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      The monitor beeped steadily, forcing me to pay attention to it. There wasn’t anything other than a sinus rhythm, not enough of a reason for it to chirp at me in the way it was. I groaned. It was that kind of day.

      “What’s the issue, Dr. Michaels?”

      I turned around as Dr. Olive entered. She was a young attending, relatively new to Hennepin General, and still felt the need to interfere, even with some of the upper level residents. Which I was—or should be, especially as I neared the end of my second year of residency. With only a year remaining, I would soon be out on my own. An attending. And I wouldn’t have to deal with people like Dr. Olive.

      “No issue. I think we have a pad that’s not quite right.” It was common enough for the stickers to disconnect and give errors like this. Besides, when the rhythm picked up on the monitor, it was nothing more than a sinus rhythm. Normal.

      “Are you sure? That monitor sound is worrisome for—”

      I reached beneath the man’s gown and pulled out the sticker that had come loose, holding it up for Dr. Olive to see before reapplying it. If it were up to her, she’d end up ordering a complete cardiac evaluation for nothing more than a sticker problem. It was attendings like her who made medicine expensive, the kind of cover-your-ass mentality that I really couldn’t stand.

      Dr. Olive looked up at the monitor as if she didn’t want to believe me, but it was nothing more than the same sinus rhythm I’d seen during every stretch that the patch had been working the right way. “What’s the story here?”

      I glanced around the room before my gaze settled back on our patient. He was an older man, dirty, and now that he was dressed in a hospital gown, it was hard to know just how filthy he’d been when he first arrived in the ER. The nurses had cut away his clothing, carrying it off for disposal rather than saving it for him. There wasn’t a point in saving it. Considering how nasty he’d smelled—and still did—it might have been better to have burned his clothes.

      “He was brought in by ambulance. Someone found him down in an alley and called it in. He’s been unresponsive since he got here, so not a whole lot of history out of him.”

      “My favorite kind,” Dr. Olive said.

      The comment made it hard for me to like Dr. Olive, though there really wasn’t anything about her that I did like. She had an arrogant streak that was wholly unearned, and she practically hated her patients. It made me wonder why she’d gone into medicine in the first place. While some patients could be a pain, most of them came in wanting to feel better. That was our job, and if we couldn’t do it, then we weren’t doing our job.

      “Vitals are stable. Initial labs are all normal. EKG has been unremarkable.” I handed the printout over to her and she scanned it before setting it on the counter. “I don’t have much of a diagnosis at this time.”

      “Probably a junkie. Let him sleep it off and send him back out on the street.”

      When she left, I turned my attention back to the man. We didn’t even have a name for him. Another John Doe. There were plenty who came into Hennepin General, most of them homeless or gang members who didn’t want to give their names.

      Out of curiosity, I reached through my connection to magic, loosening the knot that held it deep within me, and let it flow up from my hidden stores. In the last year, I’d grown much more comfortable using my magic, enough so that I no longer struggled to reach it. My connection wasn’t the same as mages, though my mother was a mage. Whatever type of magic I possessed—and I still didn’t know, despite the archer, Aron, trying to get me answers—didn’t seem to require spells.

      If only it had. Using spells might be easier. At least I would have someone who could teach. My grandparents were high level mages—not the middling mages I once had believed—and my grandmother even sat on the mage council. That connection should have been enough to help me understand my magic and learn to control it, but it hadn’t.

      Touching my hand to John Doe’s chest, I let my magic wash over him. It coursed out of me, flowing through him, and as it did, I felt the steady connection of it. During the last few months, I’d discovered I could use this sort of spell—or whatever it was, as it wasn’t really a spell—and detect where I needed to focus on finding what ailed my patients. It had helped save more than one person, preventing me from feeling the cold grip of death when it came.

      With this patient, there really wasn’t anything to detect. As my magic flowed through him, it stayed, lingering as it washed over him, but left me with no way of understanding what might have left him unresponsive.

      Maybe he wasn’t anything more than a junkie. Who was I to judge, if that were the case? And if he was, we could help clean him up, maybe send him off to a detox facility where he could get sober, and hopefully have a social worker figure out what he could do from there.

      As I released his hand, the monitor beeped again, and I glanced up at it, but it was nothing more than a premature beat. Those were common enough, and the sensitivity to the monitor made it difficult to know how excited to get by them.

      This time, I’d let Dr. Olive be right and let this guy sleep it off. We could find out more information when he came around.

      As I stepped out into the hall, Asher, one of the newer nurses—a younger man with blond highlights in his otherwise dark brown hair—came running. “Dr. Michaels. I’m so glad you’re here. We need you in Room Four.”

      Four was a trauma room. “What is it?”

      Asher hurried along the hall. “We don’t know. It looks like an animal attack, but…”

      His face paled. Whatever had happened must have been awful. I’d seen plenty of animal bites—it was a pretty common complaint in the ER, so we got good at treating them—but the way he’d blanched suggested this wasn’t common.

      When I reached the door to Trauma 4, the now-familiar cold sense of death began to creep along my spine. It was weak, which meant we had time. I’d come to know that sense all too well, and I’d come to understand that when I felt it like this, we could usually save the person. Usually.

      Entering the room, I realized I wasn’t the only resident here.

      Jen glanced over at me, then nodded at Asher.

      I joined her at the bedside and looked down at the patient. He was a younger man, heavily muscled, and sleeves of tattoos covered his arms. Dried blood covered them. A drape covered his head and neck and Sue, a heavyset no-nonsense nurse I enjoyed working with, stood on the other side of it, likely scrubbing at the wound. “What happened?” I asked.

      “A mauling. Pretty gruesome. He was dropped off at the ER entrance.”

      “Vitals?” I asked, glancing over at her. She was in the same year of residency as I, so I wasn’t completely sure why Asher had come for me. Maybe it was my reputation. I often got involved in the trauma patients, mostly because with my connection to the sense of death, I could help, sometimes more than any of the attendings could.

      “Stable for now. A little hypotensive, but we’re pushing fluids.”

      I moved closer to Sue so that I could get a better look. She was working carefully, dipping a sponge into betadine solution to clean the wound.

      “This isn’t good, Kate,” she said.

      She hesitated so that I could see. A huge chunk of skin had been torn free of the man’s shoulder, leaving muscle and bone exposed. This kind of injury would lead to nerve damage, and it was possible he would have enough vascular compromise that he’d lose his arm.

      The bite was extensive and serious, but I still didn’t know why Asher had come running for me. “Is he your patient?” I asked Jen.

      “I was there when the rig rolled in.”

      “Then you don’t need me.”

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      “Why?”

      Jen motioned to the counter. A heap of bloody clothing lay there, cut away the same as John Doe’s clothing had been. Stuck to the top of it was a piece of paper.

      Curiosity compelled me over to it and I frowned.

      “This has my name on it,” I said.

      “Yeah. Someone wanted you for this guy. Do you know him?”

      I shook my head. “Not that I know of.” Taking a pair of medium gloves from the alcove on the wall, I slipped them on before reaching for the note. It was spattered with blood and I didn’t really want to touch it. Other than my name, there wasn’t anything else on it.  “Did he have any identification?”

      “We didn’t really look,” Jen said. “A little preoccupied.”

      Returning to the bed, I looked at the man. Really looked at him. Other than the muscularity and the tattoos, there wasn’t anything particularly remarkable about him. He had a plain-looking face. A flat nose. A scar stretched across one cheek, but it had healed well.

      And the chunk of flesh now missing from his shoulder.

      “Did you call surgery?” I whispered.

      “Already did. Trauma team is coming down, but I think we’re going to need specialists for this one. Christ, Kate, I’m not even sure where they’re going to begin. What do you think could have done this?”

      I peered over Sue’s shoulder again, studying the wound. It was deeper than it had looked at first glance. Thankfully it was the right shoulder. The left side would have risked the heart, especially with how extensive the wound was. Bone fragments protruded from it. Whatever had mauled this guy had splintered his clavicle.

      “We need ortho, too.” When Jen frowned, I pointed to the wound. “Open fracture.” I turned my attention to Asher. He was the one to have brought me into this, so he was going to help. “Page ortho on call. Let them know we have a trauma. We’ll need vascular surgery too.” I shrugged at Jen. “Can’t hurt to have them all called down.”

      When Asher left to call the specialists, another nurse hurried into the room and began helping Sue. Tamara wasn’t nearly as efficient as Sue, but better than some.

      The sense of cold along my spine hadn’t changed, remaining a faint trace, but enough that I knew that if we didn’t treat him right, this guy wouldn’t pull through. The blood pressure cuff cycled again, and once more it came back low.

      “Eighties systolic,” I said to Jen.

      If it continued dropping, we’d go from possibly going to fail to definitely going to die.

      “Should we give him blood?” she asked.

      “He’s your patient.” Jen was my friend and I was all too aware of needing to be careful not to step on her toes when it came to treating the patient. She was capable, too. Maybe not as comfortable in traumas as I was, but that came from my willingness to get involved in every trauma that presented. Sometimes to a fault, at least if you asked the attendings.

      She flicked her gaze to the note. “Maybe at first, but whoever brought him in wanted you to take care of him.”

      With a dropping blood pressure and the probable amount of blood he’d lost, giving him blood was reasonable. “Let’s give him two units.”

      “Well?” Sue snapped at Tamara.

      “I’ll get on it,” Tamara said, hurrying away, leaving Sue shaking her head.

      “Those new nurses…” she muttered.

      “Who do you think this is?” Jen asked as I continued to examine the man. There were no other injuries I could identify. Just the massive hunk of flesh missing, but that was enough.  “Maybe a relative of someone you’ve taken care of before?”

      It was possible. In the two years I’d been in residency, I’d taken care of quite a few people, so I could imagine that some of them would want to have me taking care of their loved ones, but it was the other possibility that troubled me.

      Could someone have wanted me for my magical connection?

      I let magic wash over the man.

      When it did, I almost gasped.

      There was power within him.

      Most of the time when I used magic to probe for injuries, the sense of whatever injury or illness someone had was all I ended up with. With him, it was more than just an awareness of his injuries. They were there—the wound on his shoulder unlike anything that I’d ever felt when probing with my magic—but there was the power, an energy, that surged beneath the surface along with it.

      Was he a mage?

      That didn’t fit. Mages would have healed themselves, at least, as much as they were able to do so. And if they weren’t able to heal themselves, then another mage would have attempted to do it. That meant it was probably another sort of magic.

      The bite was important.

      It was too violent to be a vampire bite. I’d never seen them firsthand, but all the stories of vampire bites made it seem as if they would be little more than puncture wounds, nothing more than that, and certainly nothing like this violence.

      There was another magical creature that it could be, and one I’d had some experience with.

      “Kate?” Jen said.

      I glanced back at her. “What is it?”

      “What are you doing?”

      I couldn’t remove my connection to magic, not wanting to separate from it until I knew for sure whether this man was a shifter. The magic didn’t have anything familiar to it, but then again, I don’t know that I would have recognized it anyway. When I’d been around the shifter pack the last time, I hadn’t known anything about my magic.

      “I was just—”

      The blood pressure cuff had cycled again and began beeping.

      Now his pressure was even lower.

      “We need that blood,” Jen said.

      “Would you mind going to see what’s holding Tamara up?” I asked. I hated to ask that of her, but I felt that I needed to remain here with him. If something happened while I was gone, I’d feel responsible, even if there wasn’t anything that could be done.

      And there was something more I wanted to try, but doing so might seem strange to Jen. For that matter, it might seem strange to Sue, though I doubted she’d say anything.

      If only Derek were here. After the last attack, he’d moved west, wanting a new start. He claimed I didn’t need his protection anymore. I missed having him around, if only because he understood the magical world. Without him, there wasn’t anyone in the ER who knew what I was.

      “Sure.”

      When Jen was gone, I turned my attention back to the man, letting my magic flow through him. The wound—the bite, probably from another shifter—was more than a bite. His magic seeped out of it. If I could somehow seal that off, maybe he could heal himself.

      I wouldn’t have much time.

      Between his dropping blood pressure and the fact that others were around—including the specialists we’d had Asher call down—there wouldn’t be a lot of time to try anything. It was a good thing I didn’t mind pressure.

      Pushing my magic out, I tried to wrap it around the wound. Doing so was similar to creating a barrier, and I had some experience with that. Holding my magic in place prevented more of his from pouring out, but I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold it. And he needed me to do more than hold it. He needed me to prevent more of his magic from leaving him.

      Could I push my magic into a barrier and tie it off?

      That might give him the necessary time to recover. If nothing else, it might keep him from dying.

      Cold surged in my back.

      Nope. Not that much time left.

      The monitor beeped, but I ignored it. I didn’t need the monitor to know that something was changing. And it was more than about his blood loss. This was his magic, and if I couldn’t stop it, he wouldn’t survive.

      Maybe holding onto the magic and tying it off wasn’t enough.

      Could I use my magic in any healing way?

      I’d never tried. When I’d used it on patients before, it had been only to diagnose what was wrong so that I could guide more conventional therapies, but with this shifter, a conventional therapy wouldn’t be enough.

      How could I heal him?

      I didn’t know enough about that kind of magic.

      Voices behind me caught my attention. I’d need to work quickly.

      Squeezing his hand, I pushed my magic out and then pulled it back.

      Something changed within him.

      The cold eased.

      I did it again.

      Once again, there was something that changed, though I had no idea what it was. The cold in my spine eased even more.

      It was working.

      “What do we have here?” a deep voice called from behind me.

      One of the specialists.

      Another push with my magic followed by a pull.

      It would have to be enough.

      I released his hand and turned. Dr. Bavhish glanced at me before dismissing me. Vascular surgeons were arrogant like that, but then they weren’t nearly as bad as neurosurgeons.

      “A mauling. We’ve got blood on the way but with the amount of bleeding and the likelihood of vascular compromise, we thought it would be best to get you involved early.”

      Dr. Bavhish grabbed a pair of gloves from the wall and pushed Sue out of the way to examine the wound. Two surgery residents trailed behind him, though I didn’t know either of them. Dr. Bavhish’s nose wrinkled when he looked down at the injury, and he poked at it for a moment, his finger digging deeply into the wound before he stepped back and snapped his gloves off.

      “You need ortho. Then plastics. You don’t need vascular.”

      “You didn’t even—”

      He turned and strode out of the room, tossing his gloves in the trash on the way by.

      “He’s a fun one,” Sue said, stepping back into her position by the patient.

      “Fun isn’t how I’d describe him.”

      I tentatively pushed on my magic, trying to see if what I’d done for him had any effect. The sense of magic had stabilized. The cold in my spine was better, little more than a faint trace of nothing.

      Even his blood pressure had stabilized.

      When Jen and Tamara returned, my friend frowned a moment as she looked at me. “What is it?”

      “Vascular.”

      “God. Who?”

      “Bavhish.”

      She glanced back at the door. “Did he even examine him? Last time I had a vascular patient, he barely did anything. Told me to call the surgery team, as if that was my job.”

      I forced a smile, keeping my attention on the patient.

      Who was he?

      For them to have known to send for me meant that he was likely one of Ariel’s pack, but why would she want him to come to me? And what had happened to him?

      There was one person I could go to for help, but I didn’t know if Aron would be willing—or able. In the months since we’d uncovered the strange plan to put the Dark Council at odds with the mage council, I hadn’t seen him all that often. He was supposed to get me an audience with Solera, but so far hadn’t managed to do so. I didn’t blame him. She was fae, one of the Seelie fairies, and I suspected we couldn’t force an audience with her. It would have to be granted. I just wished she were more willing to meet with me. She might have answers.

      After everything I’d been through, answers were what I wanted more than anything. If I could know what I was, then I could begin to better understand it, and maybe even begin to understand my magic. There wasn’t anyone who could help with that otherwise. Not my grandparents. Not the mage council, even if I were to dare go to them and ask for their help. And not even the shifters.

      Now the shifters had sent one of theirs to me.

      Something was taking place. Could it be related to the last attack? We still didn’t know what had happened, other than that someone of power had given the book with the necessary spells to two mages who didn’t know any better than to use it. They had wanted power, and they had been willing to force the issue by playing with magical items they didn’t understand.

      “Kate?” Jen asked.

      I shook myself and looked over at her. “Hmm?”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m just trying to figure out who wanted me to see this guy.”

      “Maybe it was a setup. They figure you save him, find romance…”

      “He’s not really my type.”

      “Because you don’t have a type. I thought maybe Derek would do it for you, but after he left…”

      I shook my head, turning my attention back to the patient. Now that he was stabilizing, I didn’t have to worry so much about losing him and could get back to medicine—the reason I was here. Not magic, regardless of whether a shifter might drop off one of their own for me to work on.

      “Let’s get another set of vitals, start some bloodwork, and get a shoulder film while we’re waiting on ortho,” I said. It was best to keep my focus on the things I could influence.
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      The spring breeze gusted around me, tugging on my hair as I stood on the street outside the hospital. The rest of my shift had been unremarkable, the kind of day that passed quickly. The shifter had gone to have his clavicle fracture repaired, and I hadn’t stopped ortho from doing it, though I’d considered it, especially as I didn’t know whether surgery would prevent him from shifting. Without knowing the physiology behind the shifting—if there even was any physiology and it wasn’t all magic—I didn’t think there was any point. If it came down to it, he could use magic to remove whatever hardware was placed during the surgery.

      “Are you doing okay?”

      I turned to Jen as she pulled her jacket up around her shoulders, looking along the street. “Fine. Just needing some fresh air.”

      “Are you going to the gym to train or just back home?”

      Heading over to the gym might help me clear my head, but I didn’t think tonight was a good night for it. If my message went through, Aron should be here anytime. I just didn’t know if the message did go through. With him, it was difficult to know.

      “Neither. I’m hoping to meet someone.”

      “I’ve been hoping that for you for a while. You really need a night of passion, though I doubt you’ll ever be so kind to yourself to let that happen. You’ve been far too uptight lately.”

      Had I? I didn’t think I had been, but too much had changed over the last year. It was more than my connection to magic. There was my willingness to use it that hadn’t been there before. Regardless of how much I might deny the fact that I wasn’t a magic user, when it came down to it, I had grown much more comfortable with it. And then there were my connections to the magical world. It was Aron and the shifters and even my grandparents. Everything seemed as if it wanted to pull me into the magical world, regardless of how much I might want to stay apart.

      “I’m fine.” When Jen arched a brow, I shook my head. “I really am. Besides, I don’t need all the random guys you like.”

      “They’re not random.”

      “That’s right. You find them with that app, so how could they be random?”

      Jen grinned at me. “Just because I like to swipe right when Johnny isn’t available…”

      A car pulled around the corner, speeding toward us. The windows were heavily tinted, but I didn’t need to see through them to know Aron headed toward me. In all the time that I’d known him, he hadn’t chosen anything inconspicuous. And this navy two-seater BMW—his preferred ride—was definitely not inconspicuous.

      The car skidded to a stop along the curb. “This is my friend.”

      Jen leaned down, trying to look inside. “How you doin’?” she said, grinning at me. “I guess I was wrong about you not letting yourself have a little fun. Who is he?”

      “A friend.”

      “Uh huh. Looks like the kind of friend I’d like to meet… oh.”

      The door opened and Aron stepped out, nodding to me and then Jen. He was dressed in a tight navy blue t-shirt and jeans that only accentuated his physique. Aron was a solidly built man, and not at all the kind I normally found attractive.

      “Are you two together now?” she whispered.

      “Friends.” I opened the passenger door and took a seat. The dark gray leather practically gripped me. “I’ll see you later.”

      “I’ll text you later. We need to talk about this. And you,” she said, pointing at Aron, “better be nice to my Katie.”

      I couldn’t see what Aron said, but Jen leaned down and gave me a double thumbs up before I managed to close the door in her face. It might have been better for me to meet Aron without her there. At least then I wouldn’t have to deal with the smirks and questions behind my back.

      When Aron took a seat, he tipped his head in a nod.

      “I didn’t know whether you were going to come.”

      “Your message said it was important.”

      “You got it?”

      “Of course.”

      “You know, the polite thing to do is to respond.” I’d sent a message to him but hadn’t gotten any response back. That wasn’t unusual for him, but it didn’t make it any less annoying.

      “I apologize. I was preoccupied.”

      “A demon?”

      He nodded as he put the car in drive and pulled out into traffic. “Where to?”

      I sighed. We could go back to my place, but that wasn’t what I wanted. Not really. What I wanted was to find Solera and get answers. Even that might not be what we needed to do. “A shifter came into the ER today. Mauled pretty badly. Mostly his shoulder. Broken bone.” I motioned to my collarbone, so he could see which one. “There was a note on him for me.”

      Aron was silent for a while. “Shifters shouldn’t be interested in traditional medicine.”

      “I take it they can heal themselves the same way that mages can?”

      “Better, actually. Changing into their animal form restores injuries.”

      “All of them?”

      Aron hesitated a moment before answering. “Not all. There are some that are too difficult even for shifter magic to overcome.”

      “Maybe he wasn’t able to shift.” He’d arrived dressed and in his human shape.

      “That is troubling.”

      “We should go speak with Ariel,” I said, hating that I suggested it.

      “You wouldn’t have to come.”

      “The shifter came to me. I need to know why. But first, we need to stop at my place. My cat needs to be fed.”

      He frowned at me, as if knowing the true reason I wanted to stop at my place, but nodded.

      We pulled in front of my condo and I raced inside, petting Lucy briefly and making sure she had food—if I didn’t do that, she would definitely sit on my head while I slept—and grabbed the demon sword from within my closet. When I climbed back into Aron’s car, I stuffed it behind the seat.

      “Just in case.”

      When Aron turned the car and headed north onto I35, he accelerated quickly, squeezing between cars without slowing. It was disconcerting, but I’d ridden with him enough that it no longer terrified me the way that it once did. I still didn’t know if he had some way of hiding the car from police. Or maybe he’d used magic to make the car so fast, the police wouldn’t be able to catch us.

      “What else can you tell me about the shifter?” he asked.

      “He might lose use of his arm, but there was something else. When I realized he was a shifter, I detected his magic pouring out of him. I think I sealed it off but don’t know if it held. He was pulled off to surgery before I got the chance to see.”

      “You sent a wolf shifter into traditional surgery?”

      “I didn’t. Dr. Elmer, the orthopedic attending, did.” Elmer was a smallish man, so different than the typical ortho surgeons, including the residents. Most of them looked like old football players.

