced a summoning circle firsthand.”

      “The demon king.”

      Barden nodded. “The demon king is one example. The gorgon crossing over was another. Beings from the other side of the Veil can cross, but for those who understand the intricacies of creating such connections, they are also a way of reaching across the Veil.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that I am creating a bridge for you, Dr. Michaels. You should be able to reach through in this space, and as you do, you can draw upon the power on the other side of the Veil.”

      “What does that do for you?”

      “Do you care about me?”

      “Barden—”

      He shook his head. “It will weaken me.”

      “For how long?”

      “Long enough that I won’t be of any value to you in a fight for a while. Which is why I need you to protect me when you reach that power.”

      I frowned at him. “You never needed the others to come, did you?”

      “They were needed to distract. It takes time to perform the summons. Even now, it’s nearly complete, which I imagine you can detect if I have learned anything of your power.”

      The biting cold in my back made sense. Barden had been summoning the entire time, and in doing so, he had been working on connecting this space to the other side of the Veil.

      “I feel it,” I said.

      “Good. Now, when I tell you, you will need to reach across the Veil and draw whatever power you need, but it will only be available to you within the circle. Do you understand?”

      “You’re saying I can’t step outside of the border here.”

      “You can, but if you need to energize or draw more power, then you will have to return.”

      “Why don’t I simply stand here and blast them?”

      Barden shrugged. “If you think that you can. First let me finish the summons.”

      He squeezed his eyes shut, there came another surge of power from him, and then there came a surge of power within me.

      It was strange, but I had felt it before. It was the same power I had felt when I drew from Solera, and the same power I had felt when standing within the circle in the basilica.

      As he said, I was connected to the other side of the Veil. That power coursed through me. It replenished my strength. The first thing I did was draw forth the magical sword.

      Barden smiled at it. “An excellent weapon.”

      I held the sword up and pushed power out through it. As I did, all of the hidden familiars were unmasked. Vampires were revealed and light exploded around the room.

      “How do you create that lightning?” I asked Barden.

      “What lightning?”

      “The lightning that Darvish used when we came to try to rescue you. The same lightning that Aron used when facing demons and the Great One.”

      “It’s a spell, but I’m not certain it’s a spell you can do.”

      “My magic works by focusing on what I want to happen,” I said.

      “Then focus on what you want to happen,” he said.

      I looked around the room. There were dozens and dozens of vampires and familiars, far too many for me to overpower, even drawing on magic like this. I could step outside of the circle and I would be replenished for now, but how long would that linger? I had already discovered that my magic had limits when it came to facing the vampires, and with the magic wands and the familiars drawing on the power of the fallen mages, they didn’t have the same limitation.

      “Would you have me destroy all of them?”

      “If you feel that’s the best way of ending this,” Barden said. I could see it in his face that he was growing weaker. He sagged, strength trailing from him, and I needed to act quickly.

      The moment that the circle failed would be the moment that I lost my connection to the other side of the Veil. What I would do needed to happen soon.

      Was there a way that I could end this? Could I use my magic, even drawing across the Veil in order to finish this without destroying everyone?

      Could I be the physician and the mage?

      Did I even want to be?

      Vampires were the reason that Aron was gone, and didn’t he deserve more than that? Didn’t he deserve for me to get vengeance for what happened to him?

      Yet, destroying the vampires risked the integrity of the Veil.

      That wouldn’t be what he wanted.

      Aron had been open-minded. He had been one of the first to acknowledge that there might be something different about the dark mages. And he had not reported me to the council, even when he probably should have.

      Aron wouldn’t have wanted this for me.

      Trying to be the healer would be harder, but then, doing what was right was never easy.

      I focused the power through the sword. Holding on to it in that way seemed to hone my connection to the magic, and I turned the energy I was drawing and poured it out of the end of the sword, letting it streak from me so that it could connect with each of the mages lying on the beds.

      “What are you doing?” Barden asked casually.

      I ignored him as I continued to draw magic, letting it flow out from me. I had saved Barden, and doing the same to all of these mages would be difficult, but I understood the key now.

      It was the emptiness.

      I didn’t have to fill it. I’m not sure that I could, even powered as I was by the energy from the other side of the Veil. Filling that emptiness would never be enough.

      Removing it was key.

      Dozens of different sensations of emptiness filled me, and I wrapped that power, scooping around that emptiness, and pulled.

      Only because of the connection from the other side of the Veil was I able to do it.

      It came free. The power bulged against my magic and I squeezed, suffocating the emptiness, bringing it down into nothingness.

      The old vampire turned his attention to me and lunged toward us.

      I took that balled-up spell, that emptiness, and dumped it onto him.

      When it struck him, he froze. He attempted to flicker—somehow I was aware of it—but failed.

      A strange sensation tingled through me.

      “Kate Michaels…”

      I glanced over as Barden collapsed. His magic faded and the circle failed.

      When it did, I lunged out of the circle, looking around the room, half-expecting to need to fight, still holding onto the sword of power.

      The familiars attempted to attack, but as they pointed their magic wands at us, they did so impotently. Nothing came from it. Vampires flickered, and I could see the panic within their eyes as they failed.

      Shifters and dark mages surged into the room, no longer opposed.

      Two of them caught my eye.

      Ariel and Darvish prowled across the floor, reaching us.

      Darvish hurried over to Barden. “What happened?”