      Aron laughed. “I’m sure he’ll thank you.”

      “Will it keep him from shifting?”

      “I don’t know. I imagine when he next tries to shift, his magic will absorb whatever is done to him, though I’ve never heard of a shifter having surgery done on them.”

      “Why would Ariel send him to me?” That had to be who had done it, but I struggled to come up with why. If she hadn’t wanted him to have traditional medicine, what would she have thought I could do for him? There was no way she could have expected me to have saved him the way I did. I hadn’t even known that I could.

      “That’s what we need to discover,” Aron said.

      “Great. Another trip to the great north woods.”

      “You don’t like the northern part of the state? It’s quite beautiful, with the forests and—”

      “I don’t like it when I want nothing more than to have a glass of wine and sleep. I have to work tomorrow.”

      “I’ll make sure you’re back in time.”

      “You’ve said that before. I seem to remember getting barely any sleep and suffering through my shift the next day.” I didn’t want to have to go through that again. It was bad enough the last time.

      “If Ariel sent someone to you, there would have been a reason. The shifters keep things within the pack usually. This would be a change, and it makes me uncomfortable.”

      We sped forward, moving at speeds that left me unwilling to even look over at the speedometer out of fear that I would see exactly how fast we were going. I didn’t need to know, especially with how quickly things whipped past.

      The last time I’d been this far out of the city had been when I was with Aron and going to visit the shifter pack for the first time. That visit had been late enough at night that I hadn’t been able to see the landscape change as we left the city, turning from the sprawling suburbs to the smaller outer cities before even those turned into nothing but open land. Billboards plastered either side of the interstate, but we moved past them so quickly that I couldn’t even pay any attention to them had I wanted to.

      “When was the last time you saw her?” I asked after sitting in silence for a while. The trees had changed over, now with more pine trees dotting the side of the road.

      “The last time was shortly after we stopped Lexy,” he said.

      “You haven’t seen her since then?”

      There was a moment of hesitation before he said, “No.”

      There was something more to it that he wasn’t saying, much as I knew I shouldn’t feel jealous about his relationship with Ariel, especially as he was free to pursue whatever relationship with her that he wanted. We weren’t anything but friends. Maybe not even that. Colleagues.

      “Why do I get the sense that bothers you?” I asked.

      “Ariel is not usually silent, not when it comes to the pack. We have known each other a long time—” I resisted the urge to say I bet, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference with Aron—“and we share information between each other. The fact that she’s been silent has troubled me for more than a little while. During the last situation, I had hoped she might be able to help me understand more about what was happening, but she didn’t.”

      “What sort of help do you think Ariel might have provided?”

      “There are many kinds of help, but when it came to the Dark Council…”

      I thought I understood. He had wanted help stopping the war. And the shifters hadn’t answered as he had expected. That shouldn’t be surprising, but for some reason, it troubled him.

      “I thought you’ve said the shifters have their own goals and that Ariel has her own motivations.”

      “Hers are often difficult to fully understand,” he said with a nod.

      We passed a casino. That meant Hinkley. Had we really already traveled so far north? We couldn’t be all that far from Duluth, and it felt like barely any time had passed. Could that be how he managed to get places as quickly as he seemed to travel? Aron didn’t remain in Minneapolis all the time, but when he came to visit, there were times when he’d get there fast enough that I believed he lived in the city.

      “The shifters protect the Veil,” he went on. “In that, their interests and the mage council are aligned. That might be the only time they are. The rest of the time is different. What motivates the shifters is often different than what motivates the mage council.”

      “What sort of different agendas might they have?”

      “What you have to remember with shifters is that they put the pack before everything. After ensuring the pack is safe, they look to ensure the safety of their kind. They aren’t always safe where they travel, which is why many of the packs prefer to remain isolated, much like Ariel’s pack.”

      Without knowing the dynamics of the magical world, I wasn’t able to really understand what sort of things the shifters would have to worry about. Was there anything they really needed to fear? With as much magic as they possessed, it seemed difficult to believe there would be anything, but that might only be showing my ignorance. There might be many things for them to worry about.

      “What sort of relationship do the shifters and the vampires have?”

      “About what you’d expect from two supremely powerful magical beings. The vampires mostly leave the shifters alone, preferring a more suburban lifestyle than the rural magic of the shifters. Occasionally the two sides clash, though it’s not so often as you might think. With the need to hold onto the Veil, there remains an uneasy alliance, and it’s one that’s even less comfortable than what the mages have with the shifters.”

      Thinking about the mauling, I had a hard time coming to grips with what must have attacked the shifter. It looked like another shifter had attacked, but what if that was what the attacker had wanted it to seem like?

      “Do you fear your shifters will have been attacked by the vampires?”

      He glanced over at me. “They are not my shifters. I think Ariel would take offense at anyone suggesting otherwise.”

      “They’re your friends. That’s all I really meant.”

      He grunted, shaking his head in a laugh. “You will need to be careful how you refer to them.”

      “They aren’t here, Aron.”

      “They aren’t, but as we near their lands, you’ll want to be careful. They hear far more than most realize.”

      As I watched the trees streaming by, I had a hard time believing the shifters could listen to our conversation, but then I had been around them when they had allowed me close. There was powerful—and seductive—magic within them.

      We took an exit and started heading west, still streaking across the ground, quickly now and picking up even more speed. Aron barely paid attention to the speedometer and I was forced to trust he could control the car at high speeds.

      A tingle worked over my arms and Aron glanced over at me. “Did you feel it?”

      “I did. Was I supposed to?”

      “We’re passing into the shifter lands. I didn’t know if you were sensitive to their magic.”

      What did it mean that I was? That was one of the things I hoped to learn by finding Solera. I needed to understand the extent of my magic, mostly so that if I continued to need it, I would be able to do so. There were aspects to it I still didn’t understand. Not only was I aware of when magic was used around me, but there was the sensation of death. Why should that be something I could detect?

      “Apparently, I’m sensitive to all sorts of magic. Has Solera responded to your request to meet?”

      Aron glanced over at me before turning his attention back to the road. “She hasn’t. Eventually she will and then—”

      “It’s fine,” I said, looking away. We rocketed along a narrow road with tall pines growing on either side and blocking out the sunlight, giving an overcast quality to the day. I wanted to put the window down and inhale the forest air, but with as fast as we were going, I’d probably only have my hair smacking my face.

      “Kate, I will get her to help.”

      “And if she doesn’t?” I looked back at Aron. “I’m putting so much hope on the possibility she’ll know some way of helping, but what if she can’t—or she won’t? I have to be equally prepared for that, as much as I don’t want to be.”

      “Then we will continue to look for answers.”

      “Where? You already tried the places you thought you’d be able to get answers, and so far, the shifters and my grandparents haven’t been able to provide any. If Solera falls through, then what?”

      He hesitated before answering. “Then there are more dangerous options.”

      Aron didn’t elaborate, and I wondered what sort of dangerous options he might consider. There were plenty of other magic users in the world, and some of them weren’t tied to the typical factions. It was possible that most weren’t tied to the usual factions. From the experience we had with Rory and the Dark Council, I had learned the types of magic they had access to were dangerous. And if that was the kind of person Aron wanted us to go to for answers, would I do it?

      I would have to decide how important it was to know the truth.

      Had I been asked a year ago, the answer would have been easy. I didn’t care. All I had wanted was to get through my residency and not have to worry about anyone discovering the connection I had to magic. It was harder than it should have been, but that was partly because I continued to feel drawn to death, the sense that came with it giving me a warning so that I could help even more people. That was the extent of my desire to interact with my magic.

      Over the last year, with all the ways I’d used it, I had begun to understand it better than I ever had before. There were times I found myself using my magic when it didn’t even matter—such as earlier today when I was testing John Doe to see if there were any injuries I could treat. My training alone should have been enough for that, but I used the touch of magic I now could access. And I couldn’t even deny that it made me a better physician.

      That was the part that was hardest for me. As much as I might want to deny the magical side of myself, it came out in strange and sometimes wonderful ways. There were the terrifying parts of magic—I had more than my share of experiences with them—but then there were the beautiful sides too.

      It was possible I struggled so much because I no longer had someone to share those experiences with. Before Derek had left, I had someone who understood the magical side of things. If nothing else, he gave me someone to open up to. Aron wasn’t quite the same. He wasn’t around all the time—not that I wanted him to be. He wasn’t the type I could  open up to. Yet, or maybe ever.

      We pulled off the main road and onto gravel. Aron slowed only a little.

      “Aren’t you worried about getting your car all dirty?”

      “Not really.”

      “How many spells have you placed around the car?”

      “There are enough to ensure your safety.”

      “That’s not really what I was concerned about.”

      “You worry about the car? They’re replaceable.”

      I looked around the interior. It was the kind of luxury that few could afford. How much money did Aron have?  Did his wealth come from the council?

      “Really?”

      “You forget the mage council is old, coming from a time long before society is what it is today, and many of the mages who served on the council would have access to enormous wealth. They come from generations of wealth who have known how to invest and accrue even more.”

      “What about yours?”

      Aron shrugged. “My family has not insubstantial means.”

      That shouldn’t surprise me. Aron would have been from a mage family, so he would be no different than the councilors. From what I’d seen of his ability to perform magic, he was as powerful as many of the councilors.

      “How many cars do you own?”

      “Myself, or my family?”

      “You.”

      “Enough to get around.”

      We pulled to a stop between a pair of particularly tall trees, the road taking us no further. It was early evening, and with the fading light, shadows slipped between the trees. Thick underbrush would hide anything within it, though I didn’t detect any magic around me. The occasional sounds of birds chirping reassured me. I wasn’t sure if it should.

      Aron jumped out and I followed, glancing at the sword behind the seat. “You won’t need that.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “If it comes to it, we leave.”

      I’d been through enough within the magical world to know there were times you couldn’t just leave. I looked around the forest, expecting naked shifters to jump out at any time. At least this time I’d be prepared for it, if there was any way to be prepared for such a thing.

      Aron held a hand on the car and magic built from him. What sort of spell did he use on it? And why here?

      “Why don’t you like talking about them? You obviously love them,” I said, looking at the car. I couldn’t deny the appeal. There was something about the throaty rumble and the speed, but maybe it was the driver that appealed to me more.

      He glanced back at the car. “They are items. Expensive items, but still items. I have the means and the magic to protect them, so I do. And they are fun to drive.”

      I barked out a laugh louder than I intended and clamped my hand over my mouth. “There are times where you surprise me, Aron.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Not for me.”

      A man appeared in between a pair of trees, thankfully fully dressed. He had a large build and rivaled Aron for muscularity. There was little doubt in my mind that he was a shifter.

      “Archer,” he said as he approached.

      “Nevin. It’s been a while.”

      “I thought she’d warned you to stay away.”

      “That wasn’t the warning.”

      I wondered what warning Aron had been given. There had been something between him and Ariel, and though I didn’t know whether it came from the magical influence of her mating or whether it was simply attraction between them, the relationship had cooled. She hadn’t been entirely pleased to have him return when I’d been with him the last time. That could have been the fact that I was with him, but I had sensed more than that.

      “I need to see her.”

      “That’s not going to be possible.”

      Magic built from Aron. The suddenness of it surprised me. Why would he suddenly feel the need to prepare a spell?

      “You don’t have any reason not to let me see her.”

      “I’m sorry, Archer. Now isn’t the best time for you to be here.”

      I touched Aron’s arm. “We can go. You don’t need to do this.” I wasn’t entirely sure what he might do, but if the power in the spell he prepared was any indication, it would be enough to blast Nevin back.

      Aron didn’t look at me, but he released his spell.

      I could feel it as he did, though wasn’t sure why that should be. It washed away from him, spreading out and toward the forest, sweeping over the trees. From there, my sense of it dissipated so that I couldn’t tell anything further.

      “What was that?” Nevin asked.

      The shifter recognized what Aron had done.

      I knew so little about their magic. I’d seen it firsthand, and because of their help, we’d managed to suppress the demon king, but I didn’t really know what their magic allowed them to do other than change forms. That was a certain kind of power, but there had to be more to it than only that.

      “What have you done with her?” Aron had a low and dangerous quality to his voice.

      Nevin tensed. The muscles beneath his clothing rippled and his face began to change. As he did, another spell built from Aron, slamming into Nevin.

      It stopped the transformation.

      He’d been shifting, and then suddenly he was not.

      The spell Aron used forced him back into his human shape and must have held him, preventing him from changing. The dark look on his face spoke of a promise of violence.

      “One of your kind was brought to her,” Aron said, motioning to me. “I came to find out why. And now I learn that you’re holding your alpha—”

      “Not holding,” Nevin said through gritted teeth. “And she’s not the alpha, not anymore.”

      Aron froze. “There was a challenge?”

      “You don’t belong here, Archer. Leave before it’s too late for you.”

      I couldn’t imagine them attacking Aron, but then, Nevin had almost done just that. Had he managed to shift, I think he would have attacked. Seeing Aron hold him in this way surprised me, but I doubted he’d be able to hold more than a single shifter.

      “What happened?” Aron demanded.

      “The challenge was offered and accepted. She lost. There is nothing more than that.”

      Aron released his spell and Nevin staggered back. He rubbed his neck, eyeing Aron. His jaw elongated a moment before returning to normal.

      “Ariel wouldn’t lose. She’s faced challengers before. Remember, I’ve been here.”

      “She’s faced them before, but not like this.”

      “Like what?”

      Nevin stared at Aron before flickering his gaze over to me and sniffing, almost as if he finally recognized that I was here. “You were with him,” he growled.

      “I came up with Aron,” I said. Without fully meaning to, I pushed out a barrier of magic separating him from Aron and me. It might not be enough, but I hoped it would slow an attack, if nothing else.

      “Not the Archer. John. You were with him.”

      Was that the name of the shifter I had helped?

      I glanced over at Aron. A deep frown was etched on his face.

      It might be a common name, but he knew the shifter who had been attacked.

      “We should go,” Aron said, taking a step back.

      I followed, pulling my connection to my spell with me. If nothing else, I intended to keep us protected until we reached the car. And then I hoped Aron’s protections on the car would be enough to keep us safe.

      “I think not.”

      A deep voice rumbled behind us and I jumped, cursing to myself even as I did. My martial arts training should have prepared me better than that, but the man who approached—fully naked, of course—wasn’t the kind of man I would ever have been able to fully prepare for.

      He was gorgeous. There was no other way to describe him. Muscle rippled with each step and he stopped a few paces away from Aron, unconcerned by his presence. The sense of power radiated from him, thick enough that I thought I could almost smell it.

      And he was young—or at least looked it. A full beard covered his jawline, and dark black hair was slicked back on his head. He eyed me appraisingly for a moment but turned the brunt of his attention onto Aron. To this shifter, Aron was the threat.

      At least with Ariel, she had recognized something inside of me, even if I didn’t. She recognized that I posed a threat to her safety. This shifter dismissed me.

      Or made it seem as if he did.

      Maybe he hadn’t fully dismissed me.

      Power erupted from him, throwing me back until I slammed into a tree, making my head spin and knocking the wind out of me. By the time I could see again, three shifters surrounded me—and Aron was nowhere to be seen.
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      I could barely move. The three shifters approached cautiously, and the scent of their magic crawled along my spine, working from a deep place within my back as it crept higher and higher. There was power to the magic they summoned, the kind of power I had experienced only a few times before.

      My head throbbed where it had struck the tree. My vision was a little blurry and some deep part of my mind assessed myself for a concussion before I pushed that thought away. I needed to focus on these three men in front of me.

      Naked men.

      “Whoa, just back off a little bit,” I said.

      I tried reaching for my magic, but the connection was faint. The other shifter had smashed into me with enough force that it had disrupted my connection to my own magic. I didn’t feel as if I was blocked from reaching it, not the same way as when Aron had prevented the shifter from changing, but there was enough similarity to that.

      None of the three men said anything.

      Where was Aron? For that matter, where had the strange alpha shifter gone?

      “I’ll be going,” I said. I didn’t dare move, though everything within me was tensed and ready.

      One of the men snarled. His jaw began to elongate and, with power building from him that set the hairs on my arm to tingling, he readied to shift completely. His brow lengthened and his ears began to change. The whole process was like watching clay be modeled.

      It was happening slowly—far more slowly than what I had witnessed from the shifters before.

      Aron was holding onto them.

      That meant he was still nearby, and if he was, and if he still somehow managed to hold onto his spell that prevented them from shifting entirely, I needed to hurry and reach him. If we could get to the car, we could get out of here.

      None of that would help us understand what had taken place. Aron had been welcomed by the shifters before. Then again, when he had been welcomed before, Ariel had been the alpha.

      One of the men lunged for me.

      I ducked, bringing my fist up to connect with his chin. I pushed magic through the punch, needing a little extra surge of power, though I was uncertain whether it would be enough against a shifter. They were strong even in their human form and I didn’t know whether I would be strong enough to overpower the shifter using magic with martial arts. If I had the demon sword, maybe…

      I couldn’t keep thinking like that. The demon sword was dangerous, and it tied me to a magic beyond the Veil that I might be connected to, but it was a part that I didn’t want to reach. Still, if I’d grabbed the sword before getting out of the car, I wouldn’t be trapped like this.

      Spinning around, I drove the back of my fist into the next shifter’s shoulder, not connecting quite where I wanted but sending him staggering anyway. It gave me some separation from the tree, and that meant I had enough room to maneuver. Two of them approached. Both men were heavily muscled and their all-too-naked bodies rippled as they attempted to change forms, Aron’s spell preventing them from doing so. I didn’t know how much longer he would be able to hold onto that spell. If he was facing off with the other shifter—and the fact that he wasn’t here suggested that he must be—he had his hands full.

      All I needed was an opening to run.

      I didn’t think I would be able to run much faster than wolf shifters, but if I could get to the car, I had to hope that from there I could at least close the doors and Aron’s protections placed on the car would be enough. I doubted he would have been kind enough to leave a key behind, and I wasn’t able to magically jumpstart a car the same way as I’d seen other mages do.

      The two shifters converged on me at the same time.

      It forced me back. I twisted away, trying to keep one step ahead of them, but hands wrapped around me from behind.

      The third shifter.

      I had to be more aware of my environment.

      Magic surged out of me.

      It happened almost on its own, flowing from a place deep within my stomach, loosening in a lance of power, and I sent it raging into the shifter who held onto me. He grunted and fell back.

      I took a step backward, forced to climb over the shifter. He lay motionless, and the physician part of me wanted to check on him, but the magical part of me that knew better wanted only to keep moving. I took another step backward, everything within me tensed and ready for another attack.

      Now that I had reached my magic, I pushed it out from me, forming a barrier that prevented the shifters from getting too close. Holding onto that barrier was generally easier than violent magic. It required a minimal draw of power, and as long as I held it in something similar to a circle, I was able to maintain it.

      One of the shifters slammed into the barrier and watched me. His jaw remained lengthened, but still not entirely like a wolf. Claws had formed on the end of his hands and he raked at the barrier, leaving strange sparks glittering along the otherwise invisible wall. They disappeared slowly.

      His magic carved at my barrier.

      If he attempted something similar again, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to hold onto my spell long enough to withstand him. I needed to continue to hold up the barrier, but if the shifters assaulted it simultaneously, I had no idea if my magic would be strong enough.

      Where was Aron?

      The two remaining shifters continued toward me, though they did so more slowly. With each step they took, I took one backward but was increasingly aware of how they were forcing me deeper into the forest.

      That wouldn’t do at all. If they pushed me closer to other shifters, I would be in much more danger. Other shifters wouldn’t be magically prevented from changing forms the way Aron held these three.

      Hazarding a glance over my shoulder, I saw nothing but more trees.

      The two shifters clawed at my barrier. Deep gouges formed where they had struck it, sparks of magic swirling from those marks.

      I wouldn’t be able to hold on to this for much longer.

      Worse, as they were forcing me deeper into the forest, I was getting farther and farther away from any chance I had of escaping. I needed to turn and head the opposite direction, some way that I could head toward the car—and safety.

      The barrier could be used in a different way, but it would require me somehow twisting my hold on the magic. The control needed for that might be more than what I was capable of doing.

      What choice did I have?

      Taking a deep breath and gathering that deep part of my magic, I released it, letting it explode from me.

      The barrier pushed outward, spreading from the small, protective circle I’d been holding into something much greater. The shifters clawed at it, but the sudden change was enough that they struggled to react in time. Maybe had they been in their wolf forms they might have been more prepared, but in human form, they weren’t able to assault the barrier quite as quickly.

      Turning toward the car, I continued to hold the barrier and ran. I didn’t dare look over my shoulder, not wanting to risk the shifters seeing me, pursuing me, scaring me with the fact that they continued to chase.

      Dried branches cracked under my boots. My heart hammered and I did my best to control it, taking deep breaths as I had trained to do. None of my martial arts training seemed particularly applicable when facing deadly wolf shifters full of magical power. Maybe I needed to talk to Master David about that. I wonder what he might suggest I do in that situation.

      A flash of metal caught my attention. The car was near enough that I thought I could reach it, but the sounds of pursuit behind me followed far too closely.

      I risked looking over my shoulder.

      I wished I wouldn’t have.

      Three shifters chased me. Two of them were continuing to elongate, but the third had already shifted into wolf form, and she—the lean and lithe form suggested this shifter was female—was nearly upon me.

      My barrier might not withstand a fully shifted wolf. It had barely withstood the shifters in human form, and while I didn’t know whether they were more magically connected in their wolf forms, it seemed likely enough.

      The wolf crashed into my barrier, sending me flying forward.

      I twisted, making every effort to maintain my connection to my barrier. The wolf leapt, attempting to crash onto me, but the barrier held. Claws raked at it, sending sparks, but she hovered four feet above my face, her claws and her fangs ripping at the magical barrier.

      I put everything that I could into maintaining it. Holding onto it became a matter of will, and when a second wolf joined the other, I knew with certainty I would fail.

      Sending another surge of fear through me, I did everything I could to hold onto the barrier.

      And then the third wolf joined.

      All three of them tore at the barrier. While that was enough to frighten me, it was the fact they had fully shifted that bothered me the most. It meant Aron’s spell had failed. It was possible it meant Aron himself had fallen.

      It was all I could do to hold them back.

      I attempted to push the shifters away, but doing so took too much strength. After using magic like I had, I didn’t have the strength necessary to overpower them.