      “It appears that he opened a portal,” Ariel said, glancing from Barden to me.

      I nodded. “He did. He thought it was the only way.”

      “The only way to do what?” Darvish asked.

      “To save them,” Barden whispered.

      I dropped to my knees, letting the magic sword disappear, and looked over at Barden. “Did you know?”

      “You aren’t a killer, Dr. Michaels. You’re a healer. And though I didn’t know what you might choose, especially when you told me what they did to the archer, I hoped.”

      “I wasn’t sure, either,” I said.

      “You should never doubt yourself.” Barden managed to crawl to his feet, leaning on Darvish. He nodded to Ariel, who had shifted into human form and stood naked, but no less dangerous and threatening. “You don’t need to know what your other half is, Dr. Michaels. All you need to do is understand the power that’s within you. For all we know, you’re something else. Something new. A kind of magic as a melding of this side of the Veil and the other,” he said while surveying the room.

      The mages lying on the cots no longer had the same empty look in their eyes, though they were coming around slowly. Shifters had corralled the familiars, and dark mages worked to contain the vampires. I smiled to myself. It was almost as if they had coordinated, planning so that the shifters wouldn’t violate any sort of peace treaty.

      “The council will answer for this,” Darvish said.

      “Yes, they will,” I said.

      “We will ensure that—”

      I turned to Darvish, putting myself in front of him. He was a skilled fighter and a powerful mage, but if he intended to attack the council, I would have to put myself in front of him, so I might as well start now. “You will ensure nothing,” I said.

      “They must be held accountable,” Darvish said.

      “And they will be. By me.”

      Barden arched one brow and Ariel whistled softly. “Are you sure that you want to do that?” Barden asked.

      I glanced over at Ariel. “Someone has told me that I need to figure out how to be both the physician and the mage. Maybe this is how I start. I’m going to find a way of healing the magical world.”

      “That is a difficult task,” Ariel said.

      “It is, but I think it will have to start with me.”

      “You know what this means,” Barden said.

      “I know what it means.”

      And as much as I might hate it, it was time for me to confront the mage council.

      It was time for me to reveal myself.
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      Morning came quickly and my time on call was brutal, barely giving me a chance to recover. At least it kept my mind off what I’d gone through. Everything hurt, though not as much as I think it should have after what I’d been through. Perhaps Barden opening that portal between this side and the other had helped strengthen me.

      I tried not to think of Aron, or of what his death meant, or even about what I would need to do once everything was done. I pushed away those thoughts, focusing on whatever patient I had in front of me. It wasn’t too difficult, especially with how busy I was.

      By morning, I was once again exhausted, and I managed to make it through rounds without falling asleep, stumbling through the ER on my way home in something of a daze.

      “You look tired, Dr. Michaels.”

      I glanced up to see Dr. Allen. We were in the hall outside the lounge and I wondered where he’d been headed. “Call.”

      “Bad one?”

      “Last one of trauma,” I said.

      “And then back to the ER?”

      “For a month. I have another ICU rotation coming up, but the break should be good.”

      “We’ll be glad to have you back.” He hesitated. “Have you given much thought to what I asked you?”

      In my tired state, I couldn’t remember what he’d asked me.

      He must have seen the confusion on my face because he smiled. “Your fellowship.”

      I shook my head. “I’ve just been trying to get through this month.”

      “You’ll need to begin planning for your future soon. It will be here before you know it.”

      I nodded, my mind numb, and he let me leave. I staggered home, too tired to think, and when I reached home, I paused at the door, a strange sensation triggering a warning within me. It was a cold chill, the steady creep of magic sliding along my spine.

      There was something familiar within the magic, and it took me a moment to realize why.

      Gran.

      I pushed the door open, stepping inside. Gran sat on my sofa, leaning forward, her hands pressed together. She was dressed in formal clothes, a jacket and pants, and a necklace with a strange emblem on it hung from her neck.

      “Katie,” she sighed as I came in.

      I pushed the door closed behind me, looking around. “Is it just you, or is Gramps here, too?”

      “He’s not here, but he can be, if you would prefer.”

      “I don’t know what I would prefer,” I said. I joined her on the couch, sinking down, and threw my head back, closing my eyes. “I just need to sleep, Gran. That’s really it.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not going to be possible right now.”

      “Why?”

      “The council has called you.”

      Those words sent my heart hammering, even though it was the very thing I’d known I would need to do. “The council?”

      She nodded. “Apparently, you were overheard saying something to your grandfather about using magic of death to try to heal Aron.”

      That was why they’d try to call me? Not the vampire attack?

      “I need to go, but not right now. I need sleep, Gran.”

      “This isn’t something that you can refuse, Katie,” she said.

      “Now is not necessarily the best time, Gran. It’s been a pretty shitty couple of days, and I’m just coming off of call, so I’d rather just rest. They can wait until I’m better rested.” I still hadn’t formulated what I would say to the council. Would they admit their role?

      “The council doesn’t wait, Katie.”

      “I don’t serve the council, Gran. You know that.”

      “Anyone with magic is subject to the council.”

      “No, they’re not. Mages are subject to the council, but I think we can both agree that I’m not a mage. Whatever else I am, it’s not that.” I needed to tell her about what I’d learned from the vampires, but the idea that I had to submit myself to the council on their whim angered me.

      “Katie, please don’t do this.”

      “What would you rather have me do, Gran?” I sat up, feeling more alert from the adrenaline surge flowing through me. “Would you rather have me go meekly in front of the council, stand before them, ask for their permission to use whatever magic it is that I have? Is that what you want? Without my magic, the gorgon would have been unleashed. Without my magic, their Great One would have destroyed the shifters. Without my magic—”

      “You don’t have to convince me, but you do have to come before the council.”

      “I’m too tired,” I said. In all the times that I had imagined going before the council, I’d never imagined doing so completely exhausted. In my tired state, I didn’t know whether I would be able to manage to stay awake to answer questions. Even if I was, I wasn’t sure that I could work through the answers effectively. The mages on the council were all incredibly skilled and incredibly old, which made them dangerous—especially for a tired mind like mine.

      Even worse was what I needed to say when I stood before them. I needed rest in order for me to know how to frame what must be said.

      “The council doesn’t care if you’re tired,” Gran said.

      “But you’re on the council,” I said.

      “Not for this, I’m not.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “What I mean is that when it comes to you, and really, when it comes to any family members, the person involved must recuse themselves. Which is what I’ve done. And it’s the reason I’m here with you. They heard about what you did in the river and they have questions.”

      “Gran, I didn’t have any choice. I was doing everything I could to save Aron, and—”

      “I know, but even I don’t understand what you are able to do.”

      I leaned back, closing my eyes. “I don’t understand, either. All I know is that I used magic to try to heal him.”

      “But that magic came from his dying?”

      I hated the mention of Aron dying, but that was what had happened. I was a physician, and I had to face death. I had faced it often enough during my time in residency that it wasn’t something abstract. I knew enough about death and dying and helping those who succumbed to it that I knew better than to pretend that it didn’t happen, that it couldn’t happen, and knew better than to try and bury my head in the sand. It was better for my grieving to acknowledge what had happened. I could move on from there.

      “I’ve told you how I can detect death,” I said.

      “You said that you can detect death, but you never told me that you can use a dying person’s magic.”

      “Because I didn’t know. The first time I realized what was happening was when I faced the Great One.”

      “I thought you used your connection to Solera.”

      “At first, but she reestablished control, and it wasn’t until Torn was dying that I had enough strength to defeat him.”

      “Oh, Katie.”

      “You don’t know what it means. Aron doesn’t know what it means. And Solera probably doesn’t even know what it means.” I cocked open one eye, looking at her. She sat with her hands resting in her lap, studying me. “We know that my mother decided to try to summon power, but we don’t know what that power was, and maybe we never will. Besides, I’m not sure it even matters. Not anymore.”

      Speaking of my mother and summoning stirred a memory in me but it faded as soon as Gran spoke.

      “I’ve never heard of someone using the power of death,” Gran said. “Hell, I’d never even heard of someone sensing the coming of death. Whatever magic you have is different than anything we have experience with.”

      “I know. It’s just my luck.”

      Gran chuckled. “It’s not dark magic. And that’s what you need to go in front of the council and tell them.”

      “That’s not the only thing I’ll tell them.”

      Gran looked at me. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that some on the council haven’t been completely forthcoming when it comes to the dark mages.” I told her about the vampire attack, the familiars, and the runes. I said nothing about how I’d stopped them, that Barden had forged a connection across the Veil, only that they were stopped. “So it seems that not everything is as it seems.”

      She shook her head. “That can’t be true.”

      “It is.”

      “But the council—”

      “Would do whatever it takes to support the Veil.” That was the only thing I could come up with as a reason. “They had done so as a way of trying to keep the vampires a part of the Veil, but they only created a greater division.”

      “Not like that. We have tried to stop the use of that kind of magic.”

      “Not all have. They’ve simply allowed others to use it. And I’m not going to go before them and let them threaten me with burning off my magic.”

      Gran waved her hand dismissively. “I’m not entirely certain the council could do it even if they tried. Whatever power you possess is different, Katie. You should be comforted by that. Even if they decided that you shouldn’t be allowed to roam freely with your connection to magic, there isn’t anything that they would be able to do to prevent you from using it.”

      No, but I had a sense that they would certainly try. And if they did, and with as tired as I was, I wasn’t sure how much I could do to withstand an attack.

      I needed to warn Barden.

      As I started to stand, Gran took my hand. “What happened that night with Aron?”

      “Aron was holding a shield, but the shooter managed to somehow get through it, a rune probably, and… and…”

      I swallowed, unable to go on. Now that it was just Gran and me, and now that I was out of the ER, the rune mages defeated, I was able to think about what had happened. Losing Aron hurt just as much now as it did then. All I wanted was some way of bringing him back, for my magic to have worked, but I had given him everything that I could and it had not been enough.

      “And this is all tied to runes?” Gran asked. “The vampires shouldn’t know how to even apply runes like you’re describing.”

      I pulled out my phone and opened the pictures, handing them over to Gran. She looked through them, growing more and more tense as she did.

      “You recognize them,” I said.

      “They shouldn’t be found here,” she said, looking up. “These are runes of power, and they belong to a mage who has been long defeated.”

      “Apparently not.”