      It was a matter of time before everything failed. When it did, when that barrier collapsed upon me, the wolf shifters would reach me, and considering the way they were tearing at the barrier, the moment those claws had a chance to get to me, they would rip into me.

      Even if I had some way of healing myself, I doubted I would be able to recover from an attack like that.

      Another wolf shifter snarled nearby, the sound loud and echoing through the trees.

      The attack on me changed, becoming more frenzied.

      The barrier continued to fail, slipping. Gashes formed within the barrier, and instinctively I knew to push more of my magic toward those broken sections, but even that wasn’t enough to recover.

      Another snarl ripped through the forest.

      One of the wolves jumped away from me. I didn’t have much time to think about where he was going as the other two continued their attempt to tear into the barrier. The effort of their attack squished me deeper into the ground. Mud and fallen leaves pressed into my shoes, an unpleasant sensation that added to my misery.

      Another snarl.

      It occurred to me that it wasn’t coming from the wolves attacking me.

      More were coming.

      There was no way I’d be able to withstand any more shifters. The car was tantalizingly close, and all I wanted was the opportunity to get over to it. Would there be any way to change the direction of the barrier, allowing it to help slide me across the forest floor?

      Right now, the magic barrier created a shell around me. If I changed anything, that shell would no longer protect all of me, but at the same time, if I fortified one part of it, I might be able to use the speed of their attack to my advantage. It would leave another part of me exposed, but doing nothing meant I simply waited until they broke down the barrier. I wasn’t willing to wait for them to reach me.

      The only problem was that changing it the way I thought necessary would leave my head exposed. If the other shifter that had broken off remained nearby, it was possible he could circle around.

      With the car as close as it was, I had to risk it.

      I dragged the barrier so that it covered my feet, angling upward. Fortifying it in this way kept the shifters from reaching me, and it thickened the barrier so that their attacks were less effective. It was easier to hold, too. I had assumed that holding a circular barrier would be easier, as circles were powerful when it came to magic, but this was much easier to maintain, taking far less strength.

      And the shifters sent me sliding across the ground.

      That was the effect that I wanted. It might actually work.

      Another snarl ripped through the forest, this one behind me.

      Maybe it wouldn’t work.

      I craned my neck, afraid of what I might see but needing to know if the other shifter would reach me.

      I was moving closer to the car, but it wasn’t happening fast enough.

      A flash of fur caught my attention.

      It streaked toward me and I curled in instinctively, trying to bring my barrier back around to cover my head, but even as I did, I knew I wouldn’t be fast enough.

      Another snarl erupted and I pulled the barrier around me.

      All I could do was wait for the barrier to collapse.

      Surprisingly, it didn’t.

      I looked up. A massive wolf circled the other two, keeping them from reaching me. It made a steady circle, drawing the other wolves away. They snarled and snapped at it, but he was large enough that they weren’t able to get close to him.

      I didn’t want to be anywhere near whatever was taking place here. It was a battle of some sort between the wolves.

      Could that be why the third wolf had run off? Had he heard that this other was near? Not only heard; he would have smelled this other wolf.

      I scrambled backward, sliding across the ground as I tried to get closer to the car. When the cold metal door pressed against my back, the two wolves leapt at the larger one, but with a flare of magic, he threw them off. One of the wolves yelped and the other twisted in the air, landing on four feet before lunging forward again. With another surge of magic, he was thrown back.

      I reached for the door handle, not wanting to be here for this battle of shifters, but at the same time not able to take my eyes off it. The massive wolf that had drawn the other two off was much larger than any of the other shifters that I had seen. He was grizzled, streaks of gray running through his fur, and the hackles along his back stood on end. His ears were pressed low to his body, and a snarl curled his lips.

      I didn’t dare stay where I was any longer and yanked the door open to climb into the driver’s seat. Aron would kill me for getting his car dirty, but he was the one who had disappeared.

      Could he have left keys behind?

      I looked for the ignition and pounded on the button. It beeped at me, telling me I needed the key.

      Could my magic override that?

      As I started to reach for it, I restrained myself. My type of magic tended to be explosive, not the kind of magic I wanted to pour into the ignition of a car. I would be more likely to destroy it than to start it. If I did that, any chance of getting free would be gone.

      I needed to find Aron.

      It wasn’t as if I could leave him anyway. I didn’t know where he’d gone, but the fact that he hadn’t returned troubled me. Aron wasn’t without capabilities, but surrounded by all of these shifters, it might be more than even he would be able to withstand.

      Reaching behind the seat, I grabbed for the bundle, pulling the sword free. The moment I did, a surge of power flowed within me. The sword called to some part of me, reverberating with that deep part that I didn’t like to acknowledge, but had no choice yet to do so.

      With the sword, I might have enough magical strength to withstand a shifter attack.

      I could stay in the car. I was safe here. There were protections placed upon it that would keep me safe. But if I remained here, not only would I not be able to start the car, but I wasn’t doing anything to help Aron, and he needed my help.

      I stepped out of the car. Holding the sword out in front of me, I maintained a connection to my magic, letting it course from me to the sword, and pushed outward with a faint barrier. Using the sword was much easier. Had I been smart, I would have carried the sword when we first got out of the car, but neither Aron nor I had expected this kind of trouble.

      I should have known better. I had seen the shifter in the emergency room, and I knew how injured he’d been. That kind of injury—and that kind of attack—suggested something was off.

      With each step, I knew I was being ridiculous. This was not a fight I should even be taking part in. Not only wasn’t it my fight, but the type of magic and power on display here was well beyond me.

      None of the wolves that had attacked me were nearby. And where had that massive grizzled wolf gone?

      I followed the path my body had made in the ground, thinking that if nothing else, the direction the wolves had pushed me would guide me. They had wanted me to go somewhere, and if that were the case, I would follow the path they had wanted. It might lead me deeper into the forest, but I didn’t think it would lead me to the shifter Den.

      A roar startled me and I froze.

      Without meaning to, I sent a surge of power out through the sword. It formed a stronger barrier, but I relaxed it. That wasn’t what I needed to be doing. I needed to conserve my magic. If I were forced to face any of the shifters before finding Aron, I would need to have a handle on my magic. I just needed to be ready. The problem was I wasn’t sure what it would take.

      Drawing my magic back in, I continued to look around the forest. This was a mistake, but I owed it to Aron. He was out here because of what I had seen, and had I not called him, he wouldn’t have come.

      Another roar echoed from deeper in the forest, and this time I managed to avoid overreacting, not sending magic flowing out of me.

      And then someone grabbed me on the shoulder.

      Spinning around, the sword slammed into a magical barrier, carving through it.

      Aron stood before me.

      “It’s time to go, Kate.”

      “Where did you go?”

      “Not now. We can talk about it once we get out of here.”

      He grabbed my arm and we hurried back to the car. As he climbed in, he frowned at the mud covering his seat but said nothing as he tapped the ignition, sending the motor rumbling. Shifting the car into gear, he revved the engine, the tires spinning as we tore out of the forest and back onto the gravel road.

      “Do you want to tell me what that’s about?”

      “That was a challenge,” Aron said.

      “I heard that part, but what about the part with the shifters attacking us?”

      Aron’s brow furrowed. He squeezed the wheel tight enough to whiten his knuckles. I worried that he might snap the steering wheel in half with the force of his grip. “That should not have happened. None of that should have happened.”

      “Because you were with me?”

      “Because the shifters have a truce with the mage council.”

      “Could the truce have ended?”

      Aron glanced over at me before turning his attention back to the road. With as fast as he was driving, I wanted his attention entirely on the road rather than on me. “You know we hold the Veil together. Without the shifters, the Veil would have collapsed long ago.”

      “It’s not just the shifters who helped hold the Veil. You said the vampires hold their part.”

      “They hold their part, but they’re reclusive, preferring to maintain their magical connection, doing only the minimum of what they have agreed to.”

      “You’re saying you don’t think the shifters would have ended the truce.”

      “There’s no reason for them to.”

      “They were awfully eager to attack you.”

      Aron nodded slowly. “And they know that I serve the council. They should not have attacked, not in that way.”

      “What’s this about a challenge to Ariel?”

      “She’s been challenged before. All alphas receive challenges from time to time. It’s the way of the wolf. Most of the time, the alpha maintains their grip on the pack, but occasionally a new leader will arise. It’s how Ariel managed to establish herself. Others have done the same over the years, but—“

      “But you didn’t think Ariel could be beaten.”

      “I have known many wolves over the years, and Ariel is the most powerful. The fact she was defeated in a challenge is worrisome.”

      “You don’t think that one of her pack would be able to rise up and overthrow her?” I laughed, shaking my head. All of this felt surreal, but it was good to be back on the road, back with trees blurring past me, the hope of the interstate looming in front of us. From there we could race toward the cities, and I could be back at home and in my bed, attempting to pretend none of this had happened. “I’ve seen other shifters. Most of them are incredibly powerful. It doesn’t seem that much of a stretch to me to believe that another would be able to rise up and overthrow her.”

      “Power within the shifter world is more than simple physical strength. It’s no different than power within the mage world. Physical strength is a part of it, but Ariel has enough magical strength that she compensates for what she does not have otherwise. There have been no wolves like her.”

      I studied Aron, noting the respect he had for Ariel. Could he still have feelings for her? It didn’t matter to me—at least, it shouldn’t.

      “Let’s just say that you’re right. There aren’t any others as powerful as Ariel. Not within her pack. Is it possible that another pack would have come here to challenge her?”

      Aron remained silent for a moment. “It is possible.”

      “But you don’t think it likely?”

      “It’s hard to know,” he said. “The shifters keep to themselves, and even with the time that I spent here, I was not privy to all of their secrets.”

      “I imagine the council would suggest you leave the shifters to themselves.”

      Aron nodded.

      “Someone sent a shifter to me in my ER. Someone wanted me to get involved.”

      Aron looked over at me. “It seems that way.”

      I took a deep breath. “I can’t believe I’m going to suggest this.”

      “What is it?”

      “I think we need to go have a conversation with that shifter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      It was late by the time we returned to the cities and the hospital. Already I could tell my shift tomorrow would be painful. I’d be tired, which meant it would almost certainly be busy. It always seemed the days I wanted it to be slow were the busiest.

      “You know where to find him?” Aron asked.

      “He came in as a John Doe, so we’re going to have to look him up that way.”

      The last time I’d searched for a John Doe, it had been Aron I’d been looking for. I had to hope the fact that the shifter had come in today would make him easier to find than searching for Aron had been.

      We paused in the hospital lobby. It was spacious and well-lit and had that stale, antiseptic odor all hospitals I’d rotated through had. Tile gleamed from a recent polish, and one of the housekeepers rolled his cart through the otherwise empty lobby. Later in the day, it would be incredibly busy, but at this time of night, we were the only ones.

      We paused near the elevator bank. “Give me a moment,” I said, pulling out my phone and flipping open the app for the EMR. I tapped through it, searching for my John Doe, and finally found him, though it took a whole lot more work than it should have. I just wasn’t all that skilled with searching through the program.

      “There he is. Fourth floor.”

      Aron tapped the up button and we stared at the elevator, neither of us saying anything until it came with a beep that startled me. The fourth floor was the surgical floor, which I should have known, especially as I was the one who had called ortho down to see him. We stepped off the floor and headed along the hallway. I ran into a nurse.

      She was dressed in pale green scrubs, her stethoscope strung around her neck and a stern expression on her face. “Visiting hours are over.”

      I flashed a smile. I could only imagine how I looked and should have given that more thought before coming up to see him. I’m sure that we both stunk from our time in the forest, and I had to be covered with leaves and debris. Considering how Aron’s seat had looked, I suspected I was covered with mud, too.

      I couldn’t reveal to her that I was a resident here. That would open the wrong sort of questions.

      “Aron?” I whispered.

      There had to be some sort of spell that he could use on her, some way of whammying her so that she wouldn’t remember that we’d come here.

      “I’m here to see my brother,” Aron said.

      “And I said that visiting hours are over. You can come back tomorrow after eight. We expect all friends and family to cooperate with visiting hours. The patients on this floor in particular need their rest.”

      Magic built from him and I debated whether I should say anything or let him simply blast her with the spell that he intended.

      As I didn’t know what exactly he might do to her, I hesitated, saying nothing.

      “Are you sure you can’t let us get into see his brother? He hasn’t seen him in a while, and when he heard about the mauling…”

      The nurse’s demeanor changed. “You’re with him?”

      “He is. We just thought we would see how he did. We heard he went through surgery but didn’t hear how surgery went.”

      I watched the nurse’s face to see whether she might react poorly to the request. My experience with night nurses was limited to my time on the wards, and most of them were impatient with residents, irritated that they had to be a part of the training of new doctors who oftentimes were arrogant when they needed to show humility.

      “Come on,” she said. “I’ll probably regret this, but no one has been in to see him and he’s getting a little irritable.”

      I glanced over at Aron, smiling as we followed her. I could easily imagine how irritable a shifter might be, especially when he awakened to find that he had undergone surgery. Were he able to shift, it might not be a problem, but in a hospital and surrounded by nurses and others who would see him shifting, it was a wonder there hadn’t been a problem before now.

      The sound of thrashing greeted us outside the room. The nurse looked back at us. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to wait.”

      When she disappeared into the room, I tried to peek behind her, but she pulled the curtain closed.

      “If he begins to shift…”

      Aron nodded and his spell began to build. “I should be able to hold him, but I don’t know how long it will linger when we’re gone.”

      What would happen if he shifted after we left? Nothing good would come of that. It was possible nurses or others in the hospital would even be harmed.

      The alternative involved something I wasn’t eager to do but wasn’t sure what choice we had.

      “We’re going to need to take him with us,” I said. “And you’re going to have to make sure I’m not seen.”

      “I will do it,” Aron said.

      The sound of thrashing within the room had subsided. Aron’s spell held him from shifting, and I suspected the nurses were administering some sort of sedative to keep him calm. That could be either a good or a bad thing, depending on how sedate he ended up. We needed to get answers from him, and if he were completely obtunded, there wouldn’t be any way for us to get them.

      After a few minutes went by, I began to look up and down the hallway. If it was past visiting hours—and each floor had their own set hours—we would draw attention by being here. We didn’t need any more attention than what we already had, and I didn’t need anyone who might recognize me. I had rotated through this unit before and was lucky that I hadn’t been recognized so far, but how long would that last?

      “I’m not comfortable with this,” I said.

      “Why not?”

      “I don’t need to lose my residency position over this.”

      “You won’t.”

      “Yeah, you can say that, but I know the type of people I work with. Anything too unusual is not tolerated.”

      Aron watched me for a long moment, and the corners of his eyes twitched as it seemed as if a debate raged behind them. He wanted to say something, but he refrained from doing so.

      The curtain pulled open and the nurse poked her head out. “I can give you a few minutes. Not much more than that. He’s going to be plenty sleepy.”

      “What did you give him?”

      Even as I asked, I cursed myself. That was the physician in me challenging the nurse, and I needed to be careful. While it wasn’t all that uncommon for family members to question what was administered to their loved ones, I had to be careful with how much I presumed to know.

      “Just something to help him relax.”

      I bit back saying anything else. I could easily log on and find out what they’d given him.

      The room was a typical hospital room. A monitor hanging above the bed showed his heart tracing, a completely regular rhythm. His blood pressure was normal. Pulse oxygenation was also normal. I looked down at the shifter. His eyes were closed and he breathed slowly and steadily, snoring occasionally. He appeared comfortable. A sheet was pulled up to his mid chest, exposing the bandages on his shoulder. They were clean and white, and probably unnecessary.

      Aron stood over the bed, looking down at him. He pressed his lips out in a tight frown.

      “What is it?” I asked softly.

      “I know this man,” Aron said.

      “I gathered that from your reaction up north.” I glanced over at the nurse, worried that she might be listening, but she ignored us as she headed out of the room. “He’s one of Ariel’s?”

      “He is. This is John, Ariel’s second in command.”

      “So… like her beta?” With his tattoos, John didn’t strike me as a beta.

      “I’m not sure he’d appreciate being called that. And he shouldn’t be here, not like this.”

      At least that confirmed the answer to the question of how he had come with my name. I had suspected it was Ariel, but without knowing for certain, there was always the possibility she hadn’t been the one responsible for sending this shifter here.

      “The entire upper portion of his shoulder was chewed,” I said, pointing to Aron’s right shoulder. “The collarbone was splintered, and much of the muscle and nerves were injured.” It was possible that an injury like that would prevent him from ever being able to use his arm again. I could only imagine how expensive the plastic surgery would have been, and that’s if they were able to do anything with it at all. It might’ve been that they chose to fix the fracture and stabilize any bleeding, attempting to go in later to complete the surgery. “Even the largest shifter shouldn’t have been able to do something like that.”

      “There are some who could,” Aron said.

      “Like what?” I immediately thought of the grizzled wolf I had seen that had chased the other two shifters away from me. Even he wouldn’t have been large enough, would he?

      “There are some, but they haven’t been seen in quite some time.”

      “What are they?”

      “They are the Great Ones. The predecessors to the shifters. Enormous and powerful, and unlike the shifters that we know of today.” Aron looked over at me, holding my gaze with his intense blue eyes. “And they shouldn’t be here.”

      “Why shouldn’t they?”

      “Because the Veil holds them on the other side.”

      There it was. The Veil and another failure.

      In the time that I had known Aron, how many times had it seemed as if the Veil failed? Too many times. Why should it suddenly fail like this, and so often?

      First it was the demon king, and then it was the gorgon. Now it would be the Great Ones?

      “What does it mean that they could be here?”

      “Like I said, they shouldn’t be.”

      “When we were in the forest, I saw a massive wolf. He was larger than any I’d seen before, and he chased two of them away, allowing me a chance to escape. At least to get back to the car and gather the sword.”

      Aron was watching me. “You saw a Great One?”

      “I’m not sure what I saw. I saw a massive wolf, and it was unlike any I’d seen before. If that was a Great One, then maybe. I don’t know. Either way, even that wolf shouldn’t have been large enough to do this.” I looked down at the shifter’s shoulder again, trying to envision the size of jaw that would be needed to have chewed on his shoulder. Could a bear have done that? “What other kind of shifters are there?”

      “Wolves are the most common, but there are others,” Aron said.

      “Such as bears?”

      “It’s possible.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “When it comes to shifter magic, what’s known is different. The shifters keep it to themselves, afraid that if the mage council learns too much about it, they will use it against them.”

      John was beginning to move around, and it wouldn’t be long before he awoke. I was curious what they had given him, but anything should have lasted much longer than a few minutes. That suggested shifters had an increased metabolism to burn through sedatives. How much anesthetic must he have required during surgery?

      He opened his eyes and took in Aron and then me. “Archer.”

      “Do you know where you are?” Aron asked.

      “Apparently in some place that won’t let me change.”

      “Do you remember how you ended up here?”

      “Ariel sent me.”

      “Why did she send you here? What did she think I could do for you?” I asked, standing on the opposite side of the bed.

      He rolled his head toward me, and when he smiled, there was a wolfish quality to it. “I was dying. She knew shifting wouldn’t even change that, so she tried the only alternative she could think of.”

      “Why me?”

      “I’ve learned not to question Ariel.” His eyes drifted closed for a moment before slowly blinking back open. Turning his head to the side, he looked down at his shoulder. “You see what it did. It fed off me.”

      “What do you mean that it fed off you?” I asked again. Was that why his magic had been draining out of him?

      “You tell her, Archer.”

      I looked up at Aron. He was gripping the railing of the bed. “They shouldn’t be here. They are held on the other side of the Veil.”

      “Not a Great One. Their power. Fed on me,” John said.

      “What does he mean about the Great One feeding on him?” I was getting annoyed that neither of them answered, and I raised my voice a little higher than I wanted. Would the night nurse hear me? I would come across as a crazy person if she did.

      Aron turned to me. “The Great Ones grow stronger by feeding on magic.”

      “Like the gorgon?”

      “Something like that, but this is different. The gorgon used that magic to draw itself across the Veil while the Great Ones use the magic of others for a different purpose.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “They shouldn’t be here.”

      “You keep saying that, but now that we know one is—” and possibly more than one, depending on what it was that I saw in the forest—“we need to understand what that means.”

      Considering what had happened already with respect to the Veil, I thought I knew what it meant, much as I suspected Aron knew what it meant. Neither of us wanted to admit it.

      There was another attempt to bring down the Veil.

      Worse, the mage council didn’t seem to know about it. Or if they did, they weren’t doing anything to stop it.

      “It means the shifters are in danger,” Aron said.

      I studied John. He was awake, which was good, but without the ability to shift and restore himself, which was bad. “You need to get him out of here and see if he can shift,” I said to Aron.

      “What about you?”

      What did I want to do? Sleep came to mind first. But then? “There’s not much I can do right now. Find out what the council knows. I’m going to head home and get some sleep before my shift tomorrow.” I glanced over at John. “Do you have someplace you can bring him?”

      Aron stared down at the shifter. “There might be a place.”

      “What do you intend to do about Ariel?” I doubted he would leave that alone. He had too much of a relationship with her to abandon her, and while reaching her within the northern forest would be difficult, I wouldn’t put it past Aron to attempt to go after her. The only problem was doing so would put him in too much danger.

      “Nothing.”

      I arched a brow at him. “Nothing?”

      He shook his head. “There isn’t anything I can do. She was successfully challenged.”

      “Not successfully,” John said. He hadn’t opened his eyes, so I hadn’t even realized that he was still awake.

      “What do you mean that she wasn’t successfully challenged? Who challenged her?” Aron asked.

      “Challenge is one on one. This… was not.”

      “How do you mean?” I asked.

      “Morris challenged, but he’s never been strong like that before. The power… it was not his. Borrowed. Cheated in the challenge. Used… Great One.”

      The sudden surge of magic coming from Aron told me just how angry that made him.

      “You can’t go in by yourself.”

      “I don’t intend to.”

      “What do you intend to do, then?”

      He squeezed his eyes closed, taking steadying breaths. When he reopened them, the sense of magic from him faded. “Nothing. This isn’t my fight. I serve the council.”

      John stiffened slightly, and I wondered how much of the conversation he was aware of. Enough that he knew that Aron had no intention of going after Ariel.

      “Do you know how to find her?” I asked John. When he didn’t answer, I touched him on his good shoulder. “Can you find her?”

      “Maybe.”

      “If you’re going to go after her, at least bring him.” I thought about what would be involved, the power that it would take to prevent a shifter attack, knowing what I had experienced and barely survived earlier in the day. “And wait for me. If you let me finish my shift tomorrow, I can go with you. Besides, you need to get word to the council.” By that, I meant my grandparents, but John didn’t need to know.

      “They won’t help. This is shifter politics.”

      “Even if the Veil is threatened?”

      Aron sighed. “It will take some convincing.”

      “Then convince them. Wait for me, and—”

      Aron shook his head. “This isn’t your fight, Kate. You shouldn’t be involved in this.”

      “She sent him to me. She got me involved.”

      “That doesn’t mean you need to take this on. There’s no reason for you to do this.”

      If I did it, and if I allowed myself to get dragged into some magical fight, it meant I was committing a part of myself to the magical side of the world. It was something I had avoided for so long, thinking I could hide that side of myself, but there was no hiding it. Even when I tried to hide, it came for me. Either I had to embrace it willingly or something would come around and force me into it.

      At least this way, I had some control over what decision I made.

      “Get him out of here. See what you can do for his shoulder—” There had to be something magical that Aron could do for him—“and give me tomorrow to finish my shift.”

      Aron watched me for a moment before nodding.

      I slipped out into the hallway right in front of the nurse. She gave me a dark glare of warning. “Just getting ready to go. He was just going to say a few more things to his brother…”

      Footsteps thundered down the hallway.

      Not only footsteps, but two police officers headed straight toward us.

      Of course they would. The shifter had been attacked, and if no one had come before Aron and me, they wouldn’t have had anyone to question other than the shifter himself.

      “Like I said, we’re just getting going,” I said, raising my voice. Hopefully Aron took the hint.

      I pushed past the nurse and headed in the opposite direction. Having spent some time on this floor gave me the knowledge of where to find the staircase, and I raced toward it but changed my mind, heading toward one of the call rooms instead. I punched in the code and leaned back, sighing. Thankfully, the room was empty. I’d be able to hide here for a little while.

      It was late enough that the bed was inviting. Considering I had to be back here at six o’clock in the morning, maybe it was best—and safest—to simply rest here.

      I wouldn’t know what happened with Aron, but then I trusted he would manage to get away before the non-magical police got to him. Hopefully he managed to break the shifter out of here, too.

      When I laid down, sleep claimed me quickly.
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      The alarm sounded far too early, the steady beeping from my phone sharp in my ear. I glanced over at it, wishing for another hour, maybe two, but this was all I’d be allowed. And I was already on thin ice after what happened with Dr. Allen when the gorgons attacked, so I needed to be careful about angering my attendings any more than I had. Maybe there would be a slow time during the day that I could get some rest, but that seemed too much to hope for.

      After rubbing sleep from my eyes and thankful there was a shower in the surgical call rooms—not all were so equipped—I stuffed my clothes into a pillowcase and got dressed in scrubs. As I headed down to the ER, I wandered past the shifter’s room. It was empty. The unit was quiet, which could mean many things, but hopefully it meant they had managed to get away.

      At one point, I thought I saw the nurse from the night before. I turned away from her, making my way toward the stairs and to the ER. At least here I felt safe—as safe as I could be—and stuffed my dirty clothes into the locker. It would be a long day.

      “Kate. You’re here early.”

      I looked over from my locker as Jen entered. “Couldn’t wait to get started. You know me.”

      “Is it because you didn’t get any sleep last night?”

      I shook my head. “It’s not like that with him.”

      “Maybe it should be.”

      “I’m not sure. I think he’s still stuck on someone else.”

      “Really? Maybe you need to work a little harder.”

      The idea of competing with Ariel for Aron’s attention didn’t appeal to me. Even a few months ago, I would have denied any interest in wanting to compete, but the longer I knew Aron, the more I began to feel… something.

      Thoughts like that were dangerous. Aron was fully invested in the magical world, and for the two of us to even have anything meant I would need to be willing to leave the safety of the non-magical world. I simply wasn’t willing to do that.

      “Maybe that’s it.”

      She shook her head, laughing at me. “If you need pointers, I’m sure I could help you.”

      “Great. Just what I need.”

      “Hey, did you hear anything about that patient from yesterday?”

      “No, why?”

      “I thought to check on him when I got in, but he’s gone.”

      “Oh yeah? You think he recovered that quickly?”

      Jen frowned at me, staring at me for a moment. “You saw the injury the same as I did. There’s no way that he would have recovered that quickly. You think he didn’t make it through surgery?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose it’s possible.”

      “I’m going to call ortho later and find out. I’m sure they’d love to tell us what happened.”

      I’m sure they would too. And stories would come out, the kind that involved a man who Jen would recognize, and maybe even me. There wasn’t anything that could be done about it, but I had hoped to get a little more time before those stories began to creep out.

      “Let me know what you find out,” I said.

      I left her and started my day. There was no point in waiting, not since I wanted nothing more than to simply get through it. The only problem was that it was slow, and so I took my time with each patient, working through them, trying to keep my mind off Aron and the shifters, but every time I left a patient room, my mind kept going back to it. I found myself thinking of the pursuit through the forest, or of what the shifter had described. There had to be some way for me to help, but what?

      Aron didn’t want me involved, and for that matter, I didn’t want to be involved. I knew better. Any attempt I’ve made at trying to understand what was taking place would only serve to get me dragged deeper into the magical world. Ariel had done it this time, and—

      “Michaels?”

      I blinked and pulled my thoughts back, looking up to see Dr. Locks watching me. I hadn’t realized he was the attending on today. He was an obese man, and normally hid in the attending lounge, waiting for residents to come present patients to him, so seeing him out and rounding in the ER was a little bit of a shock. Most residents and nurses knew enough to hide from him. It was just better that way.

      “Dr. Locks. Is there anything I can help you with?”

      He frowned at me. “Where are you going?”

      I looked around and realized that I had wandered toward the urgent care, heading away from the ER. “Just a little distracted this morning is all.”

      “I’m sure your colleagues appreciate the fact that you’re distracted. Your patients, too.”

      I suppressed the urge to snap at him and comment on the fact that he never gave his patients any time, but that wasn’t entirely true. Locks had an interest in traumas, which were the only cases he spent any time observing. “Not distracted like that. I was thinking about a patient who came in yesterday. Worrying about him, you know.” I could spin it that way and it wouldn’t sound quite so bad. Besides, Locks wasn’t here yesterday and probably didn’t know anything about the shifter.

      “Which one? Wait. You were involved in the mauling, weren’t you? From what I hear, that was quite the case. Ortho spent four hours trying to reconstruct his shoulder, and plastics couldn’t wait to get in there, but they needed to give it a few days. Did you figure out what got to him?”

      It figured Locks would hear. Just what I didn’t want to have happened. “I didn’t. Someone suggested it was a dog.”

      “A dog? From the reports I heard, whatever it was damned near took off his shoulder. He was lucky to be alive.” He cocked his head, studying me for a moment. “And didn’t you know him?”

      “I didn’t know him.”

      “There was some connection to you. What was it?”

      “I don’t know. I never figured that part out.”

      “A note. He came in requesting you.” He wrinkled his nose at the mere idea of someone requesting me. “If you can figure out how you knew him, you can figure out what attacked him. Something like that reminds me of a case I saw when I was in residency. The circus was in town, and the tigers got a little excitable.” He whistled softly and the smile on his face repulsed me. “Never seen anything quite like that. The way they ripped that man apart. There wasn’t anything we were able to do for him by the time he got here.”

      I swallowed, trying to ignore the excitement in Locks at the story. It was one of the morbid things that ER docs did but didn’t make it any better. Most of us liked to tell stories, oftentimes the grosser the better, but it only served to make us seem disturbed. It was why ER docs liked to hang out with other physicians, as there weren’t that many people willing—and able—to listen to the kind of stories we had to tell.

      “I’m going to get back—”

      Locks stepped toward me, forcing me to take a step back. “What are your plans after residency?”

      I looked around. The two of us were the only ones in the hallway. There was something always not quite right with Locks, and I wanted to get away from him if possible. The quickest and easiest way might simply be to answer his questions. “I plan to go into practice somewhere. Probably out state.”

      “Out state? You’d go to a rural hospital?”

      “What makes you think I meant rural? I just said that I would go out of the Cities.”

      “Dr. Roberts is applying for fellowship.”

      “I know.”

      The fellowship decisions would come soon, and if he managed to snare a fellowship at Hennepin General, it meant another year of dealing with him. And worse—it meant he would be something of an attending, as the fellows often served in that role in some capacity. I didn’t want to imagine what it would be like to have to deal with Roberts as attending. He was bad enough as an upper-level resident.

      “Don’t you have any interest in fellowship training? Dr. Lee has been offered the ultrasound fellowship, and Dr. Jonas was offered the toxicology fellowship.”

      What was Locks getting at here?

      “I haven’t given it all that much thought,” I said. “And I really need to get back to my patient. It was an abdominal pain patient, and unfortunately I think I need to call gynecology in.”

      The comment had the desired effect and he waved me away. I doubted he wanted anything to do with pelvic pain, not that I actually had a patient like that.

      I hurried down the hall and ran into Jen. She looked past me, her eyes widening slightly when she saw Dr. Locks, before grabbing my arm and leading me along the hallway. “What was that about? Why were you down the south hallway?”

      “Distracted, mostly. I didn’t intend to encounter Locks.”

      “He’s looking at you with a strange expression.”

      “Yeah? He was asking me some strange questions.”

      “Such as?”

      “Such as about my plans for after residency.”

      “Do you think he wants you to do a fellowship?”

      “God, I hope not. I want nothing more than to be done with training so I can be on my own.”

      “You keep saying that, but I have a hard time seeing you practicing anywhere but here. I know you say you want to get into a smaller hospital, but that doesn’t really fit you.”

      “Why not?”

      “I see the way you run to traumas. Everybody does. I imagine Locks suspects you’ll apply for a trauma fellowship, follow Roberts. Hell, I wouldn’t blame you. You’d probably show Roberts up if you did.”

      “I don’t want the trauma fellowship.”

      “Right, because you can’t stand it. And you’re so terrible at it.”

      “Hey!”

      “And if you go into some rural hospital where all you get to do stabilize and ship, you won’t be happy.”

      That wasn’t right, but I couldn’t expect Jen to understand that by going to some rural hospital, I would be even more removed from the magical world than I was. Maybe doing that would allow me to finally escape everything I had encountered so far.

      Then again, the shifters were rural.

      I couldn’t think like that. I didn’t want to end up drawn into that.

      Sirens wailed and I perked up, listening to them but also focusing on the sense of death. There was none.

      “See?” Jen asked. “Every time you hear that sound, you get excited. You’re not going to get that anywhere but in the metro.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you’re trying to talk me into this?”

      “I just figured we could practice together.”

      “We’re going to stay friends regardless of where we’re practicing.”

      “Probably, but it won’t be the same.”

      We started toward the trauma bays as the ambulance crew wheeled the person off. It was an older man, and he had an oxygen mask on. Heart attack or heart failure or COPD exacerbation, most likely.

      “You want me to take this one?” I asked Jen.

      She shook her head. “I’ve got it. Besides, you still look a little off. Maybe you should just go and get some rest.”

      I wasn’t sure that I could rest. Every time I tried to do something else, I began to think about Aron or the shifter and wondered why Aron hadn’t called, not that I expected him to. Aron wasn’t much for technology, certainly not the kind that would involve him alerting me to his safety—and that of the shifter. It would’ve been nice to know they had managed to get to safety, but it was possible he was resting now. Maybe he had taken the shifter to get some sort of magical healing. Either way, I had to wait.

      The end of my shift couldn’t come quickly enough. The rest of the day was unremarkable, the usual mix of patients, and made slightly more tolerable by the fact that none of the obnoxious attendings were here and I hadn’t come across Dr. Locks again. Thankfully I didn’t have to deal with Dr. Roberts.

      By the time the day was over, I grabbed my pillowcase stuffed with clothes and hurried out and into the cool spring day. I waved at Jen, not bothering to wait behind for her. She’d probably try to talk me into a glass of wine and dinner, and while that sounded fine, I had something else I needed to do.

      The walk to my home seemed to take much longer than usual. I kept seeing shadows moving around me and was far jumpier than I should be. At one point, I could swear I heard a low and mournful howling, but that had to be my imagination. Either that or it was someone’s dog.

      I got up to my unit and locked the door behind me, reaching my kitchen before I realized I wasn’t alone.

      Magic surged through me.

      What I wouldn’t give to have my sword, but Aron had that in his car. I focused on the sense of magic, looking to see if there was anyone in the room with me. The protections Aron had placed on my home should have prevented anyone else from breaking in. Not that I had any way of being able to ensure they held. The spells he used were much different than the type of power I used.

      Since I didn’t have the sword, I grabbed a knife from the butcher block on the counter. If no one was here, my cat Lucy would be the only one to know how ridiculous I was being.

      “Hello?”

      There was no answer, but I couldn’t shake the sense I wasn’t alone.

      I headed back out to the living room and searched. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had broken into my condo, but most of the people who had done so were friends—other than the members of the Dark Council. Considering what Aron had done with the protections he’d placed, there shouldn’t be any way mages would be able to break into my home.

      But we weren’t dealing with mages. The attacks had come from shifters, and the kind of magic they were able to use and access was so much different than that of the mages.

      My condo was small: two bedrooms, kitchen, two bathrooms, and the living room. I’d gone through the living room and the kitchen, which left the two bedrooms.

      I went to my bedroom first, nudging the door open with my foot. Lucy jumped out, rubbing herself against my leg and looking up at me with her blue eyes and meowing.

      “Is someone here?” I whispered to her.

      She rubbed against my leg and headed out into the kitchen toward the food.

      Not a lot of help from her.

      I checked the closet before feeling as if my room was safe.

      That left the other bedroom.

      It was a spare room, and one I used only for storage. The door was open, and as I approached, I realized it was the source of the strange energy. This was where my intruder would be.

      Lucy bumped up against my shins and I leaned down, wanting to carry her away from whatever—and whoever—was in the other room. I didn’t need Lucy getting attacked, not by some stranger.

      She seemed completely unconcerned by the fact that there might be a stranger here. Lucy was a strange cat. She was far too friendly, willing to rub up against anyone, even if it wasn’t necessarily safe for her. Doing that now posed a risk, especially if there was the possibility of an attack. But then, if there was an attack, why would they have remained in the room like this?

      There was something I wasn’t quite grasping.

      I held onto Lucy as I stepped into the spare room. Power surged out from me and she squirmed in my arms, almost as if she didn’t care for the magic I pulled on. I squeezed, trying to hold onto her but not wanting to squeeze too tightly. Without having any way of holding her, I was forced to let her go, and she ran into the spare bedroom.

      “Lucy!” I hissed.

      She ignored me, much as she often ignored me.

      I wasn’t going to leave her in there if there was the possibility of an attack, and I made my way in slowly, carefully, the power of my magic seeping out.

      I couldn’t shake the sense that there was someone else in the room. So far I hadn’t seen them, but Aron had demonstrated the way mages could mask themselves, using the power of their ability to hide. It was possible that whoever was in here did the same thing.

      It wouldn’t be Aron. There would be no reason for him to hide like that.

      Could it be Gran or Gramps?

      Neither of them were likely to have hidden here. There was no point in it, especially as doing so would unsettle me, and considering what I’d been through, I doubted that they would be interested in doing that to me. They knew better.

      There was something else.

      The magic felt different.

      There was no way to explain it other than that. It wasn’t so much the power of a mage spell, and it wasn’t so much the fact that I felt someone; it was the type of magic that unsettled me.

      It took a moment, but I began to recognize the magic.

      Shifter magic.

      As the realization came to me, I surged outward, sending a blast of my magic into a barrier, holding it in front of me so that I could avoid the possibility of a shifter attack in my home.

      “I know you’re here,” I said.

      There was no answer, no response whatsoever, which suggested that either whoever was here wanted to remain hidden—or they couldn’t answer.

      The entire situation was confusing.

      I flipped on the light switch, no longer interested in the possibility that somebody might be hiding in the dark. It was better for me to know what I might be dealing with, better that I be prepared.

      And there he was.

      John the shifter lay in the middle of my floor. It might be a spare bedroom, but that didn’t mean there was a second bed. I didn’t have guests often enough to need one. When Gran and Gramps came, they only visited and never stayed here. They had some other place they could go, likely someplace with the council, and I never questioned why they didn’t stay with me.

      For that matter, I really didn’t want them to stay with me. Having grown up with them, I was more than happy to be out on my own. It felt as if it had only been a few years that I had been on my own.

      The shifter didn’t move.

      Aron must’ve brought him here, but why?

      Considering the barriers Aron had placed, he might have been the only person who would have been able to allow the shifter into my room.

      I stood, watching the shifter, trying to shoe Lucy away so that she didn’t rub up against him. She ignored me.

      “Traitor,” I whispered.

      She meowed and the shifter jolted, sitting up and looking at me. “Where am I?”

      “Apparently, you’re at my home.”

      “And who are you?”

      “I’m the person who saved you when you were brought into the emergency room.”

      “The human doctor,” he growled.

      “You don’t have to say it as if you’re annoyed. I’m the one who saved you, after all.”

      The shifter got to his feet and glanced at the wrappings on his shoulder. “I have you to thank for this, too?”

      “Not that. You have the surgeons to thank for that.”

      Aron had believed that he would restore himself by shifting, but I wondered if that were the case. “You were attacked. The injuries were pretty extensive. Had you been a human—“

      “I’m not a human.”

      “Had you been a human,” I said. “You wouldn’t have easily survived. Even if you had survived, you would have been left with a significant deficit.”

      The way that he moved his arm told me that whatever deficit he had was minimal. Either he had already healed quite a bit or there simply wasn’t that much of a deficit. Maybe the surgeons had been more effective than I’d realized.

      “Do shifters have the ability to heal themselves the same as mages?”

      He looked up at me, his deep brown eyes narrowing for a moment.

      “I’m not trying to uncover some secret.”

      “You’re asking questions the mages have asked before.”

      “Yeah, I’m not really a mage, am I?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You know enough that Ariel sent you to me.”

      “Only because she feared what might happen otherwise.”

      “She worried you would lose the function in your arm?”

      “She feared that I would lose my connection to our power.”

      I thought about what I had detected from him when he’d first come into the emergency room. There had been that strange sense of his magic departing him, that sensation of power leaching away, and somehow I had used magic to seal it off, healing him.

      “She couldn’t have known I would have some way of restoring you.”

      “She trusts the archer. He spoke highly of what you did for the Carter.”

      I couldn’t move. There was something surreal about standing in my spare bedroom, the bookshelves lining the walls filled with my medical textbooks and all of my college texts, speaking to a wolf shifter about magic, but here I was. “What did the archer say about me?”

      “Only that you are a skilled healer. He told her that if she ever had need of something the shifters couldn’t do, she should go to you.”

      Aron had said that about me?

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I didn’t necessarily want to be the doctor the magical world came to, but at the same time, it was something of a compliment. Aron had trusted me with Finnaster, and while I might not have been able to do much for him—at least, they might not have allowed me to have done much for him—the fact that Aron trusted me left me feeling surprisingly good.

      “You’re lucky,” I said.

      “Why?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t exactly know what I did to restore you, but I could feel the power coming out of you. It was leaking out of your wound.”

      He touched his hand to the dressing. “It’s a strange sensation. It’s almost as if it’s not the way it once was, and yet it is.”

      “That’s the surgery. I don’t know what the orthopods did to stabilize it, but from what I heard, it was an extensive surgery.”

      “I don’t think that’s what it is.”

      “What is it?”

      He looked up at me. His face changed, rippling for a moment before returning to human form. Had Aron placed a spell on him to prevent him from shifting in my condo? “There’s something different within me.”

      “Like I said, that’s the hardware they placed. I don’t know what it will do to you, or whether it will somehow prevent you from changing forms, but the archer seems to believe you will still be able to do so.”

      “If I could change forms, I would be rid of this hardware, as you call it.”

      “Then change.”

      He looked up at me. Pain stared out through his deep brown eyes. “I can’t.”

      I’d seen that kind of pain before. It was the pain of loss, and I recognized it from patients who received bad news. It was the sort of thing I hated to give, but in the emergency room, we became comfortable doing so. We had to do it often enough that despite how awful it was to give out, we had to be strong for the patients who had to receive it.

      “Maybe it’s my home. The archer placed protections around it.”

      Hope crept back into his gaze. “Maybe that’s it.”

      I took a seat on the ground, crossing my legs like a preschooler as I studied him. “Tell me what happened.”

      “You aren’t of the pack.”

      “I might not be of your pack, but your alpha thought enough of me to send you to me when you were injured. How was it that she managed to get you free? And how was it that she was overpowered?”

      “She was challenged, but the challenge was not as it should have been.”

      “You said that before. What does it mean?”

      “Ariel has faced other challenges in the past, and never before has she failed. She has led us for years. She is strong. Powerful. Wise. She is the alpha.”

      “Something happened.”

      “Morris used borrowed power from one of the Great Ones.”

      “How?”

      “He shouldn’t have been able to. Their power lies on the other side of the Veil.”

      “What can you tell me about the Great Ones?”

      “You aren’t of the pack.”

      I groaned, staring at him. “Your alpha wants me to be involved.”

      Though Ariel might want me to be involved, I didn’t know whether I wanted to be involved. It put me into a dangerous position, the kind of position that ran the risk of exposing me to an even deeper part of the magical world than I had been exposed to before.

      The debate warred within him for a moment before he growled softly. “The Great Ones are the predecessors. They came before. They are the ones who revealed power, allowing us to exist.”

      “I understand the Great Ones are somehow powerful shifters. What else can you tell me about them?”

      “They should not exist on this side.”

      “And yet they attacked. Or at least, one of them attacked.”

      He growled again. “Through Morris.”

      “How? But that’s not all there is to it. I saw one of the Great Ones.” That had to be what I’d seen, even if I didn’t fully understand how I did.

      His growl faded and he looked over at me. “You saw one?”

      “I didn’t know what it was. When we went to see what happened to Ariel, we were attacked. I barely survived and a massive wolf intervened, drawing two of the others away.”

      “What did he look like?”