      Gran gripped my phone tightly. “I’ve been trying to figure out who might be responsible for everything that’s happened to the Veil and haven’t been able to come up with anything. Lexy had worked with someone, but she died before we were able to get information from her. And the gorgon was released by someone who had access to a book they should not. And then there was the Great One. Ariel is too proud to tell us what happened to her people and how someone within her pack managed to learn how to free one of the Great Ones, but I know you have made a connection between all of these events.”

      “They have to be related. And this person, this rune master, is that person? Who is it?”

      “A strange mage. Dangerous. He went by the name of Odian. For so long, I believed he was nothing more than a myth. And it may still be that he’s nothing more than a myth, and that these are all unrelated.”

      “You can’t believe that,” I said.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t. It would be easier if they were unrelated, but…”

      It was like making a diagnosis. A constellation of symptoms came together to equate to a diagnosis, and in this case, all of the symptoms that we had suggested that the diagnosis was some greater influence, some dark disease. If this person was responsible for everything, there had to be a reason.

      “There’s something more, isn’t there?” I asked.

      She folded her hands in her lap and sighed. “One of Odian’s runes was found near where your mother disappeared.”

      All of a sudden, I was awake. “What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “It didn’t matter. We knew your mother studied power she shouldn’t. Trying to learn from Odian was only one more proof of that.”

      I didn’t fit with my memories of my mother. They were happy, filled with laughter and song, and… that was it. The rest of my memories of my mother were faded, those of a child. And that was what I had been. She’d disappeared when I was no more than five.

      “But if Odian took her...” Or killed her. It could have been either. I’d long ago realized that I would never know the truth, but that was before I had embraced my connection to magic.

      “Katie, I would love to sit and talk to you about all of this, and I promise that we will. I’ll tell you everything about her, even though there is nothing more than what I’ve just shared, but before we do, you need to do this for me.”

      Somehow, the runes had been familiar. Could I have seen them when I was younger? Had my mother shown them to me?

      Gran was right. There was time for this later. Now that I learned about it, I would learn more. It was time for me to understand who—and what—I was.

      The healer and the mage. Medicine and my magic.

      “I won’t allow the council to hold me. And I’m not going to stand before them quietly.”

      “Katie—”

      I took a deep breath, leaning toward her. “No. I lived in fear of the council for so long that I let it consume me. I let it push me out of the magical world, and now that I’ve rejoined the magical world, now that I have a sense of my magic, I’m not going to back down to the council. I’m not a mage. In that way, I’m no different than shifters or vampires or even one of the fae coming before the council. And they have to answer for what they’ve done.”

      Gran watched me for a moment. A smile tugged at her lips. “I’m proud of you, Katie.”

      “Wait… What?”

      “You’re right. You have lived in fear of the council, and Gramps and I are responsible for that to a certain extent. We wanted to protect you, and we believed that hiding you from the council was the way to do so, rather than helping you understand your magic and your unique gifts. We thought to protect you, but instead we have shielded you, and maybe even restricted your growth and development. What could you have become had we allowed you to explore your magic more openly? How might you be able to use it now if you had gone in search of answers earlier?”

      “I’m not disappointed that I went into medicine, Gran. I can be both the doctor and whatever I am.”

      “There are times that I wish you wouldn’t have had to go into medicine.”

      I laughed. “You know, you might be the only parental unit types who would actually be disappointed that their loved one became a doctor.”

      “It’s because I know you have so much more potential within you.”

      I got to my feet, looking around my condo. “I assume we’re driving?”

      “Unless you’d like to walk.”

      “No, I’d rather just ride.”

      “You need to have the strength you just showed me while you’re in there with them. You need to have your wits about you, and you need to have that spine that I know you do. I might not be able to sit on the council when you face them, but that doesn’t mean that I won’t be there, supporting you, doing everything in my power to ensure that you come back out of this. And if you’re as angry as I sense, I think they’re going to regret summoning you before them.”

      “I was going before them one way or another. This is just faster than what I’d intended.” I looked around my condo. “Where is Gramps?”

      “He’ll be here soon.”

      “Until he is, I’m going to take a little rest,” I said, letting my eyes drift closed. I wouldn’t be able to sleep for long, and it seemed as if barely a heartbeat or two later, Gran was touching my shoulder, jolting me into alertness. As I looked up, Gramps watched me, concern etched in the wrinkles of his eyes. “Are we ready to go?”

      “As ready as I’m going to be,” I said, jumping to my feet. I looked around my condo, wishing I had the demon sword one more time. It might be a crutch, like Ariel had said. And if it came down to it, and if there was a need for me to be armed, I would simply summon my magical sword. It would have to be enough.

      Back down on the street, I climbed into the clean, white sedan—obviously a rental—and looked around. The last time I’d been here had been the day that Aron had died. I barely remembered anything about my ride other than the fact that Gramps had ultimately dropped me off at the ER rather than bringing me back home. “I still wish I could push them off,” I muttered as Gramps pulled into traffic.

      “I wish the same,” he said.

      He navigated through the streets, heading toward the river. I wasn’t surprised that he did so, and was even less surprised when I noticed the archives in the distance, though he rolled past the driveway leading up to it rather than heading down that road. I was thankful for that. I wasn’t sure that I had it in me to visit the place where Aron had been lost. We continued down the street until we reached a slightly smaller house than the archives, though it was set on a similarly impressive-looking lot situated over a bluff on the river. The city splayed out behind it and we pulled up a wide driveway. My heart began to pound a little harder as we did.