      I ignored the implication that the wolf would have to have been male. “Large. Much larger than any other wolves I’d ever seen before. His fur was gray and grizzled. Like I said, I’ve never seen anything like it before, but then I don’t have a whole lot of experience with shifters.” As I spoke, I realized John recognized the description. “What is it? Who is it?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered in a growl. “Ariel recognized there was power, which was why she…”

      “She what?”

      John looked away.

      “What did she do?”

      “The only thing she could think of to save the pack.”

      “Which was what?”

      “She called another.”

      “Another?”

      He looked up at me. “She summoned another of the Great Ones. The first should not have reached us and she—”

      “She decided to bring more of that power here? Why not? One is fun, but two is a party.”

      “You don’t understand. You can’t.”

      “Yeah. Because I’m not of the pack,” I sighed.

      “It doesn’t matter. She failed. That’s why I’m here in this form.”

      It surprised me that he would speak with such disgust about his human form. It wasn’t that he was unattractive in human form, but maybe the wolf form was just so much more interesting.

      “What did I see, then?”

      “Not one of the Great Ones. Possibly Torn.”

      “Who is that?”

      “Packless. Lives alone. Few ever see him.”

      Why would he have come and helped? That was what had happened—I was certain of it—but why?

      “Where is Ariel?” I asked.

      “Possibly gone already, or nearly so. For me to be here means she lost the challenge, such as it was.”

      “What do you intend to do?” I asked him.

      He rubbed his good hand over the injured shoulder. Was he working magic into the wound? Maybe he’d be able to shift and restore himself, find a way to get unstuck from here.

      “I intend to help my alpha.”

      “Is she still your alpha if she lost the challenge?”

      John growled softly and I sighed again. It didn’t do any good to anger him, and I might need him to help me understand why Ariel had sent him to me in the first place.

      “All I want is to return to the pack,” John said.

      “When Aron returns, you can go.” I wished Aron hadn’t left him here in the first place. Now I would have to sit with him until he returned. “Do you like reruns?”
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      It was late in the following day when Aron returned. I had waited up for him, growing increasingly impatient with how long he had been gone, annoyed that he would leave me with this shifter in my home. Fatigue had overwhelmed me and I fell asleep, wishing I had my sword. Instead, I’d closed my door and locked it, trying to find some way to prevent the shifter from barging in on me without any sort of notice.

      I woke up only slightly refreshed. I was still tired and expected to feel that way most of the day. I hadn’t slept very soundly, waking up every so often with a start, watching the door for any sign that John might be sneaking in, but it never came. When I went back out into the kitchen, fully dressed and ready for the day, I half-expected to see Aron sitting there waiting for me, but he wasn’t. John sat at my kitchen table, a cup of coffee in hand, suspicion burning in his eyes.

      A soft tap at my door caught my attention. Lucy meowed softly and went racing toward the door. I looked down at her. “Some warning cat you are.” She rubbed up against my leg. When I pulled the door open, Aron stood on the other side. “Now you return?”

      “I thought you would want a chance to sleep.” He stepped inside, closing the door behind him, sealing it with a spell.

      “What I wanted was not to have a strange shifter in my home,” I said, glancing toward the kitchen.

      “He was not strange. You knew him.”

      I laughed, not bothering to hide my annoyance. “Just because I know him doesn’t mean I want him in my home.”

      “He needed protection, Kate. This was the safest place I could think of to bring him.”

      “This?” I looked around, my gaze sweeping over my condo. “You do realize it’s been attacked twice before?”

      “That was before.”

      “That’s right. Before you placed protections around my home that were designed to alert you of any magical attack. It doesn’t help me all that much, though.”

      “If you would prefer that I not have placed them…”

      I groaned and wanted to smack him on his massive chest, but he’d probably brush it off. “Now that you’re here, is the plan to go and get Ariel?”

      “I don’t think we can. Even John would tell you this is shifter business. We have to let it play out.”

      “It might have started that way, but she brought me into it. Ariel wanted outside involvement.” That was the only thing I could think of but didn’t know why.

      “She’s been challenged.”

      “But not officially. That means that the council can get involved.”

      “The council doesn’t want to get involved.”

      I cocked my head at him, frowning. John had gotten up from the table and stood in the doorway, watching us. “What do you mean?”

      “That’s where I’ve been. I was hoping to get some help, anything that would give us a chance to get to her, but the council isn’t interested in getting involved in this.”

      John growled softly and turned, disappearing back into the kitchen.

      “We can’t leave her, Aron. Regardless of whatever happened between the two of you, she needs our help. She sent for me and for my help.” I glared at him, shaking my head, coming to a decision I would probably regret. “I’m not going to leave her. If you decide you can’t come along, I’m still going to do this. Your friend in there was telling me about the shifter who helped me.”

      “You don’t know that he helped.”

      “I do know that he helped. If he hadn’t come along, and if he hadn’t stepped between me and the shifters who wanted me dead, I wouldn’t have gotten away. The other shifters were too much for me. His name is Torn and—”

      Aron tensed. “Are you certain of that?”

      I glanced at the kitchen. “That’s what your friend seems to think. I didn’t have an opportunity to sit and talk with him, so I don’t really know. Why? Who is Torn?”

      Would Aron know anything that the other shifter didn’t? Would there be anything that he would be able to share that might provide more information? Anything that he might know that would be different than what the shifters knew would likely be valuable.

      “We have heard the name Torn only a few times. He is elusive, and from everything we’ve heard, powerful.”

      “How are you sure that he’s not a Great One? “

      “He’s been on this side of the Veil.”

      If that was their determining factor, I had to wonder whether that was an effective strategy. I’d already seen other things that could cross the Veil, which meant it was not outside of the realm of possibility for a Great One to do the same.

      “What’s going to happen to Ariel? If we don’t help her, what will the shifters do?”

      Aron’s jaw clenched. “There are many things they could do, but with the way they treated her already, I suspect they will take the old pathway.”

      “And what is that?” Considering the way he said it, I suspected it wasn’t good.

      “The old path is one where the replaced alpha is sent across the Veil.”

      I stopped in the doorway of the kitchen, dumbfounded. “I didn’t think you could send anyone in that direction across the Veil.”

      “The shifters can.” Aron looked over at John sitting at the kitchen table, clutching his mug of coffee. “They have a way of opening the space between our realm and that on the other side of the Veil. When they do it, it requires many shifters of great power, and it’s meant as something of an honor, but instead it’s really a sacrifice.”

      “The Great Ones. That’s what you’re getting at. They send the shifters across to be sacrificed to the Great Ones.”

      Aron nodded slowly and looked over at John.

      “Is that what they were going to do with her?” I asked, taking a seat next to him.

      “It’s possible,” he said.

      “Why?”

      He looked up. “You aren’t a shifter. You would never understand. Going to the other side of the Veil is a sacrifice for most, but for some, there is the possibility that they will be accepted by the Great Ones and given the opportunity to hunt with them.”

      “Has that ever happened?”

      John didn’t look up. “No.”

      My gaze went to the shifter’s shoulder, and I couldn’t help but think about how it had been described as one of the Great Ones attempting to feed on him. If Ariel was pushed across the Veil, and if one of the Great Ones managed to consume her magic, they would grow stronger.

      “When they do this, would it be possible for them to grow strong enough to force their way across the Veil?”

      “The Great Ones do not want to cross over to this world,” he said.

      “I’m not sure that’s true. From what I’ve seen, everything on the other side of the Veil wants to cross over into our world.”

      “Kate,” Aron said.

      I shook my head. “No. Everything you’ve shown me has been proof of that. Creatures on the other side of the Veil have attempted to cross over. We had to deal with the demon king, and now we have to deal with this. Why? What is it that makes them so interested in fleeing the other side of the Veil?”

      “I have told you about what exists on the other side of the Veil.”

      “You’ve told me that there are fae and demons and fallen gods.”

      “There are magic users of all types. There are those with power beyond what anyone can imagine. There are those who cannot be allowed to cross over into this world.” Aron held my gaze. “On the other side of the veil, there is balance. Magic can counter magic, and those with power find others with power. If they were to cross over to our world, they would come with far too much power and the disruption would be enormous.”

      “By disruption, you mean the balance of people who know about magic.”

      “That’s exactly what I mean. There have been wars fought thousands of years ago on this side of the Veil, and it has taken enormous power to hold them back. That is the reason for the treaty among the mages, the shifters, and the vampires. All are creatures of power, and all work together to maintain the Veil.”

      It wasn’t difficult to imagine how deadly it would be if the things on the other side of the Veil managed to escape. I thought of the demons, even the low-level ones we had managed to overpower. If not for Aron and the other archers, how many people would be harmed by those demons? How many would be killed?

      And that was only low-level demons.

      Had the demon king managed to get across, that would’ve been horrible, but even worse would have been the gorgon. A creature like that which fed on magical energy escaping in our world would be devastating.

      “I want to help,” I said. “I might not know enough about what’s going on, but Ariel asked for my help.”

      “She asked for your medical help, Dr. Michaels.”

      I didn’t think that was quite it. If all she needed was some medical help for him, he could have gotten that anywhere, even in emergency rooms farther in the north. She had sent him to the cities intentionally, and to me. She had seen something about me.

      “Maybe, but maybe it’s more than that.”

      Aron stared at me for a moment and then breathed out. “I think it’s time that we go and search for answers.”

      “No. I think it’s time that we go and see if we can help Ariel.”

      “Not without getting any answers. If it works, we will only need a few hours.” He looked over at John. “Can you wait that long?”

      The shifter growled. “I can’t change forms, not here.”

      “And you can’t change forms in the city anyway,” Aron said.

      “You would hold me here?”

      “I’m not holding you at all. You were offered a place of protection. You were offered the opportunity at recovery provided to you by your alpha.”

      The shifter growled again. “I will wait, but I intend to go after her.”

      “What happens if you reach her?” I asked.

      “Then I will attempt to rescue her before they force the crossing.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “That is not going to happen.”

      I looked over at his shoulder. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that. You’ve already been food for someone, and if they come at you again, I’m not sure that you’ve recovered enough to make yourself safe.” John glared at me. “Listen. I know you care about her, and we’re going to do everything we can to help her. I’m not even sure that you coming along with us makes the most sense, especially in your current condition.”

      “I will go with you, regardless of my condition.”

      I looked over at Aron, searching for help, but he shook his head. “Let him come.”

      “That’s not the best idea.”

      “We will go for answers and then return here. When we’re done, we can bring him with us.”

      “Where do you intend to go looking for answers?”

      “The same place I’ve attempted for a while.”

      That meant Solera.

      “I thought she hadn’t responded to your request?”

      “She hasn’t.”

      “And now you can force it?”

      “Now there isn’t much choice but for me to push the issue, especially with what’s taking place in the north. As much as I would prefer not to do anything, I don’t know that we have such luxury.”

      There was more to his hesitation, but what was it? There was something Aron feared by going to Solera, and Aron wasn’t one to fear anything.

      “Do you owe her something?”

      “No.”

      “Who do you intend to go to?” Aron shot John a hard glare, and a wolfish smile crossed the shifter’s face. “Her? If you intend to risk going to her, then you really are a fool, Archer.”

      “There are certain things worth a risk.”

      The shifter looked over at me before sliding his gaze back to Aron. “I will wait here. If you don’t return in a day, I’m heading north on my own.”

      “Fine.” Aron pulled a knife from a hidden sheath on his belt and handed it to John. “This will allow you out of the apartment.”

      “Hey,” I said. “It’s a condo, not an apartment. I bought this.” I looked down at the knife. Was there something within the knife that would allow him to break free from the protections he’d placed on my condo?

      It didn’t look anything like the demon blade, but there weren’t all that many things that would. And I didn’t expect Aron to willingly carry something like that. He hated the fact that I had the sword.

      The sword.

      “Do you still have my sword?” I wouldn’t put it past Aron to have disposed of it. He didn’t like me having it, but there was safety in my use of it, and without it, with what we intended to do, I wasn’t sure that I would be able to easily get away. We needed the help from it.

      “I didn’t get rid of it, if that’s what you fear.”

      “That is what I fear. You know that we need it.”

      “I know that you believe that you need it, but everything I’ve seen from you tells me you don’t.”

      I grunted. “I’m not so sure about that, but seeing as how you have been so complimentary lately, I’ll let it slide. When are we going to go?”

      “Now,” Aron said.

      “And him?”

      “He’ll be fine here. I doubt he will go anywhere, and regardless of what he might believe, Solera won’t take that much of our time.”

      “What does he mean that you might not return?”

      “He means nothing.”

      The shifter growled, and it sounded something like laughter. “Don’t let the archer lie to you about this. Where he’s taking you is dangerous. It’s a place even the shifters won’t go.”

      “Because you fear her?”

      “And you should, too.”

      “What will she do?” I had a hard time imagining that some fairy woman would harm us, but then, why should I? I’d seen the kind of things that existed on the other side of the Veil and had more than enough experience with the danger that existed there. Maybe I should be more scared of Solera than I was, but the possibility of getting answers—finally getting real answers—overwhelmed any fear I felt.

      “We’ll talk about it on the way,” he said.

      “She’ll force a promise out of you,” the shifter said as I started toward the door.

      I paused and turned back to look at him. “What was that?”

      “You have to be careful with the fae. She’ll force her promise out of you, and a promise to the fae is binding in a way that a promise in this world is not. Be careful what you say to her.”

      I looked over at Aron. “Is that true?”

      “Like I said, we can talk about it on the way over.”

      “Is it true?”

      “Many things are true when it comes to the fae. You have to know what to be cautious of, much as he says. Speak nothing that could be construed as a promise.”

      “And how are we going to get answers, then?”

      “We provide information that she wants. A trade.”

      “A trade?”

      Aron nodded.

      “What kind of trade?” I had a bad feeling about what he was getting us into. The threat of the demon king had been real, as had the overwhelming sense of danger from the gorgon, but dealing with some fairy woman who somehow managed to live on the side of the Veil was a different thing altogether and shouldn’t be terrifying.

      “Like I said, you don’t need to worry about it. You’re smart enough to know to be careful with what you say, so I don’t have to worry about you making a promise that you can’t keep.”

      Right. Aron simply trusted me to know what I needed to say to one of the fae. Since I had so much experience with them.

      “Well, let’s get it over with. If Ariel doesn’t have much time before they attempt to push her across the Veil, we need to finish this so that we can go after her.”

      The shifter growled and it unsettled something within me, though it shouldn’t. I felt the same fear and anxiety he expressed in his growl.
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      Minnesota might be the Land of 10,000 Lakes, but most of them are pretty small and require a bit of driving outside of the city to reach. It’s the reason so many people in the metro have cabins up north, their way of escaping the grind of the city—such as it is—and getting away to nature. When I was a kid, my grandparents would take us every year to a cabin on Lake Amelia, a place near enough that we could get there in a short drive, and quiet enough that we didn’t have to deal with people harassing us. They were some of my favorite memories from when I was a kid.

      Lake Minnetonka is different.

      It’s close to the cities, situated on the western edge of the metro, but houses ringed the entirety of it. Most are enormous, sprawling mansions that cost too much for any normal person to own. Even when I made attending money, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to afford anything like the homes along the shores in Wayzata.

      But the lake is beautiful and sprawling, bays all connected by channels, making it one of the largest lakes in the state. At this time of year, there weren’t nearly as many boats out on the water as there would be later in the summer, mostly the die-hard fishermen who didn’t mind the chill.

      Aron pulled the car to a stop on the northern side of the lake, parking along the street and getting out of the car to wait for me.

      I’d only been out here a few times before. Jen had dated a guy who’d lived on the lake for a while and he’d taken us out on his massive boat, but that was the extent of my experience here. That had been mostly a party weekend. While fun, that didn’t seem to be what Aron was after.

      He crossed the street and stood along the shore, looking out at the vast expanse of water. “It’s not quite like the Great Lakes,” he said, “but with the proximity to the ley lines, it has something Lake Superior doesn’t.”

      “What’s that?”

      Aron leaned down and swirled his hand in the water. A spell built from him, sending a cold chill along my spine. “A certain kind of magic.”

      The water rippled where he touched it, radiating away from him in gentle waves. The waves built as they went, rolling toward the center of the lake, until they were enough to cause the small fishing boats to rock violently.

      “Now what?”

      “Now we wait,” Aron said.

      “What makes you think she’ll answer this time?”

      “The nature of the request,” he said.

      I stood with my arms crossed over my chest, staring out at the water. We had come for answers—for me and to understand what happened with Ariel. Would Solera answer or would she refuse, the way she’d refused to even answer Aron’s summons over the last few months?

      When—and if—I learned what I was, would it even matter? Maybe I really was part demon. If I were, then I would have to learn all of what that meant for me. And if I wasn’t… that was even more reason to have come here. Aron claimed that Solera would be able to provide answers, but a part me remained concerned that even this fae contact wouldn’t be able to tell me what I was. And if she didn’t know, there might not be any way for me to learn.

      “How long do we have to wait?”

      Aron pointed. “Not long.”

      A sleek-looking boat cut through the water, coming straight at us and moving quickly. “That’s Solera?”

      I couldn’t make out the features of the driver of the boat all that well, but it seemed to be an older man, not a woman, as Aron had led me to believe.

      “That’s not, but he will bring us to her home.”

      “Why do I get the sense that you’re uncomfortable making this journey?”

      “It’s not discomfort so much as it is uncertainty at how she will take my presence.”

      “Why? Did you have a relationship with her, too?”

      “One does not enter into a relationship with Solera. Not if they’re wise.”

      “Why not?”

      “You’ll see. Just be careful what you say to her. A promise to one of the fae is different. Dangerous.”

      The boat pulled into a dock, coming to a stop almost perfectly. I’d been on boats enough times to know how difficult such a maneuver could be. For him to manage it so well impressed me. The man driving reminded me somewhat of Aron, though older. He had short brown-blond hair and deep blue eyes. A muscular build filled out his jacket.

      “Archer. Why am I not surprised?” the man said.

      “Bryan. You still serve?”

      “Until she releases me.”

      Aron’s smile slipped. “You understand why—”

      Bryan raised a hand, silencing Aron. “There’s no need for you to explain to me. I’m here for your transportation.”

      Aron motioned for me to step onto the dock. I had the demon sword because Aron thought I might need it as we asked Solera what sort of magical person I might be. He kept close behind me, pressing his hand into the small of my back as I climbed onto the boat and took a seat.

      Bryan didn’t wait for Aron to sit before backing out of the dock and onto the lake.

      As we streamed across the lake, I leaned into Aron. “What does he mean about serving until she releases him?”

      “It’s a figure of speech.”

      “It didn’t really sound like one.” I watched him, waiting for him to say something more but given what I knew of Aron, it was unlikely for him to share anything more with me.

      The boat shot forward, bouncing over waves, circling around a pair of small fishing boats. The fishermen glared at us until we put them into the distance. Bryan apparently went to the Aron school of driving, and he rocketed us faster and faster on the lake.

      “Isn’t there a speed limit?” I shouted over the wind whipping around me, sending my dark hair streaming into my face. I held it back with my free hand, using my other to grip the sword so that I didn’t lose it.

      Bryan glanced back at me, a broad smile on his face. “They like to tell us we can’t go anything faster than forty—and twenty at night—but there aren’t any sheriffs out today.”

      I tried to look around him so that I could see how fast we were going. It certainly felt faster than forty, but out on the water with the wind whipping around me, I wasn’t sure that I would know how fast we were traveling. I’d under-dressed for the chill out on the water. A winter coat would have been better for this.

      “Where is he taking us?” I asked Aron.

      We sped out into a wide section of water. From here, the lake opened up, and Bryan used it as an opportunity to do the same to the throttle. The force of it threw me back in my seat.

      “Big Island,” he said.

      “Like in Hawaii?” Was there some way of transporting us from here to Hawaii? I didn’t think that sort of travel was possible. If it were, Gran and Gramps had a lot to answer for. Imagine the kind of vacations we could have had.

      Aron shook his head. “That’s what the locals call it. It has a different traditional name, but that’s harder to say.”

      As we aimed toward a section of land in the distance, I knew where we were. When Jen had been dating Matt, he’d anchored near here. I didn’t remember what it was called but knew that it was an island. “I’ve been here before.”

      We started to slow, and the sound of the wind was more tolerable than it had been. I pulled my hair back, finally getting control over it.

      “You have? Did your grandparents bring you to Solera?”

      “I’ve been here with a friend of mine. There were tons of boats anchored here.” And a lot of partying had taken place. Beer and wine had flowed freely. It had been fun, even if I had been forced to watch Jen and Matt making out for most of the day.

      “Solera is quite fond of the summer,” Bryan said. “She is pleased that so many find her home an appealing place to visit and fornicate near.”

      I laughed. “That’s… disgusting. She wants people to come party here?”

      “There needs to be some draw; otherwise there would be no appeal to coming here of all places. There are plenty of alternatives around the lake where people could go, but she summons those who want a sense of debauchery.”

      Debauchery fit with my experience. The weekend I had been here, there had been hundreds of boats, all anchored several deep, with many of them tied together so people could jump from one boat to the next. Matt had positioned us so that we could tie up with one of his friends, a long-haired guitarist named Don he’d tried to hook me up with. Jon had wanted to ply me with vodka, but it wasn’t really my dink.

      “Why?”

      Bryan slipped the boat into neutral and we glided forward, heading toward a small sand beach. “Solera draws on them.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Bryan glanced over before turning his attention to the sand he angled toward. There was no sign of a dock anywhere, and we slid onto the sand, coming to a stop. “What I mean is that Solera draws them, and then she draws on them.” Bryan motioned for us to climb over the bow and jump.

      When I hesitated, Aron pressed his hand into my back.

      “What does he mean by that?” I asked, standing on the pointed bow. Bryan stood below, waiting for me to jump down onto the hard packed sand. He could at least offer me a hand or something, but he didn’t.

      “What he means is that Solera has certain proclivities.”

      “Proclivities? It sounds like what he’s saying is that she feeds on those who come here.” And that sounded similar to what we’d just experienced with the gorgon. I’m not sure I could deal with something like that. I’d seen the way the creature had sucked the dark mage dry, leaving him a husk. Tony and the others it had fed on were lucky to be alive.

      “It’s not like that. She doesn’t feed on them. The energy created by the people who come here provides an additional power for her. That’s what she’s after,” Aron said, jumping and landing next to Bryan. He looked up at me expectantly, waiting for me to join him.

      After jumping and landing, it felt as if the sand tried to suck me in. I pushed away thoughts of what sort of activities Solera might have encouraged on her shores, knowing all too well how the people I’d been around when on the island before had acted.

      Bryan led us away from the shore and through a thicket of trees.

      “There was a time when this was an amusement park,” Bryan said. “Solera found it easier to draw people in those days, but then, it was a simpler time.”

      “An amusement park?” I couldn’t imagine any amusement park on the island like this. And how would people even have gotten out here? They would have needed to come by boat, the same way that we had.

      “It didn’t last too long and drew people from all over the region. There was another park across the water in Excelsior that ran longer, but eventually that closed. Without places like that, Solera had to change her tactics. It didn’t take long for her to settle on her current strategy. These trees have seen many things.”

      The ground squished as I stepped too close to a puddle of water. At least, I hoped it was water. After what Bryan said, I couldn’t be certain. “Gross,” I muttered.

      Aron glanced over at me but didn’t say anything.

      As we continued along a path through the trees, I began to notice the steady building of cold magic. It started slowly, barely more than an irritant, and began to increase in intensity the longer we went.

      “Aron?” I whispered. When he looked back at me, I scanned everything around us. It was nothing more than a cluster of trees, what would be a forest were we not on a relatively small island. “Can you detect anything?”

      He paused and another surge of magic came, this time quickly and more typical of what I usually detected. Aron’s spell burst out from him. “I don’t detect anything.”

      “Well, I do. It’s subtle, and I wasn’t sure what it was at first, but the farther we go, the more convinced I am of what I’m picking up on.” It hadn’t gotten any stronger, but the sense still hadn’t gone away. “Are you sure we can trust Solera?”

      Aron shook his head. “Trust, no. But she won’t harm us.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      “Because I am.”

      I watched him, waiting for more of an explanation, but none came. If he was certain about Solera, I would have to trust him. Aron hadn’t led me astray so far. And this would help us get to the bottom of whatever was happening with Ariel.

      As we rounded a curve along the path, movement caught my attention.

      It was in the trees.

      I stared, trying to understand what I detected, but I couldn’t tell what it was. Maybe it was nothing, but I thought there had been something like fireflies. That couldn’t be. It was the middle of the day and too early for any fireflies to be out.

      “Don’t stare,” Aron said.

      “At what? I’m just trying to convince myself that I didn’t see any movement there.”

      “Don’t bother. If you saw them, it’s not polite to stare.”

      “Them?” I turned my attention to Aron, but as I did, there was another flurry of movement. I jerked my head back around, wanting to get a closer look, and managed to see a flicker of light that was probably nothing more than a shimmer of sunlight coming through the trees.

      “Them would be the wood nymphs.”

      The sudden appearance of the voice startled me and I stumbled forward, barely catching myself before crashing into Aron. He grabbed me and helped me to my feet, propping me up so that I could take in the stunningly beautiful woman standing in front of me, dressed in a gown that would have been more at home at a formal ball than in the forest. Green lace framed her large breasts and a small amulet hanging between them drew even more attention.

      She smiled at me, though there was something sinister within it. “What have you brought to me today? Certainly no one for me to ferry across, or am I wrong?”

      “Solera, you have ignored me for months.”

      “I do not serve at your whim, Archer.”

      Aron stared at her. “This is Kate Michaels.”

      “Michaels?” All pretense at smiling faded and she turned an icy glare onto Aron. “She’s not welcome.”

      “Solera—”

      With the words, Bryan immediately placed himself between me and Solera, seemingly more concerned by my presence than by Aron’s. If he should worry about anyone, it would be the archer.

      A spell built, coming from Bryan. Pale streaks of white magic trailed around him, crackling in the air. It was different than a mage spell.

      I’d seen magic before, but only when it was summoned by dark mages. This was different, a surge of pale white light rather than the deep blue that I’d seen from the dark mages.

      “We only came for answers, nothing more,” I said.

      “No answers. Not for them.”

      Her demeanor had changed when Aron had mentioned my name. She had recognized it. There was only one reason in the magical world for her to recognize the name like that.

      What had my grandparents done to her?

      “If you do this, I’ll fulfill my promise,” Aron said.

      Something changed.

      I couldn’t exactly tell what it was, but the energy in the air seemed to shift, becoming different. Harsher. It was almost as if an expectant energy hung in the air.

      “You’ve refused for so long,” Solera said.

      Shifting off to the side of the path, I caught a glimpse of her stalking around Aron in a very predatory way. He stood still, his whole body stiff. Whatever promise he referred to was something he very much didn’t want to fulfill.

      “Were it not for the importance of this, I’d refuse even longer.”

      Solera stopped near Bryan and tapped him on the shoulder. Whatever spell he’d been holding faded, the pale light surrounding him disappearing, and he took a step back. What would he have done had I attempted to attack?

      It must have been a barrier spell of some sort.

      “What is she?” Solera asked.

      “That’s part of why we’re here. I don’t know.”

      Solera turned her head so that she could look over at Aron, but her body never moved. It remained angled at me.

      With sudden understanding, I realized the source of the magic I’d been detecting since reaching the island.

      It was her.

      That tingling sense burned along my spine, a steady throbbing sensation. It was an odd sensation, one that was so different than what I detected when mages used their magic. This was constant and steady, the kind of power that suggested either an ongoing spell… or someone with incredible power.

      Magic so cold it burned and raced along my spine, taking my breath away. It blasted into me, settling over me before I had a chance to react.

      The magic within me answered for me.

      It pressed up, as if knowing that it needed to protect me, drawn out of a place deep inside of me, pushing against whatever spell Solera used on me.

      Her eyes narrowed and she took a step toward me. The sense of magic intensified, and as it did, I pulled on more magic. This time, it came from me intentionally.

      As I drew on my magic, the sword helping to augment it as it often did, I couldn’t help but step back into a defensive stance and bring the sword up in front of me.

      Solera’s eyes narrowed. The spell she used on me faded but the cold along my back continued to tingle. The spell might not be attacking me but that didn’t mean that she’d let go of her magic.

      “I can see why he brought you to me.”

      With that, she turned, disappearing into the trees.

      I stood, magic flowing through me, sword held out as if I might try to carve through her. With as powerful as Solera was, I didn’t know if that was even possible. “What was that about?” I asked, looking over at Aron.

      Bryan had already followed his master but waited a dozen steps in front of us.

      “That was an invitation.”

      “It didn’t feel like one.”

      Aron faced the direction of Solera’s disappearance, a frown pinching his face.

      “Why do I get the sense that you’re not exactly pleased by that invitation?”

      “It’ll be fine,” he said, nodding for me to follow.

      I hesitated only a moment, glancing back in case I could see any of the tree nymphs before deciding that now wasn’t the time. There would be questions later—quite a few of them, by the looks of it.

      “It doesn’t seem as if you’re fine. What is it?”

      “It’s where she’s leading us, Kate.”

      “Isn’t this where you wanted us to go?”

      Aron pointed along another path. “That’s where she normally leads me. I’m not sure what’s along this path.”
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      The sense of magic continued to build as we walked along the path. It was different magic than what I detected when around mages, and different even than what I had detected when Solera had hit me with her magical attack. It was soft, subtle, and almost warm.

      Trees arched over the path. A gentle breeze tugged on the treetops, rustling the leaves and causing the branches to sway. The movement made the light shimmer across the path, sending light and shadows dancing. There was something quite calming about it.

      “Kate?”

      I blinked at the concern in Aron’s voice.

      “You have to be careful in a place like this. It’s easy to lose yourself when under the influence of Solera’s magic.”

      Was that what I’d been detecting? Maybe it was nothing more than that. “What kind of magic does she have?” I looked around the forest, staring at the trees. The light that shimmered off the trees reflected on the higher branches.

      Not reflections at all. There was movement, much as I had seen when we’d first met Solera. Could they be tree nymphs too?

      “Fae magic. Seelie magic.”

      “How is that possible? I didn’t think the fae could cross the Veil.” Not only cross but have a potency. All of this was magical, from the trees to the presence I felt to the fluttering of nymphs or whatever creature they were. It was all magical.

      “There are places where crossings are possible. They’re a reflection of a time before.”

      “I thought places like the basilica were the way to reach the fae queen.”

      “That’s where you can reach the queen, but there are places like this where it’s a more direct influence.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Solera can’t leave here, Kate,” he said softly. “This acts as something of a sanctuary for her, a reminder of what she lost, and she’s not able to return.”

      “Why not?”

      “The reason is complicated, and I’m not sure I even understand all of it. The council knows, but I don’t. It has something to do with a penance she has to serve, though to hear Solera speak of it, this was all by choice.”

      That meant my grandmother would know. Would she answer if I asked? “It doesn’t sound like a sanctuary. It sounds like a prison.”

      Aron sniffed. “It could be, especially after as long as she’s been here.”

      “And how long is that?”

      “A long time.”

      We reached Bryan, who motioned us to follow as he ducked beneath branches that crisscrossed in front of us. The sense of magic was stronger as we neared the branches, and when I ducked my head, I could feel the power of a spell wash over me.

      Not a spell, though. It would be fae magic.

      Why would I be able to detect it?

      I looked up at Aron. He walked stiffly, but there seemed to be an edge to him. He might not say it, but he worried about my magic, too. Probably more now than he had before. And how could he not? I shouldn’t be able to detect magic like this, not without using a spell.

      What was I?

      That was the question that Solera had asked the moment she’d seen me. Now that she’d used her magic on me, would she know the answer?

      The path opened up in front of us, leading slightly downward. Aron grabbed my arm and pulled me to a stop.

      “I’m not sure what she intends by bringing you here, but you need to be ready for whatever she might try.”

      “Might try? I thought you said we’d get answers.”

      “I thought we would, but this… this isn’t like her. I don’t know what this is, but it’s unusual.”

      Solera waited for us by a small pool of water in the center of the clearing. She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, ripples of water rolling across the surface reminding me of the spell Aron had used to summon her. Could this be how she had known?

      “You should not have brought one like her to my realm, Archer.”

      Realm? What did she mean by that? And what did she mean by “one like her”?

      “If I had another choice, I would have taken it, but there was none. And it’s more than about her. There was a shifter attack.”

      She waved her hand. “I care little about that power, as you know.”

      “We suspect the Great Ones were involved,” I said.

      She studied me. “That could not be.”

      “One of the shifters claims another has summoned power from the Great Ones.”

      “Power is fleeting. It matters little in the scheme of things.”

      She stared at the water, and I realized there was no reflection in it. The water moved but looked to be nothing more than a pool of darkness.

      “Torn is involved,” I said.

      She looked up. “The Watcher would not have intervened.”

      “I saw him. I—”

      “You saw nothing, Kate Michaels. You know nothing.”

      “Then help us understand,” I begged.

      Solera turned away from the small pool, putting her back to me. “I can tell you nothing that you want to hear.”

      Aron stiffened. I couldn’t tell, but it seemed to me that anger surged through him. Even though I didn’t know Aron all that well, I’d seen him tense up like that a few times, often enough that it told me he was either ready for an attack—or he worked to suppress a surge of anger.

      It was time for me to intervene before he did something he regretted, if he hadn’t already done that. Whatever promise he’d made to Solera was involved.

      Ignoring the way Bryan watched me, I stalked around the pool and positioned myself in front of her. “What is it? What aren’t you telling us? Why won’t you even help us with the shifters?”

      Solera regarded me with an edge of disdain. “You don’t even know, do you?”

      “Know what I am? What kind of magic I have? That’s part of the reason I’m here!”

      She held my gaze and I wanted to look away but couldn’t. “Do you even know what it is that you carry?” Her voice was soft, barely carrying to me.

      “It’s a demon sword.”

      She stared at me with irritation. “Demon. Yes. The mage council is quick to call them demons, though it’s because they don’t understand. And demon might be the translation that makes the most sense, even if it’s not fitting in the traditional way, and certainly not in the way of your religions.”

      “They’re not demons?” I looked back at Aron and he stared at Solera’s back, making a point of keeping his gaze fixed there and not on me. This wasn’t news to him. Which meant there was something that he knew that I didn’t.

      “What are demons but power, Kate Michaels?” Solera asked.

      “I don’t understand what you’re getting at.”

      She took a step toward me and her magic surged. It happened with a sweeping sensation that was both uncomfortable and pleasant at the same time. “You carry the Daemon Sword, and you don’t understand?”

      “Daemon?” I said the word the same way that she did, elongating the “a” sound, but it felt strange on my tongue. “I’ve seen the demons. I know how dangerous they can be.”

      “You’ve seen what they’ve sent across. Servants. That is all. They have a dangerous power, but the same can be said for all powers on the other side of the Veil. It’s through that power that we each coexist, carving out our own sections, Seelie, Unseelie, Daemon, Gorlash, Ancients, and the Dragon.”

      I struggled to keep up with what she was saying. I’d heard of the Seelie and Unseelie. They were fae, but they were opposing factions. And if the Daemon represented the demon kings, I had heard of them. Were the Ancients the gods Aron had mentioned? And what did the Gorlash and Dragon realms represent on the other side of the Veil?

      Did it have anything to do with what had happened with Ariel?

      “Why does this matter? Why are you so concerned about this sword? We took it off a demon who’d crossed the Veil, attacked the city—”

      “Attacked on behalf of his master,” she said softly.

      I stared at the blade. “This is one of the demon king’s swords?”

      “You hold it so easily as if you should know, as if he had sent you, but you don’t carry that power within you, not the way that I would have expected. Yet there’s power within you, Kate Michaels, the kind of power that I don’t often experience these days.”

      “What am I?” I whispered.

      As much as I might want to help Ariel, the answer to that was what I wanted to know more than anything. If I could discover the answer to that, maybe I could finally have peace with my magic.

      “That is a difficult answer.”

      “Why?”

      “You are something that should not be.”

      “Am I a demon?”

      Solera watched me for a moment and then turned her attention to the pool of water again, dipping her hand into the water and tracing it around in a circle. As she went, the water began to shimmer before clearing. A reflection appeared, but it wasn’t what I expected. Rather than a reflection from the trees overhead or of Solera, there was a deep forest looking nothing like what we’d walked through to get her. A mist clung to the ground and there looked to be a building made out of the trees.

      “What do you see when you look into the water?” Solera asked.

      “I see a forest. Not this forest.”

      Solera smiled. “Not this forest. No. This is but a pale reflection of a true forest.”

      “You mean compared to those on the other side of the Veil?”

      “The other side contains beauty that cannot be replicated on this side. There have been attempts, but none have ever succeeded. How could they replicate what took millennia to create?” She glanced up at me, watching with an intensity that reminded me of when I’d first me Aron. “And the fact that you are able to see beyond this pool of water tells me that you’re connected to the magic on the other side.”

      We had suspected that. From what Gran and Gramps had said, my mother had chased the kind of power that could only be found on the other side of the Veil. It would have been dangerous, and it likely had cost her life, but what if she had succeeded long enough to conceive me?

      If she had, I still didn’t understand how she’d managed to cross the Veil—and then return. From everything that I’d learned of the Veil, a crossing like that would have been impossible without having the necessary power to make it, and even an incredibly powerful mage wouldn’t have had enough magic to have actually crossed over the Veil. She would have needed help.

      Why hadn’t I ever considered that before? Probably for the same reason that I didn’t spend that much time thinking about my mother—or my father. There was no point.

      “If I’m connected to magic on the other side, why is that such a problem?”

      “There have been crossings before.”

      “Crossing over the Veil?”

      “Crossings between peoples of various power.”

      “Like between the fae?”

      Solera gave a mysterious smile. “Some within the Seelie court have crossed with mankind for many years. The mages have reaped the benefits, much like the others have benefited from the Unseelie, but that isn’t what I refer to.”

      What did she mean that the mages have reaped the benefits? Did mages use those who had been crossed with the fae? And what of the Unseelie?

      The Dark Council. That had to be it.

      “What is it?”

      “As you’ve heard, there are others on the other side who would love to gain access to this side.”

      “Like the demons.”

      “Daemons. If you must use a term, at least use one that doesn’t turn them into something they are not.”

      “I’ve seen them. They’re demons.”

      Solera tilted her head to the side, seemingly weighing me. “Yes. I suspect that you have seen them. You do carry a daemon sword, after all.”

      Did she know that we’d confronted the demon king? How would she have learned about that unless she had some connections within the mage council—or she had some way of feeling the crossing. Seeing how she could seemingly look across the Veil—and show others—I had to wonder if perhaps that weren’t possible.

      “I’ve told you about the sword.”

      “You’ve told me that you have it, but not how you managed to hold onto it. A daemon sword will search for its master, even on this side of the Veil.”

      I glanced back at Aron. He was watching but not saying anything. Had he known?

      There hadn’t been any evidence of the demon king coming after me since the last attack. And I suspected Aron would have been aware if there had been. At least Gran and Gramps would have learned.

      What if the sword viewed me as its master?

      There was no questioning I had been able to use the sword, and that with the sword, I had managed to help prevent the demon king from making the crossing. Was there something I could have done that would have set the sword for me?

      If that were the case, then I wouldn’t need to worry about the possibility that the demon king would come after me.

      “What if this sword has no master?”

      “That kind of weapon must have a master. If something happens to its master, it will search for another. That is part of its creation.”

      “By the daemons.”

      “By those who are as powerful as the daemons.”

      This just kept getting better and better. “Then it’s not a demon—sorry, daemon—sword.”

      “It is something else,” she said.

      “And what does this have to do with me?”

      “Everything, Kate Michaels. Have none questioned the fact that you were able to use the sword?”

      “Many people have questioned it,” I said softly.

      “Then you should have known to wonder what it means for you. The sword will find its master. And if that’s not you, then you must be ready for whoever the sword’s master might be.”

      She stood, pulling her hand away from its tracing of the water, and the image began to fade, disappearing altogether, before becoming nothing more than the rippling of water.

      Solera turned away and headed toward the trees.

      I hurried after her. “That’s it? That’s all that you’re going to tell us? What about the shifters? The Great Ones?”

      “There is nothing else that will help with what you must do. The Great Ones cannot escape, so there is no danger.”

      “Let’s say there is danger,” I said. “How do we stop them? How can I stop them?”

      Solera paused. “You would have someone else tell you? That isn’t how magic works on this side or the other. You must explore it in order to understand it, much as you must explore yourself in order to understand what you can be.”

      “What if I really did see Torn?”

      She stood perfectly still. Even the air around us seemed to hesitate, as if it were catching its breath. Everything seemed to pause. “You never said you saw him.”

      I needed to choose my words carefully. More than I had so far. What had Aron suggested? Trading information. Not making promises. That was the key to interacting with Solera. “I saw him when we went to learn what happened.”

      Her smile shifted, and the dangerous gleam in her eye didn’t change. Had I said something wrong?

      “Then you are lucky to be alive.”

      “Why? You called him the Watcher. What does that mean?”

      “If he’s involved, then perhaps there is more to fear than I have seen.” Solera studied me for a moment. “You know so little, yet you possess such power. It’s a shame that you won’t live to understand how to best utilize it.”

      She turned away from me, and as she headed into the forest, a debate warred within me. Did I go after her or should I return, lucky enough that nothing worse had happened to me? I don’t think that I’d made a promise that would force me to serve her, though I didn’t know with certainty. It was possible that I had said something that might be interpreted in a way that implied promise, despite every effort on my part not to do so.

      But we’d come here for answers. I couldn’t leave without obtaining them, which meant that I needed to chase her, even if it meant risking her wrath.

      When I caught up to her, I grabbed her arm. She jerked free and sent me spinning off to the side, blasting me with magic that trapped me to the ground. I tried to resist, struggling against the magic, but it held me pinned in place.

      This was different than the paralytic the dark mages used on me, a spell that I still had not been able to figure out. I was able to burn off that spell with my connection to magic, and while it wasn’t perfect, it did allow me to avoid having them hold me in place, at least when I was able to reach for my magic.

      The spell—or whatever it was—Solera used on me pressed me to the ground, holding me like a sheet stretched over me. A magical sheet that demanded I stay in place, unable to move.

      Solera stared down at me for a long moment, seemingly as if trying to determine if I would get up again. Did she think my magic would allow me to overpower her?

      I had some power—even those around me who had power kept making comments about that—but not so much that I suspected I would have the capability of overwhelming one of the fae.

      “Do not think to lay your hands on me,” she said.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to offend you; I just wanted to get your attention. Tell me about Torn. Tell me why you think I won’t live long enough to discover the answers I seek. Tell me—“

      Solera leaned close to me. “Tell you? Understanding doesn’t come in such a way. Do you think that I gained an understanding of your world by having someone tell me all about it? Do you think that I became the master of this place because someone told me how to do so? Do you think that I am here because someone shared with me a secret?”

      The spell pressing down on me eased and I was able to move, finally standing and dusting myself off. I had the sense that she didn’t want to hurt me, though I had the equal sense that she had every ability to do so if she wanted.

      “I don’t know where to go for understanding.”

      “That’s a better approach,” she said.

      “How do you expect me to discover what you’ve learned? You came from the other side of the Veil, and I don’t have the ability to do that.”

      She arched a brow at me. “Don’t you?”

      “Everyone has told me that crossing the Veil requires great power and that it’s dangerous.”

      “There you go again, relying on what everyone has told you. Do you not think to challenge those assertions?”

      I almost smiled. It was something similar to what I had learned while in medical school. But there, I was encouraged to believe and trust the physicians who came before me, to rely upon the knowledge they imparted, and to use that to make me a better doctor.

      Would there be anything like that for me to become a better mage—or whatever I was?

      “Are you suggesting that I could cross the Veil?”

      “I’m suggesting that the possibility exists that you might find what you’re looking for if you search in places you believe to be beyond you.”

      “The Veil isn’t just beyond me. If I crossed the Veil ignorant, what would happen to me?”

      “There’s only one way for you to know.”

      She turned away from me and this time I didn’t grab for her, having learned my lesson the last time.

      “Why are you here?”

      “For many reasons, but the easiest to explain is that I’m here for understanding.”

      “Understanding of what?”

      Smiled at me. “Understanding of many things.”

      “And Torn?”

      “If he’s here, then it’s for a different reason.”

      “What reason is that?” I asked as she neared the shadows between a pair of trees. I feared that if I didn’t get her to provide some answers to me now, I wouldn’t be able to get any from her.

      “One that is likely to be deadly.”

      She disappeared between the trees, almost as if the shadows swallowed her up. I walked, a part of me thinking that she would return, but she never did.