      It was stupid. I already told Gran that I wasn’t going to sit by and let the council make me feel a certain way, and I wasn’t about to allow the council to forbid me from using my magic, and that they would answer for what they’d done, but there was simply something about the council that I had always feared. I struggled to shake that feeling now.

      I had to get it out of my head. I couldn’t go into this fearing the council. They were powerful, yes, but they also weren’t all powerful, and clearly were fallible.

      Keeping that in mind, I forced my heart to slow as we pulled into a roundabout in front of the building. It was Tudor style, and full of peaked arches. The lawn was perfectly manicured with stripes running through it from the mower. A garden ran along either side, small boulders forming a perimeter around the edges. Even though it didn’t appear nearly as large as the archives, there was something about it that was equally, if not more, impressive.

      “Whose house is this?” I asked as we pulled into the massive driveway.

      “This is Sharon Ogilve’s.”

      “And she’s one of the council members?”

      “She steers the council.”

      “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means that she is something akin to the head of the council. The council of mages doesn’t have a leader, not per se, but there is one in spirit. Sharon serves in that role. She steers the council, setting the agenda, and because of that, she sits slightly ahead of the others.”

      “And we’re meeting at her home?”

      “This was her choice.”

      Gramps stopped the car and I sat, fidgeting for a moment. I took a few steadying breaths, pushing away all the fear that threatened me, knowing there was nothing I could do about it. I needed to push past it, to deal with it, and be ready for whatever it was that they might try with me.

      As tired as I was, I still had to function. My training in residency had prepared me about as well as anything could for functioning with sleep deprivation, but the last week had been brutal, between my call and the magical attacks. I was in a much more difficult place than where I would liked to have been when confronting the majority of the council.

      And yet, I had to tell myself that I had met members of the mage council before. Not only my grandmother, but I had helped Finnaster, and other than his age and apparent power, there wasn’t anything particularly compelling about him.

      Gran glanced over at me and I nodded.

      I got out of the car and headed up the wide steps leading to the enormous house. Gran and Gramps stood on either side of me, and they motioned for me to be the one to knock. When I did, I waited a moment, ready for whoever might appear before me.

      When the door swung open, I nearly collapsed.

      I had been ready for anything, or so I had thought. I had steeled myself for meeting members of the council, for dealing with their accusations, and even to rebuff them if they claimed I shouldn’t—and couldn’t—use magic.

      I hadn’t been ready for Aron to be the one standing in front of me.
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      “What? How?”

      He was dressed in a tight T-shirt and jeans, and his skin was pale, much paler than it had been the last time I’d seen him alive, but he stood in front of me, breathing. What I didn’t understand was how.

      “You may enter,” he said.

      I frowned at him, expecting more, but his brief response troubled me. What was going on? Whatever it was had some reason. Did it have to do with the council?

      Gran pressed on my back and I hurried into the room, unable to take my eyes off Aron.

      He was alive.

      I had hoped that my magic had been enough. I had wanted nothing more than to have saved him, but I hadn’t expected that it would work. How could it have?

      And if he had survived, why hadn’t he come and found me before now? We could have used him in the fight against the vampires. He had known what we were facing.

      “Keep moving, Katie,” Gramps said.

      I glanced over my shoulder at them, not able to even contemplate what was taking place. Seeing Aron had taken me aback and threw me off.

      “Did you know?” I asked Gramps.

      “I knew that something was up,” Gramps said. “I was trying to figure out what it was.”

      “How did you know something was up?”

      “Because of the summons. There was an urgency to it that is unusual for the council.”

      “I didn’t think there was anything unusual about the council summoning someone.”

      “The summons itself isn’t unusual. It’s the fact that they would send both your grandmother and me out in search of you.”

      Maybe the council had learned what we’d done with the vampires. I had rescued all those injured dark mages, but I’d also killed the vampire, forcing the runes onto him. And I felt no remorse. I couldn’t.

      I paused in the entryway of the home. It stretched up overhead, a two-story grand entryway, and a staircase circled off to the side, leading to a balcony overhead. Hardwood floors stretched out and gave a cold sort of energy to the building. There were no decorations along the walls, nothing that detracted from the strange energy.

      Aron waited with his hands clasped in front of him. Was he intentionally trying to appear standoffish… or had something happened during the healing that had made him this way? It was possible that he hadn’t fully recovered, and that despite every intention on my part to save him, using that energy, that magic at the end of his life, had somehow done something.

      “You will wait here for Councilor Ogilve.”

      As I stood there, staring at him, trying to come up with the words I needed to say, a woman wearing a deep maroon robe started down the stairs. The robe was all lovely velvet, and a gold chain hung around her neck, a symbol upon it that I couldn’t quite make out. She walked slowly, deliberately, and magic pulled along my spine, practically demanding that I look up.

      It took a force of effort to resist the urge to pull upon my magic, and effort to avoid using it and wrapping myself in a shielding, but doing that would only further whatever plans they had for me. Besides, I needed every advantage now. They couldn’t know that I detected her magic. Not yet.

      “Is this her?” she said as she reached the bottom of the stairs.

      Gran stepped forward. “This is our granddaughter, Kate Michaels.” She positioned herself slightly in front of me, the placement almost possessive, or maybe it was protective.

      “Why is it that you have not brought her before the council before?”

      “Don’t push this, Sharon,” Gran said.