      Eventually I turned back, looking for Aron.

      What had I learned?

      We had come here for answers, and Solera hadn’t provided anything that would be of use to me, had she? I had learned that the demons weren’t exactly what I believed, but why would they want us to believe anything else about them?

      I needed to talk with Gran and Gramps.

      Did we have time to do that before trying to get to Ariel?

      I didn’t know whether we did or not. It was possible that I didn’t have that time and the longer that we waited, the more that we delayed, the more danger Ariel faced.

      I found Aron at the clearing. He watched me, and there was a flash of darkness across his eyes and a question that lingered.

      “What did you promise her?” he asked.

      “I made no promises. I was trying to find answers.”

      “Solera wouldn’t have provided any answers without exchange, and I could tell from the brief interactions you two had that she wasn’t in the mood to make such an exchange.”

      “She didn’t provide me any information. She wanted me to figure it out on my own.”

      “That sounds like her.”

      “She implied that I could cross the Veil.”

      “It’s possible that you could,” Aron said.

      “Possible?”

      “We know you have power that is more than simply a reflection of the power on the other side of the Veil.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      A spell built from Aron. With it, he created a shimmering energy that swirled around him. It was beautiful, but I suspected it was largely useless, merely a display of power rather than anything more than that. “The magic that we have here, the magic that mages possessed, is nothing more than a reflection of power. We have inherited our gifts, drawing from those with much greater power, but we are limited compared to real power.”

      “By real power, you mean the fae.”

      “I mean the fae. The fallen gods. The demons.”

      “Daemons.”

      “Fine. Use her term for it, but just because the fae have named it something else doesn’t take away what they are and what they have done over the years.”

      I studied Aron for a moment. The fact of the matter was that I didn’t know what the demons had done over the years. All I knew was what I had been told. Wasn’t that what Solera was asking me to do?

      “And what have the demons done over the years?”

      “There’s a reason the mage council formed the archers.”

      “Do you know what reason that is?”

      “Because the council has been attacked by demons over the years. They crossed the Veil, wanting nothing more than to weaken it, and to… I don’t know why you need me to tell you any of this. You saw what nearly happened when the demon king attempted a crossing. You’ve seen how powerful the demons can be. There’s no question how dangerous—and deadly—they are.”

      I sighed. “Solera wanted me to discover truths on my own, but I wonder if she was simply playing me.”

      “It’s possible that she was, but Solera often has different purposes than what we can understand. If she was playing you, it fits some goal of hers. I don’t know what her endgame would be, but if she refused to provide any information, and then chose to encourage you to question, it would…”

      Aron growled.

      “What is it?”

      “She wants to delay you.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know. By having you challenge everything that you’ve been told, she would delay your ability to pursue Ariel.”

      I didn’t think that was it. I hadn’t even told her anything about Ariel, so it seemed unlikely that what she told me had anything to do with it. All I told her about was Torn. And maybe telling her about that was enough. It was possible that hearing about Torn told her what I was after, but maybe there was more to it than that.

      “I need to see Gran and Gramps,” I said.

      “They aren’t in the city.”

      “You have some way of reaching them and, knowing my grandparents, they have some way of traveling quickly. Call them.”

      I could call them, but if I did, it wouldn’t carry the same urgency as if Aron called. Having one of the archers call and request they come to the cities would carry with it a different meaning than having their grandchild call and ask, regardless of what magical potential I might possess.

      “When we get off the island, I will call them.”

      “And then we’re going after Ariel. I don’t know what choice we have.”

      “You intend to have your grandparents come with us?”

      “Only if they want to.” Knowing them, they probably wouldn’t refuse, especially if they thought I might be in danger by going.
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      The car ride back to my condo was quiet. Aron drove like a maniac, as he often did, and we reached my building quickly. It was late in the evening, more time having passed than I realized, and as I climbed out, clutching my sword this time so I had it if it were needed, I realized Aron wasn’t getting out of the driver’s side.

      “Aren’t you going to come in?”

      “You wanted me to reach your grandparents.”

      “I did, but I didn’t realize that meant you had to drive off somewhere. Don’t you have some way of calling them? Or maybe some sort of magical way of reaching them?”

      “It’s not quite so simple,” Aron said.

      “Fine. Leave me with the shifter again.”

      “You’ll be fine with John. He’s devoted to Ariel, which makes him useful.”

      “What if he decides to leave before you get back?”

      “Then he leaves. You can’t stop him, and I don’t want him shifting in the city. There is enough difficulty for the council these days that we don’t need to deal with stories of shifters changing forms within the city.”

      “We?”

      “Fine. They.”

      I watched Aron for a moment. He served the mage council, but he had never really referred to himself as a part of it before. Either something had changed, or my understanding of his commitment to the council had been wrong.

      Could he have shared with them more about me?

      That didn’t fit with what I knew about Aron, but my understanding of him was limited.

      “Hurry back,” I said. I threw the door closed, probably harder than I needed to, and he sped off, spinning his tires as he streaked off down the road.

      I glanced up at my building. It was three stories, each story having several units and filled with people who had become something like family. Because of me, a dangerous target had been placed on this building. Aron might have placed protections upon it, but those protections could only do so much, and I didn’t want to draw attention to the kind people who lived near me.

      Maybe it was time for me to find another place.

      The only problem was that I didn’t want to find another place. I liked where I lived. It was close to the hospital and it was in walking distance of most places I needed to get, including public transportation. I could take the train pretty much throughout the city, and if I didn’t take the train, bus lines would get me where I wanted to go.

      I headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time, and threw my door open just as I realized something felt amiss.

      Power surged out from me without meaning to. It flowed through the sword, feeding the blade with a deep, purple coloration. A barrier formed around me. I stepped carefully into the room, closing the door behind me and wishing I had a way of sealing it closed the same way Aron did, but I needed to use my magic to create this barricade.

      “John?”

      The shifter didn’t answer.

      Could he have already left?

      The inside of my condo didn’t look damaged, with no signs of anything to suggest that there had been an attack here. I was becoming something of an expert on attacks in my home, and nothing looked out of place. The carpet had the regular lines across it from my Roomba, and I can only imagine what John might have thought watching my robotic vacuum work its way across the carpet, bouncing off furniture.

      That was if he were still here. There was the possibility that he had disappeared and had decided to go after Ariel. If he did, there wasn’t anything I would be able to do to stop him. Without his shifting ability, I wondered what he could do.

      He might still have access to his shifter magic. That would be valuable, even if he couldn’t change forms.

      As I stepped into the kitchen, I froze.

      John sat at the table, his shoulder dressing clean and recently changed. His shirt was off, revealing his muscular chest, and he looked almost as if he’d showered recently.

      Jen turned away from my fridge and smiled at me. She was dressed in jeans and a comfortable shirt, the kind of clothes that she often wore when she came over for a night in. The barrier faded.

      Shit. Had I agreed to a night of relaxation? I didn’t think so, but maybe I had.

      “Well. There you are.”

      My heart hammered. What was I going to say to her about this? There wasn’t anything I could say that would explain why I had one of our patients in my kitchen. The same patient who would have been broken out of the hospital.

      “How about a glass of wine?” she asked, pulling a bottle of Riesling from my fridge.

      “I don’t drink wine,” John said.

      “I think she was asking me,” I muttered. I made my way around the counter, grabbing glasses off the shelf and setting them on the counter. I stared blankly at them as Jen poured two full glasses. After the day that I’d had, maybe a glass of wine would do me good, though I didn’t want—and couldn’t afford—my mind to be foggy. I needed my wits about me if we were going to go after Ariel.

      “I came by to see if you wanted to have a drink and was a little surprised when your friend met me at the door.”

      “Jen—”

      She smiled and shook her head. “You keep things from me. I’ve known that for a while, and it’s not like I try to force you to tell me what you’re keeping from me, but this? Kate, you know what they’re saying at the hospital, don’t you?”

      I grabbed the glass and took a long sip. It was sweet—I generally preferred a more robust red, but Jen liked her wines sweet—and I grimaced as I swallowed. “What are they saying?”

      “That his brother came by. A man who looks an awful lot like your friend. They’re saying that he was with someone else, a dirty-looking woman.” She studied me, looking me from head to toe before shrugging. “I wouldn’t have figured that to be you. You’re usually pretty clean.”

      “We’d been up north,” I said. There was no use denying I had been there that night. I didn’t want to lie to Jen, not about this. She might not be plugged into the magical world, but she was my friend, and maybe now was the time to share more about me. It would’ve been nice to have had a choice in it, but seeing as how that didn’t seem to be the case, I would share as much as was possible.

      “Up north? Wait… We?”

      “Aron and me. He—” I nodded to John—“knows a friend of ours. The fact he came with a note asking for me was a sign she needed my help.”

      “And who is he?”

      “He is sitting right here,” John said.

      “Be quiet,” I said.

      John growled and Jen looked over at him, smiling widely. “He’s really quite sweet. I took the time to change his dressing—it’s really good that you have supplies here—and was a little surprised to see how well it already healed.”

      I hadn’t even seen how much John’s wound had healed. Considering that he was a shifter who hadn’t shifted, I didn’t expect him to heal, but maybe his connection to magic allowed him to restore himself anyway.

      “What’s going on here, Kate?”

      I took another drink of wine. “Trust me, Jen, you don’t want to know.”

      “That’s just it. I do want to know. You’re involved in something. Hell, you’re hiding a patient that you broke out of the hospital. And then there’s your friend. I remember when he first came to the ER, severely injured in a car crash, and he left AMA. What is it with you and all of these people who seem to recover much better than they should?” She leaned on the counter. “Are you in some sort of cult?”

      “I’m not in a cult,” I said.

      “Then what’s going on?”

      “There are things that I can’t really explain, not easily. Trust me, Jen, you don’t want to know.”

      “I’m having a hard time trusting you about anything right now. I’ve known you have secrets, but I always thought it was something to do with your parents. You never talk about them, and the two people you call your grandparents are far too young to be grandparents. It’s been going on for a while now.”

      “Ever since Aron came into my life,” I said.

      “Right. And like I asked, has he gotten you involved in some sort of cult? You do realize this is the behavior cultists do. They start to abandon their friends, lying to them, and then all sorts of weird shit begins to happen.”

      I certainly can’t deny weird things had been happening ever since I had met Aron, but the weirdness went back a lot further than that. “Take a seat, Jen.”

      “I’m not going to sit down until you tell me what’s been going on.”

      “You want to sit down so that I can tell you what’s been going on.”

      She glanced over at John, who simply sat at the table, saying nothing. I can only imagine what he might’ve said to her when she first appeared. It was lucky she hadn’t been attacked.

      “Why did you let her in?” I asked John as I took a seat across from him at the table.

      “She said she was your friend and that you worked with her.”

      “You didn’t think she was lying?”

      Jen watched me, a quizzical expression on her face.

      “I could smell that she was familiar with you.”

      “Hey! Is he saying that I stink?”

      “He’s not saying that at all,” John said.

      “He’s saying he could smell you on me. What does he think—there we’re some sort of couple?”

      Some twisted part of me thought it might be entertaining to let Jen continue to go down that pathway. It would be almost fun to torment her. But she needed to hear the truth—and she needed to hear it from me.

      “John is what’s known as a shifter. He has enhanced smell and probably sight.” I looked over at John, and he nodded. I hadn’t known for sure whether or not he did, so having that confirmed was helpful. Maybe he could be of more use even if he was injured. We could benefit from his nose and eyesight.

      Jen stared at me. “You want me to believe that this man is some sort of shape shifter? Like a werewolf?”

      John grunted. “Not a werewolf. They can only come out at a full moon.”

      “Right. I forgot my horror movies.”

      “I’m telling you the truth.”

      “If this is some sort of weird initiation for your cult, you can count me out. I thought maybe if you had some deal where you had access to hot guys, I might be interested, but if it’s going to mean that I have to dress up in a wolf costume…”

      I sighed. I couldn’t even prove that John was a shifter, especially since he couldn’t do it in my home. If we were outside of my building, maybe he could change, but even then, I wasn’t certain he would be able to fully transform.

      But he didn’t need to. All he needed to do was elongate his jaw, perhaps show her his claws, something that would prove he was what I claimed.

      “Come with me,” I said, motioning for her to follow me out of the kitchen. I nodded to John. I needed him to come too. “Both of you.”

      We headed out of my condo and I closed the door behind us, locking it. Jen eyed me strangely for a moment but followed me without saying anything else. When we reached the end of my hallway and started up the stairs, I realized John still wasn’t wearing a shirt.

      “It’s going to be a little chilly out,” I said.

      “I’ll manage.”

      “The wind nearly took my breath away when we were out on the water earlier,” I said.

      “You were out on what water?” Jen asked.

      “I went with Aron. We needed to find someone out on Lake Minnetonka.”

      “You went where?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “It’s just a little chilly.”

      “That’s like saying your friend Aron is just a little hot. I can imagine what it would be like out of the water on a day like today. And now I know this has to be some sort of cult.”

      I shot her an annoyed look that she ignored, flashing me a smile.

      We reached the top of the stairs and I pushed the door open, letting us get out onto the roof of my building. The residents were allowed out here, and quite a few of the older residents would grow a garden. I never really had the time for that, so didn’t spend as much time up here as some of my neighbors, but I had gone up from time to time, if only to take in the view.

      Jen wrapped her arms around herself, looking from me to John. “What’s this about? What did you need to bring me out here—up here—for?”

      “Show her,” I said to John.

      “I’m not some sort of show animal for you.”

      “Do this for me. We’ve already told you what we’re going to do for Ariel.”

      “Ariel? Do you have someone in your sex cult that dresses up like the Little Mermaid?”

      John growled at her. “Watch what you say, you.”

      “Apparently he plays the role of Prince Eric.”

      I snorted and covered my mouth with my hands, not wanting to anger John any more than we had. I needed him to cooperate, if only so that I could prove to Jen that I wasn’t crazy. And that I wasn’t in a sex cult, though I wasn’t surprised her mind had gone there.

      “Do this, John.”

      He took a deep breath and I worried he might refuse, but slowly he began to shift.

      It started with the rippling of his flesh around his cheeks, and his jaw began to elongate and his ears began to change, pointing upward into his wolf shape. When he had shifted partway, he cried out. It was a painful scream, and it pierced the night.

      He snapped back into his human form.

      “What of the hell was that?” Jen asked.

      I hurried over to John and touched his shoulder. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “You started to transform, but something pained you. You weren’t even shifting your shoulder.”

      “No. It’s as if I began to transform, but there was something that restricted my ability to do so.”

      I was under the belief I had somehow helped him, but what if that wasn’t the case? What if my attempt to heal him had somehow damaged his magic?

      That wasn’t what I had wanted to do, and while I believed I had helped—he was still alive—my inexperience using magic in the way I had been forced to do so made it possible I hadn’t been able to be of aid.

      “Do you think you could push through it?”

      “It’s possible,” he started, though the hesitation in his voice suggested that even if it were possible, the howl I had heard meant he would suffer significant pain were he to try.

      “You didn’t even get to trying to transform when you were injured, did you?”

      John breathed out heavily. “No.”

      “Hey, remember me?” Jen asked, stepping up next to us. “What is this? What sort of special effects are you doing here?” She looked around, scanning the rooftop. “This has to be some sort of prank, doesn’t it?”

      “No prank.”

      “So… he’s really a shape shifter?”

      “I think he’d prefer to be called a wolf shifter, but I’ll leave it up to him to critique what you call him.”

      “That’s not funny, Kate.”

      “I know it’s not funny, and this isn’t how I wanted to tell you.”

      “You were going to tell me?” When I didn’t answer, she shook her head. “How is it that you know him? Wait… How is it that you know any of this?” She frowned. “Are you one of them, too? Did he bite you or something?”

      John growled again. He really did need to work on having a different response to frustrations, but taking him out of the north woods and dragging him to my home might have been too much for him.

      “I don’t think it works like that.” I glanced over at John. “Does it work like that?”

      He shook his head. “Did you get your magic when someone bit you?”

      “You have magic?” Jen asked.

      I sighed. Holding out my hands, I pushed out my connection to magic, forming a barrier around me. It created a bit of a shell, an invisible form that surrounded me, and I began to push out with that, pressing against Jen, sending the connection of my magic toward her.

      “Try to reach for me.”

      Jen pressed her arm out, straining for me, but the barrier prevented her from getting too close. Her eyes widened, and then she tapped on it. There was a strange sizzle, sparks that formed where she touched, and then they disappeared. “What is this?”

      “I called a barrier. It’s a way of protecting myself from other magical creatures.”

      “Are you trying to tell me that I’m a magical creature?”

      “No, but it works against non-magical people, too.”

      I released the connection to the magic. I didn’t want to hold onto it too long, and certainly not out in the open like this. There were others in the city who had a connection to magic, and while Aron might be willing to protect me—and defend me when it came down to it—I couldn’t rely on him saving me if I made a mistake and exposed myself to someone else who had power.

      “This is what you’ve been hiding from me?”

      “Would you have believed me?”

      “When you do something like that, I guess I would have. Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      “I wouldn’t have told you now if I didn’t have to.”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you. You’ve been a great friend to me over the last few years. A best friend. It’s…” Jen wouldn’t understand. She couldn’t understand. I’m not sure that were the situations reversed, I would understand. Nothing about what I was and what I could do made sense to someone outside of the magical world. It was impossible, but at the same time, it wasn’t. Magic had its roots in everything around us, and all of the mythology within our world had roots in real magic. “The kind of things that I can do are not technically permitted.”

      “By some sort of magical police? Are you an evil sorcerer?”

      “Not a sorcerer, but my magic isn’t allowed by the mage council.”

      “Right. And they get to decide who can use magic.”

      “When you have family who belongs to the council, they do.”

      “Family… Your grandparents?”

      “My grandmother.” John was watching me, and I needed to be nearly as careful with him as I was with Jen. She didn’t understand many of the things I would be telling her, but he would. I wasn’t sure how much the council wanted out about its members.

      “Anyway, I grew up thinking I had what is called dark magic. It turns out I don’t, but I still don’t know exactly what I am.”

      “What makes your magic dark?”

      “It’s not dark magic.” It felt strange defending it, especially as I had spent so much time believing that was what I had. It wasn’t dark, and even if it was, I’d seen from the dark mages I’d met that even their connection wasn’t necessarily dark the way the council would have others believe. “But there’s something about the type of magic I use. It’s the nature of the spells they draw upon that makes it dark.”

      “She didn’t tell you,” John said.

      I turned my attention to him. “She didn’t. I get the sense that’s not her way.”

      “Ask the archer what her way is. He as much as anyone knows what her way is.”

      I didn’t like the connotation in that, but then again, I suspected John was right. Aron did know things about Solera and had a connection to her that I didn’t fully understand. Maybe it was the same connection the man who’d ferried us across the lake had to her, or maybe it was something else.

      “Can we get off the roof?” Jen asked, shivering.

      I headed to the door and guided us back down the stairs. When we reached my doorway, I started to open it but felt a tingle of magic. I held my hand up and Jen pushed up against me.

      “What is it?” she whispered.

      “Someone’s using magic nearby. I shouldn’t be able to detect it on the other side of the door, but…”

      “You can detect magic used around you? That’s so cool!”

      “I’m not sure that cool describes what I can do, but it has been useful, especially lately.”

      I wished I had a better handle on what I detected of magic so I could understand what it was—and who it was—on the other side of the door. It didn’t feel as if there was anything threatening to me, but what if that was wrong? What if I misread the situation and ended up getting attacked the moment I pushed the door open?

      I had to trust that wasn’t going to happen.

      When opened the door, I found my grandparents.

      Gran and Gramps sat on the couch, each with a glass of wine in hand. Gramps jumped to his feet the moment I entered, heading toward me and coming to a stop when he realized that Jen and John were with me.

      “Katie?”

      “Where is Aron?” I asked.

      “The archer is in the kitchen,” John said.

      Jen turned to him. “You said something about that before. Is he some sort of hunter with the bow and arrow?”

      John glanced over at me and I waved them on, wanting them to get into the kitchen as quickly as possible. I didn’t need to deal with the possibility of my grandparents raising questions too soon.

      When they left us alone, I stood in front of Gran. I could feel disappointment radiating off her. Gramps stood off to the side, fidgeting as he often did when Gran was like this. She had always been the disciplinarian, and learning that she sat on the council wasn’t much of a surprise, especially considering the way she had been when I was growing up.

      “You brought a shifter into your home. And now you’ve revealed yourself to someone outside of the magical world.”

      She didn’t raise her voice, but then again, Gran didn’t need to. Her words hung in the air, leaving me wanting to fidget the same way Gramps had been.

      “I didn’t bring the shifter into my home, that was Aron. And a series of events revealed this to Jen.”

      “A series of events that had to do with the shifter?”

      I nodded.

      “Katie, what are you doing?” Gramps asked.

      “I thought I was trying to understand who and what I am,” I said.

      “Not that. What are you doing getting involved with the shifters?”

      I told them about how John had come to the ER with my name on a note, and Gran sat there, stone-faced and staring at me, leaving me wondering what she was thinking. I hated when she got like this. It was impossible to know what was in her mind and there was always the sense that I disappointed her.

      “And so you called out to the archer.”

      “I called out to someone I knew had connections within the shifter world. I wanted to get answers.”

      “You could have reached out to us.”

      “If I would’ve, the council gets involved.”

      It was more than that, though. I didn’t necessarily care whether or not the council was involved. It was an opportunity to contact Aron, and I couldn’t deny that had been as appealing as anything else. I had wanted a chance to call him and had reached out to him immediately.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have. But then, Aron had been the one who had introduced me to Ariel in the first place. If anyone would have been able to understand what was taking place with the shifters, it would be him.

      “You ended up needing to get the council involved regardless,” Gran said.

      “I didn’t want to. Had I any other choice, I wouldn’t have.”

      Gramps looked into the kitchen. “What are we going to do, Cyn?”

      “You mean about Jen? I trust her. She’s not going to say anything.”

      I worried they had some way of wiping her mind. I had no interest in having my best friend face a magical attack because of her connection to me. Not only didn’t she deserve that, but it was possible that if they did try to use magic on her, they would erase some of her memories, and when it came to practicing medicine, we needed all of our memories. It was our cumulative knowledge that made us effective healers.

      “You don’t know she won’t say anything,” Gran said.

      “I know my friend.”