      I smiled to myself. At least I had Gran on my side, and she would be a powerful advocate, especially when it came to someone like this, someone who had an unknown agenda. Councilor Ogilve had planned for this, and she was using Aron to unsettle me, and either Aron didn’t know what was going on, some post-death amnesia preventing him, or he was fully aware and being careful so that he could protect me.

      Considering the blank expression on his face, I suspected it was the former. As much as I wanted Aron back—and I did—there was simply something about the way he stared off into the distance that didn’t carry the same liveliness he once had.

      “I would advise you to caution, Councilor Michaels. You aren’t here on behalf of the council. In this, you serve as her advocate, and nothing more.”

      “Don’t worry. I know exactly what role I have here,” Gran said.

      I touched her shoulder. “It’s okay.”

      Sharon looked past Gran at me. “You aren’t given permission to speak.”

      I smiled. She reminded me somewhat of the old-school physicians, the kind who felt that students and residents didn’t have any place other than to sit back and marvel at their intellect. I didn’t have a whole lot of tolerance for that at work, and that was a place where I had to put up with it.

      I wouldn’t put up with that here.

      “Listen, I don’t know what authority you think you have over me, but I’m not a child that you simply get to tell when she can or can’t talk.”

      Sharon stared at me. Magic began to build and I wrapped myself in a shielding. There was no way I was letting this woman place some sort of paralytic—or similar—spell upon me. It was bad enough when the Dark Council thought to use it on me, and they had done so often enough that I hated it. The mage council was supposed to be different—better.

      “You are an unregulated mage. You are at the mercy of the council.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. I stepped next to Gran, ignoring her pointed look. This wasn’t going the way Gran had expected, but then, it wasn’t going the way I had expected, either. Aron was here. Alive. And something had happened to him.

      “I’m no mage. Mages use spells and while I might not know exactly what I am, I can tell you with certainty that I am no mage, dark or otherwise.”

      Sharon’s spell continued to build. She targeted me with it.

      It slipped over my barrier, parting harmlessly.

      “Try that again and you and I will have a very different outcome. I’m here willingly, but I can also leave willingly.”

      Magic began to build from her again and I shook my head, turning. “I’m not staying if she’s going to continue to attack me.”

      The spell faded.

      “She can detect the use of magic?” Sharon asked.

      “If you’re talking about me, you may as well talk to me,” I said. “And yes. She can detect the use of magic. And no. It’s not a spell that I’m using. So if you intend to continue to try and attack me, I will know, and as I said, I won’t react well. Ask my grandparents what I’ve done and what I’ve faced and survived. Or ask Aron, if you’re willing to remove whatever you’ve done to him.”

      I looked at him, but he continued to have that blank expression on his face.

      Sharon watched me for a moment before finally nodding. “Come.”

      I hesitated. There was a part of me that wanted nothing more than to ignore her. Who was she to think that she could demand I go with her and simply have me follow?

      At the same time, she had answers that I wanted. Not only about the runes—especially if I could learn something about what had happened with my mother—but about whatever had happened to Aron. I glanced over at him, but he stared with the same empty expression that he’d had before, leaving me wondering just what had happened to him. If I didn’t have to worry about holding onto a barrier, I might use the wave of magic to sweep over him and see if I could detect anything, but I didn’t dare remove my barrier, not until I knew what exactly they might do to me.

      Sharon headed down the hallway, glancing back every so often to see if I was following, and Gran nodded. The farther into the building I went, the more uncomfortable I was. Whatever would happen next would be in a place where I would have much less control, not that I had much the way it was. I followed, holding onto my shielding, and watched Aron’s back as I went, wishing there was a way to get his attention, to find out what he’d been through.

      She stopped in a massive room with a huge wall of glass windows. Light spilled into the room and the river was visible through the windows. Aron had told me that the council chose to be close to the Mississippi because of the ley lines, but it surprised me that her decoration was as plain as it was. No wall hangings decorated the walls. The furniture was simple, a gray fabric, and comfortable rather than formal.

      She stood in front of the windows, staring out at the river.

      “You aren’t what I expected,” Sharon said.

      “Really? And what did you expect?”

      “I thought that you might be more accommodating.”

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “You grew up with Veran and Cyn Michaels. They would have taught you to respect the council.”

      I refused to sit, keeping my attention on Aron. He stood off to the side, a disinterested expression on his face. Had rescuing him from death turned him into some sort of zombie?

      He might hate that I had done so if that were the case.

      “They taught me to fear the council rather than respect it,” I said.

      “Are they not the same?”

      I laughed. “You can’t be serious. Fearing and respecting something are quite a bit different. I feared what the council might do if they ever came after me. I feared having magic burned off of me, my mind erased, and the emptiness that would follow. I lived in fear of everything that had to do with the council. Respect never really entered into it. Partly because I wasn’t a part of it, but partly because I wanted nothing to do with it.”

      “You didn’t want to understand your magic?”

      “Did you call me here to interrogate me? If that’s what this is about, then I have no reason to stay other than for you to answer my questions. I have worked on behalf of the council over the last year, doing more than any councilor I have seen other than my grandparents. Don’t talk to me about respect.”

      Magic built from her and I hesitated, holding on to my connection to power, but she didn’t send the spell at me. Instead, the spell went toward Aron, sweeping over him.

      “You are the one responsible for saving the archer?”

      “I didn’t think that I had, but I wanted to.”

      “What happened?”

      “I’m not really sure. He was holding a barrier and someone shot through it.”

      “A bullet shouldn’t pass through a barrier held by one of the archers.”

      “That’s what he thought, too, but it did. I don’t know if they were using some sort of rune magic on the bullets to allow them to shoot through it or if it was something else.”

      That still didn’t explain why mine had held and Aron’s hadn’t.

      “What rune magic?”

      “That’s why we were here. Or there, I guess,” I said, motioning toward the archives. “Aron was helping me understand some runes that I’d seen tattooed on a few patients of mine. The same runes used by the vampire families to augment their familiars. The Siren family decided to get greedy and made a play for power.” I fixed her with a heated gaze. “We stopped them,” I added, wondering if she even cared.

      “And you believe the council complicit?”

      “Not all,” I said, glancing at my grandparents, “but some. And if they didn’t necessarily encourage it, they certainly looked the other way. The vampires only targeted dark mages. They claimed they had an agreement. It sounds as if the council didn’t mind the vampires helping to remove the dark mages.”

      The councilor studied me for a while, leaving me wondering if she was going to question what I’d said. “What sort of runes?”

      “Oh, the usual. You know how rune masters can be,” I said.

      Sharon turned to my grandmother. “Is she always like this?”

      “When she feels threatened,” Gran said.

      “I will have the council investigate.”

      “Great. Because let’s investigate the crime we’ve committed.”

      “Your grandparents will be involved.”

      “That’s not enough.”

      “What more would you have done?”

      “You need to bring the Dark Council in. Truly bring them in. Fortify the connection between them. Make them a part of the treaty. That will stop the vampires.” And then we would finish off whatever else they did as a violation of the treaty.

      “You don’t know what you ask.”

      “I know more than you realize. I’d start with Barden. He’s incredibly powerful and the reason we stopped the vampires.” I felt Gran’s gaze burning on my back. I wouldn’t implicate Ariel.

      Sharon nodded. “It will be considered.”

      “That’s not acceptable. You need to do more.”

      “As I said, it will be considered.” Sharon glanced at Aron. “You saved him.”

      “I thought I hadn’t, and now that I see him, I’m still not sure that I did.”

      “He is slowly coming back around,” she said. “The effect of what happened has taken quite a bit out of him and he hasn’t returned to himself.”

      “What do you mean that he hasn’t returned to himself?”

      “There is a disconnect, though it’s not one that I am familiar with.”

      “What sort of disconnect?”

      I lowered my shielding, no longer thinking that I necessarily needed to hold onto it. If Sharon were planning on attacking me again, she would have done it by now, and even if she did, I thought that I might be able to throw up a new barrier in time. Shifting the focus of my magic, I turned it toward Aron and let a wave of it wash over him.

      I didn’t detect anything unusual about him.

      When he had been dying, there had been a sense of the void, an emptiness, and that was no longer there. I didn’t detect a spark, or anything that suggested magic coming from Aron. Could I have used up his magic in my attempt at saving him?

      “I mean that he is here, yet he is not here. A part of him is here and another part—”

      “Is gone,” I whispered. That was the strangeness that I detected. And if he was gone, was there any way that I could help him? Was there anything that could be done to bring him back?

      It might not be possible. I had done everything that I could in order to keep him alive, and it seemed that I had succeeded—and yet that success was incomplete. Could I have saved him only to lose him?”

      “Yes. It’s gone. It’s not anything I’m familiar with, though I will continue to work on him to see if there is anything that I can uncover. I should like to know how it is that you saved him. You were overheard discussing using the magic from his death to try and heal him.”

      At this point, it probably didn’t matter what I said. I’d already revealed myself far more than I had ever intended to, and there was no point in denying what I had done. I might as well throw all of it out there.

      “I feel death when it comes,” I said. I took a deep breath, breathing out. There was something almost freeing about sharing that. It was strange. For so long I had feared my magic, both the dark magic along with whatever it was that detected oncoming death, and now here I was telling a member of the council exactly what it was that I could do.

      And maybe I needed to.

      I had gone in search of answers more than once, but those answers had been difficult to find. Answers that I needed wouldn’t be found within the council or the Dark Council or among the shifters. The answers I needed involved power from the other side of the Veil, a place that I feared attempting to access.

      “It’s a similar sensation to what I detect when I feel magic being used around me,” I said. “It’s a sense of cold. Both have similar characteristics, but when I detect magic, it has a different sensation than that of death.”

      “You are speaking of using this sensation,” Sharon said.

      “I was, and I did. There is power when death comes, and I don’t know if it’s the power of the dying or whether it represents the remnants of the person’s magic. Either way, I use that power.”

      “What do you mean you use it?”

      “I’m not exactly sure. I can feel it. It energizes me, filling me with power.”

      I shuddered as I thought of it. I hadn’t known what it was for the longest time, and I still wasn’t entirely sure what it meant. There were ancient gods on the other side of the Veil, and I knew that my mother had somehow summoned some ancient power, but I would never have imagined that she would have summoned a god. Then again, I had never imagined that she had summoned a demon, either, and I had lived for several months believing I was part demon.

      Sharon studied me before turning her attention to my grandmother. “How long have you known about this?”

      “About her use of death?”

      Sharon nodded.

      “Only a few hours,” Gran said.

      “Do you recognize it?”

      Gran shook her head. “Not at all. We held her apart from the council because we feared she had dark magic. If you want to punish us for it, then the council would need to convene and we will face the consequences, but we knew what was in her heart. We knew that she had no intention of using her magic. And we knew—”

      “You chose to conceal her from the council because you feared what might happen to her. Don’t argue that you did so for any other reason than that.”

      “We have always served the council well,” Gran said.

      “That is not up for debate,” Sharon said.

      “I think it is. If you’re going to turn this from Kate onto Veran and myself, then I will point out all of the ways we have served the council over the years.”

      “We need to understand what she can do,” Sharon said.

      “No,” I said.

      Sharon turned to me.

      “I’ve already made my position clear. I’m not a mage, and therefore I’m not under the purview of the council. You can recognize the fact that I’m different, but you don’t get to decide what to do about me. And you don’t get to decide and try to learn what I can do. I’m willing to work with the council, but only if the council continues to do as I feel is right. And only if the council agrees with what I have already set forth.”

      “And what do you think the council has done that is not right?”

      “For one, there was fighting between the mage council and the Dark Council for years. That was unnecessary. And regardless of what you claim, there are some responsible for what I just experienced.” And I wasn’t even sure that I would get a chance to ensure it didn’t happen again. Could they really get away with it?

      “You don’t understand what the Dark Council has done to us over the years.”

      “I understand what the mage council believes the Dark Council to have done, but I have learned that much of it is tied to mages who have been held away from power for a long time. Most of them want only to live without fear of having their magic burned away from them. It’s the same thing I wanted. They have fought only because they feel they have no other option.”

      “We have a treaty with them.”

      “And as I said, it needs to be formalized. They still feel separated from the rest of mage society. And they will be brought into the council so that an attack like I just experienced does not happen again.”

      She frowned. “What else?”

      “That’s it,” I said.

      “That’s it?”

      “If you are willing to work with the Dark Council, if you are willing to truly work with them, I will work with the mages. It’s not that I want to go against mages. Hell, I believed I was one for the longest time.”

      Sharon frowned again. “There’s nothing else?”

      “Oh, and I want the names of the councilors involved in providing permission to the vampires. They will pay for that.”

      “I’m afraid that will be handled internally.”

      “As I said—”

      “That is council business.”

      I laughed. There wasn’t anything more for me to do.

      “What else?” she asked.

      “I guess there’s nothing else.”

      Turning my attention to Aron, I realized that wasn’t quite true. There was something else, but I wasn’t certain what to do about it. He was lost, and it seemed as if there were some way that I could be a part of helping him, but how?

      “I would like to work with Aron,” I said.

      “He is receiving the best care that he can get.”

      “It’s not the best, and it’s not the only care. I’d like to see what I could do to help him.” When Sharon frowned, I glanced over at Gran. “I’m a physician. A medical doctor for non-magical people. Let me work with him.”

      “You care about the archer?”

      I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Very much.”

      “You may work with him, but you will do so here.”

      I thought about the ley lines and the power within them. It might not be enough, and there was one other possibility, but reaching it would be challenging, though it was the challenge that I was willing to take on, especially when it came to Aron.

      Using my magic here, around the council, and especially around someone like this, would put me in a place of danger, but I didn’t see myself as having much other choice. And maybe I could swing things in my favor, especially if the dynamics of the council changed.

      “I agree.”

      I wasn’t sure if there was anything that I would even be able to do to help Aron, but I wasn’t about to leave him, not like this, not when there might be something that I could do for him.

      If nothing else, I had to be thankful that he was still alive.

      But was that enough for me?

      I hadn’t known what I wanted with Aron, and maybe I still didn’t know, but seeing him brought back a flood of emotions.

      I walked over to him, forcing him to look down at me. Taking his hands in mine, I squeezed. I let my magic wash out from me, sweeping over Aron and flowing into him before retreating.

      He simply stared at me.

      “I’m going to help you,” I whispered. “I’m going to bring you back from this. And then you can help me find out more about this Odian and how he’s connected to my mother.”

      I squeezed his hands again, and when he squeezed mine, I felt a moment of relief in that moment when he squeezed back. With it, there was almost a spark of recognition in his eyes.

      I would hang on to that moment. For Aron, I would do whatever I needed. Even if it meant exposing myself to the council. Even if it meant delving fully into the magical world.

      For Aron, I would.
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      Both medicine and magic failed saving Aron. I intend to change that.

      I’ve feared my magic my entire life, knowing my mother had chased dangerous magic before her death. I’ve never been able to look into how—or why—she died. Until now.

      I have a name.

      While struggling to help Aron, I use my new allies to search for information about the person who might be responsible for my mother’s death. With the appearance of a new mage and abilities far beyond anything I’ve ever encountered, I’m forced to abandon that search and find some way of stopping power that taps into the magic on the other side of the Veil.

      Only—how can I stop a power that calls to me?

      I’m close to understanding what I am, but this mage stands in my way. I intend to stop her… or die trying.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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!

      SA Magnusson Newsletter Link

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Hemorrhage. I’ve really enjoyed writing Kate and her adventures and hope you’ve enjoyed reading about her.

      Now’s the time for your assignment! Amazon uses reviews from readers like you to help others find my work. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at sa@samagnusson.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      Cheers,

      SA Magnusson

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.samagnusson.com
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