      “Why did you really call us here?” Gramps asked, putting himself between me and Gran. Always the peacemaker, and even now he did it, though I knew he didn’t agree with my decisions.

      “A couple of reasons. I need your help with something.”

      “Involving the shifters,” Gran said.

      “Possibly. Did Aron tell you nothing on your way here?”

      “Aron sent the request and said you needed us, but he didn’t tell us anything about why and what you needed us for.”

      This would be a whole lot easier if Aron had helped, but then again, maybe I needed to be the one to ask. “I need you to tell me about the council and demons.”

      Gran frowned. “You know all about the council and demons. You’ve encountered them far more than any mage not on the council has.”

      “It’s more than just about the existence of the demons. I’m asking about why has the council continued to battle demons?”

      “Katie?”

      I glanced over at Gramps. “What would happen if the council didn’t attack demons?”

      “What’s this about?” he asked.

      “Aron brought me to see someone who might be able to provide answers about what kind of magic I have.”

      “Who?” Gran asked.

      “Solera.”

      Gran got to her feet. “You went with the archer to see Solera?”

      I glanced from Gran to Gramps. “He thought she might have information for me.”

      “I’m sure she did. At least, I’m sure she wanted you to believe she did.” Gran shook her head. “We should have done a better job with you, Katie. We should have made sure you understood who you were and how you fit into the rest of the magical world, and I think not doing so did you a disservice.”

      “You tried. It wasn’t until the attack—”

      Gramps sighed. “We’ve always suspected there was something more than simply dark magic to you, Katie. It’s part of the reason we asked Derek to watch over you.”

      “And now you don’t have Derek watching over me. Does that bother you?”

      “Should it?” Gramps asked.

      “He told me how you found him. Did you sneak him away so that he could continue to spy on someone else?”

      “Be careful, Katie,” Gramps said.

      “Why would I need to be careful? I’m asking you a question about the people you’ve surrounded me with. It’s almost as if you don’t want me to know what kind of magic I have.”

      “Do you believe we would have kept that from you?” Gran asked.

      “I believe that you would if you thought I might do something foolish with the knowledge of who I was.”

      “Such as going to Solera. You’ve proven exactly what we feared.”

      Voices from the kitchen caught my attention. It drew me back to the real reason we were here and what we needed to get done. I didn’t need to be arguing with Gran and Gramps about what they might or might not have known about my magic.

      “You might not have wanted me to go to Solera, but she knows something. And she raised a good point. She warned me that I couldn’t count on people providing information to me and that I needed to go in pursuit of it myself.”

      “To find out what you’re looking for, you would need to go—“

      “Beyond the Veil,” I said.

      They stared at me, and I had the sense that neither of them knew quite what to say. I had no intention of crossing over the Veil, not without having some assurances I would be able to return. There was no reason for me to go, not when I still had so much on this side of the Veil that needed to be done. I needed to finish my residency. I needed to take on a real job. I needed to get away from magic altogether.

      But was that what I wanted?

      The answer should have been easy, but it wasn’t, not like I thought it would be. Magic I had feared and run from all these years now appealed to me. Maybe it shouldn’t have, but understanding who I was and what I could do had value.

      And even that had to wait until we figured out what had happened to Ariel. Torn was involved somehow. That was what Solera had suggested, though not in so many words.

      “Ariel was taken. She was challenged and failed, and from what John tells me, the challenge was not an acceptable challenge to the shifters.”

      “That shouldn’t matter,” Gran said. “Even if there was something we could do, we—and by that, I mean the council—can’t get involved in shifter affairs. That was part of the treatise we agreed to with them. They have their own autonomy, the same way the mage council has its own autonomy.”

      “And yet Ariel came to help when one of the council was in danger.”

      “Ariel came when one of the Carters was in danger,” Gran said. “Protecting the Veil sits above all other priorities, even that of your pack or the council.”

      “And what would happen if Ariel fell?”

      “Another would replace her,” Gramps said.

      “Would they be named Carter, too?”

      “We don’t determine the line of succession. That is up to the shifters, much the same way that the line of succession within the mage council is determined by our people,” Gramps said.

      “She needs my help. She sent for me, and I intend to go and see what I might be able to do to help her.”

      “You would go in and disrupt the treatise?” Gran asked.

      “How would I disrupt anything? I’m not on the council, and I’m not even a mage. I wouldn’t be able to do anything that would disrupt the treatise. That’s why I needed you to come.”

      “You want us to go with you?” Gramps asked.

      I nodded.

      “We can’t,” Gran said. “We’ve already explained the reason why, so don’t ask us to do so again.”

      “Even if it means finding Torn?”

      Her eyes narrowed. She recognized that name, the same way Solera had.

      Whoever he was had the attention of my grandparents, much the same way he had Solera’s attention.

      “Did your shifter friend tell you he was there?” Gran asked carefully.

      “He did.”

      She breathed out slowly and glanced over at Gramps. “Then it couldn’t be him.”

      “Couldn’t be? I saw him,” I said.

      “You saw Torn?” Gran asked.

      “Your reaction is the same as Solera’s. Both of you seem shocked by the possibility that I would come across him. Which tells me there’s something extraordinary about him. She called him the Watcher, and I have the sense that he’s somehow different than even the Great Ones John fears.”

      “The Great Ones are involved as well?” Gran asked.

      “According to John they are.”

      Gran stared at me, her mouth pressed into a tight line. “It seems as if you’ve convinced us to go with you,” she said.

      “Why? What part did the convincing?”

      “Does it matter?” she asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Just know that we will come with you. We will offer whatever protection we can. But we can’t get involved in the transition of power among the shifters.”

      “You’re only going to try to find Torn.”

      When she didn’t answer, I knew that was what motivated her, even if I didn’t quite know why. And before we could go, though, I had something to resolve.
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      “Where are you taking me?” Jen asked.

      It was late and darkness had long since fallen, wrapping the city in a shroud of shadows that consumed it. I wondered where magic users were in the city, and though I knew there would be places scattered around the city, I wasn’t privy to them, not the same way my grandparents were.

      Hell, I didn’t even know where my grandparents stayed when they came to the city or, for that matter, how they managed to get here as quickly as they did. As far as I knew, they were still stationed in Chicago, and it should take much longer to reach Minneapolis than the short period of time it had taken them. Maybe mages had some way of teleporting themselves straight out of a sci-fi movie, but if they did, why hadn’t I seen Aron using that ability before?

      “If we’re going north, I want to check something first.”

      “Way out here?” She gripped her steering wheel and looked around. Jen drove a small Volkswagen, and it was a nice car, though not as nice as what Aron preferred. She usually accused me of using her for her car, and while that wasn’t completely untrue most of the time, this time I definitely was. I needed transportation and I wasn’t willing to ask Aron or my grandparents for it, choosing instead to sneak out while they were planning what they would do when we reached the shifters. They would not approve of what I intended.

      “There’s someone out here I want to find.”

      “Another someone? Is this your magical friend again?”

      “This has nothing to do with Aron. He’d be angry if he knew I came out here without him.” Especially since the last time I’d come out here, I’d been captured and had required Derek’s assistance to escape.

      “You’re going to put me up against your magical police?”

      “They’re not magical police.”

      “Whatever they are. I don’t want to get in trouble with them.”

      “You won’t get in trouble. You don’t have any magic, so they wouldn’t do anything to you.”

      She didn’t need to know the council might try something if they discovered she was here with me. I wasn’t sure quite what they might do, only that I doubted very much they approved of the idea of someone outside of the magical world getting dragged into it the way I was dragging Jen. Not only did she know about shifters and mages, now I was going to introduce her to dark mages?

      But she didn’t have any preconceived bias against them, not like Gran and Gramps.

      We reached the warehouse, following the streets Derek and I had taken as we drove away. As we neared, the sense of magic emanating from it told me we were in the right place.

      Jen put the car into park outside of a garage door and looked over at me. “Are you sure this is where you want me to be?”

      “This is where I need to be. You can stay out here if you want.”

      “You want to leave me in the middle of these warehouses at night? Are you trying to get me attacked?”

      “It’s not going to be much better in there.”

      “I thought this was a friend of yours.”

      “More like a contact.”

      “Now you’re a spy? First I thought you were in a sex cult; now this? I’m beginning to wonder if maybe all of this is a dream. Not a good one, either. Were it a dream, that shape shifter friend of yours would’ve been completely naked.”

      “Gross,” I said.

      “Hey, I can’t help it that he’s attractive.”

      “He’s quite a bit older than you.”

      “Like your magical friend?”

      I hadn’t told her how old Aron was, though I didn’t know his age, either. Those weren’t the sort of questions you asked a mage, and most definitely not a mage like Aron. Even if he were willing to answer, I didn’t know what the point would be in attempting to question him on that. It wouldn’t change anything.

      “Yeah, Aron is a little bit older than me. And if you want to see John naked, just wait until he shifts. There’s all sorts of nudity then.”

      She grinned at the idea of John naked. “If what you said is true, magic slows the aging process. He looks barely into his twenties, which means he’s what forties? Fifties? Either way, what’s that compared to that delicious shape shifter?”

      I shook my head. Maybe I really shouldn’t have brought Jen into contact with the magical world. She might do more harm to them than they could do to her. “Just be careful and stay by me.”

      I grabbed the sword as I got out of the car, pulling it from its bundle of blankets. Sneaking it out of my condo had been difficult, but that was what Jen was for.

      “I still can’t believe you have a sword.”

      “You don’t want to know where I got it, either.”

      We made our way to the door leading into the warehouse. There was a complicated-looking keypad, and I rested my hand on it, letting a surge of magic flow through me and into it. It was possible nothing would work, not against dark mages who likely had some way of protecting their electronics from people like me.

      But then, there weren’t all that many people like me. The mages wouldn’t have any reason to think to defend themselves against someone with my bizarre mix of magic.

      The keypad sizzled and the door clicked open.

      At least I had that going for me.

      We stepped into the warehouse. There was something surreal about coming in here, especially as last time I been here, I had been bound and held by the paralytic in the back of the van, forced to accompany the dark mages. Now I came of my own accord, dragging a friend of mine who had no ability to defend herself against any kind of magic, into a place where men and women of uncertain intentions awaited. It was really quite amazing that Jen was even willing to accompany me.

      “Where are we going?” she whispered.

      “The back of the warehouse.”

      “What’s back there?”

      “Danger,” I said.

      “Great. I love danger. You know, some would say it’s my middle name. That’s why I got into medicine, because I thrive on danger. It’s the kind of thing I—”

      “Jen?” I whispered her name, resting my hand on her arm. “You’re babbling.”

      She nodded. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’m uncomfortable. Probably more uncomfortable than I realized.”

      “Like I said, you could wait in the car.”

      “At night. And you claim that men and women who can use magic are all around us.”

      I nodded.

      “Then I’m staying. I’d rather be with you than sitting there alone.”

      We continued into the warehouse. There wasn’t much light—certainly not enough to easily see, but I knew the warehouse was essentially empty other than a few pillars that would block our way. From here, if we headed to the back left, we would find the door leading to the offices. That was where we needed to go.

      I held my hand on Jen, keeping her with me, and I realized as I did that she stumbled around quite a bit more than I did. There were shades of gray within the warehouse, but the longer we were here, the more those shades of gray resolved into something I could make out.

      “How do you even know where you’re going?” she whispered.

      “I’ve been here before.”

      “By yourself?”

      “No. I was captured and dragged here. Derek was here, so he—”

      “Derek?”

      She said his name too loudly, and it practically echoed off the walls.

      I should’ve known better. Jen didn’t know that Derek was a mage, and now I’d gone and revealed that.

      Why was I so good with regulations when it came to medicine but so bad when it came to the expectations of privacy within the magical world?

      “We can talk about that later.”

      “Is that why he left?”

      “I don’t know why he left. You’ll have to ask him.”

      “Bitter, much?”

      Was I bitter? I didn’t think so, and I understood why Derek had left, and even understood why he felt the need to leave, though it didn’t change that I missed having him around. “Let’s talk about this later,” I whispered.

      There hadn’t been any other sounds, so Jen’s sudden scream must not have been heard. Either that or they had us surrounded. If that were the case, there wasn’t much I could do. Just to be safe, I pulled on my magic and formed a barrier around Jen and me. I should’ve done that the moment we reached the warehouse.

      Why hadn’t I? Maybe it was because I didn’t really fear the dark mages, not after what we’d been through.

      They were afraid of the mage council. That was why they acted the way they did. There was nothing particularly evil about dark mages, no more than there was anything evil about the mage council. The name sounded terrible, but if they rebranded…

      I shook those thoughts out of my head. I needed to stay focused.

      We reached the door at the back of the room. I pressed my hand on it. Magic burned within it, sending cold streaking along my spine. There was a spell in the door, and I suspected that the moment I threw the door open, mages from the Dark Council would be” aware of our presence.

      Would they attack?

      Wouldn’t I if someone suddenly appeared in my home?

      This wasn’t the right way to approach.

      There had to be an alternative.

      I took a few steps back and focused on my magic, wondering if I could do anything to it to make it light up. It didn’t have to be anything dramatic, only enough so that my spell was visible to any of the dark mages who might pop out and find me.

      The barrier began to glow softly with a faint purplish color. It shimmered and gradually began to shift into blue, and then brightened, becoming white.

      I wasn’t entirely certain what I was doing, only that the magic seemed to respond to what I wanted from it. At least it was easier than trying to memorize a bunch of spells that Gran and Gramps had attempted to teach me when I was younger.

      “What are you doing?” Jen asked.

      “If we sneak in here, we’re going to basically invite an attack.”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted?”

      “I don’t want an attack. I want help.”

      “I thought you said these were the bad guys.”

      “They have been, but I think they’ve been mostly misunderstood.”

      Jen looked over at me and shook her head. “You really aren’t anything like the person I thought you were.”

      “I’m the same person.”

      “We’ll see. Then again, I never knew my best friend was in a sex cult without inviting me.”

      “It’s not a sex cult—”

      Magic began to build. Whatever I’d done had attracted the attention of the Dark Council.

      This was a terrible idea, but I wasn’t sure what other options I had. As the sense of magic approached, I instinctively built my own, drawing it through me, before hesitating. I didn’t want the Dark Council to recognize I was holding onto magic and worry I had come to attack them.

      Reluctantly I lowered my defenses.

      “Kate?” Jen whispered.

      The door opened with another surge of magic before I could say anything. I stood armed only with my sword, everything within me tensed.

      Darvish held his hands out in front of him, magic flowing through him. He was thin and muscular and had the lithe sort of movement of someone who had trained in the martial arts his entire life. He held onto power and his spell sizzled away from him, creating a barricade between he and I.

      His gaze took in Jen and me quickly, but his control over magic never changed. He was ready for the possibility he might need to attack.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      “I came to ask for your help.”

      He eyed me suspiciously. He glanced past me, looking into the darkness of the warehouse before his attention returned to me. “Where is the archer?”

      “He didn’t come.” I hesitated a moment. “He doesn’t know I came.”

      That might be foolish of me to admit, but if I didn’t share that with Darvish, it was unlikely he’d be willing to help. Darvish was a skilled dark mage, and I had felt the effects of his paralytic firsthand. That wasn’t the reason I came, but I wouldn’t be opposed to understanding more about the spell and learning whether I could use something similar.

      “I’m not foolish enough to believe you would come alone.”

      I nodded to Jen. “I’m not alone.”

      “You brought another mage with you?”

      I stared at him, unblinking. “Are you going to let us in or would you like us to have this conversation here?”

      “I’m not exactly sure what sort of conversation you want to have, so I am hesitant to allow you anywhere.”

      “Just let me in, Darvish. I saved your life, remember?”

      “After you were the one who placed it in danger.”

      “You don’t get to blame me for that. You were the one who attacked me in the first place. Had you not, I would’ve had no reason to unleash the gorgon on you.”

      Darvish studied me for a moment, his dark eyes narrowing as he did. Magic built from him, and it washed over me and then Jen. I waited, half-expecting he would push out with his paralytic spell, prepared for the possibility I would have to fight it off. That had been the biggest thing I’d feared in coming here. It wasn’t so much I feared facing the dark mages; it was the effect of the paralytic. It left me helpless, and I hated that sensation. I hated feeling as if I couldn’t move. I hated the fact that they had complete control over me when the paralytic took hold.

      His spell faded and he took a step back. “You really are unprepared.”

      “Why is that?”

      “You brought someone without any magic here?”

      I moved closer to Jen. How did he know? “Are you so certain she doesn’t have any magic?”

      “We have ways of detecting it.”

      “Can you detect it from me?”

      Darvish stared at me. His magic washed over me again. I resisted the urge to lash out. When it faded, he shook his head. “We’ve never been able to detect it from you.”

      “How do you know she’s not like me, then?”

      He frowned. “There aren’t many like you.”

      He turned and headed down the hall. The comment was something of a compliment, but at the same time, it left me wondering whether there was something Darvish and the other dark mages knew about my magic. I hated the feeling that there were so many who understood my magic while I remained ignorant. Then again, it might be nothing more than his recognition that my magic was different than theirs.

      “How did you save him? Did he come into the ER?” Jen asked as we followed Darvish down the hallway.

      “Nothing like that. I just removed a magical sucking creature from him.”

      “There are creatures like that?”

      “There are creatures like you wouldn’t believe,” I said.

      We passed along the room where I’d seen the banks of computers the last time I was here, and Darvish continued on to the door at the far end. When he entered, I couldn’t help but pause before I followed. This new room looked nothing like the others. It could pass for the living room of any well-appointed house. For one thing, the entire room was carpeted, unlike the hard cement floor found throughout the rest of the warehouse. Walls were finished and painted rather than metal sheeting. Two rich chocolate-colored leather sofas faced each other in the center of the room. A fireplace crackling with warmth radiated heat into it. Bookshelves lined one wall, crammed with books.

      “Don’t just stand there. Enter, Kate Michaels. And friend.”

      Darvish had joined Barden on the left side of the room. Whereas Darvish continued to hold onto his magic, the spell from him remaining powerful, Barden held no sense of magic. Either he relied upon Darvish to protect him or he simply didn’t believe I was much of a threat.

      I glanced over to the door and realized there was another possibility. When I had been here before, they had placed protections around the room and it had been difficult for Derek and me to remove those protections to escape. They probably had something similar set now.

      “Who is he?” Jen whispered.

      Barden smiled. He strode forward, stretching out his hand and taking Jen’s in his. He leaned forward in a cordial bow and brought her hand up to his lips, kissing it.

      “I am Barden Leifan.”

      “Jen Stone.”

      “Ah, Ms. Stone. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      I waited for Jen to correct him, but she didn’t. “It’s Dr. Stone,” I said.

      Barden released her hand and glanced over at me. “A colleague of yours, then?”

      “She is.”

      “Is she another… mage… much like you?”

      There was value in having them believe that Jen might be a mage, but at the same time, I didn’t need some reason for them to be antagonistic. “Jen isn’t without her talents.”

      Barden tipped his head toward her as he looked her over. He appeared no older than forty, but considering the magical power he possessed, I suspected he was double that. “I wouldn’t be surprised at all.”

      Gross.

      Jen was lapping up the attention, as she often did. Maybe bringing her with me was a mistake, but I hadn’t wanted to come alone and didn’t really think the Dark Council would harm me, though it was still possible they would. And if they did, I would have placed Jen in danger because of my foolishness.

      “Can we talk?” I asked.

      “Is that not what we’re doing?”

      “That’s what we’re doing, but I was hoping we could take a seat and have a real conversation.”

      Barden motioned for us to follow him to the two sofas. I sank into one. It was incredibly comfortable. With a sofa this comfortable, I might never make it back to my bed.

      “Why have you come here, Kate Michaels?”

      All hint of mirth had departed his tone, and he sat on the edge of the sofa, clearly aware that it would be too easy for him to sink back and be comfortable. I let out a heavy sigh and scooted to the end of the cushion, perching forward the same way he was. I needed to maintain my edge and not relax too much. “Like I told Darvish. I need your help.”

      “Interesting. What would you need my help with?”

      This was the part of my plan I was less certain of. Asking for help from the Dark Council was one thing, but revealing too much had different risks. But then, the Dark Council would understand the value of the Veil, especially after they had experienced what had nearly crossed. I still had my suspicions about the Dark Council and the source of their so-called dark magic and intended to have those answered in time, but for now, I believed we needed both the Dark Council and members of the mage council for us to be successful in saving Ariel.

      There was nothing to do but tell the truth.

      “I need you, and you,” I started, flickering my gaze to Darvish, “for help in rescuing the shifter alpha Ariel from a challenger that poses great danger to those of us on this side of the Veil.”

      Barden looked at me before barking out a laugh. “That’s not at all what I expected.” His laughter died out. “And why should I be willing to help?”

      “You need the Veil maintained the same way the mage council does. You don’t want what exists on the other side to come across.”

      Barden leaned forward, his smile spreading playfully across his mouth. “And what makes you think we don’t? As you have seen, there are members of the Dark Council who are willing to summon beings from the other side.”

      “You told me you weren’t with her.”

      Barden leaned back, spreading his hands out to either side. “Weren’t we?”

      I had come here under the belief that Barden hadn’t been a part of that, that he didn’t want to have conflict with the mage council, and that the peace that had existed in the months since our last encounter had been somewhat my doing, forced by the need for some semblance of peace and an interest on both parties for it.

      What if I had been wrong?

      I didn’t think that I was, just as I didn’t think I was in any danger. No magic built from Barden or Darvish, and regardless of the protections that were placed around this room, they would be using magic if they really intended something. I wasn’t in any immediate danger, and so didn’t need to fear what they might do.

      Their unwillingness to help might be more about self-preservation than anything else. The Dark Council had feared the mage council for so long, fearing the possibility of burning off their abilities, and as far as I knew, that had ceased since the last battle.

      Or hadn’t it?

      “I don’t think you were. And I think you recognize the mage council has stopped their attacks on the Dark Council. If they hadn’t, you would have moved your headquarters.” This was a headquarters of some sort, though I wasn’t entirely certain how they used it. The computers were important somehow, as was the fact that they had established such a presence here. If they were more afraid of the mage council, they would have moved after their discovery, but they hadn’t. They had stayed, which meant that the truce between the mage council and the Dark Council had held, if nothing else.

      “My business dealings require us to remain here.”

      “What sort of business dealings?”

      Barden smiled. “Nothing that need bother you. While the mage council might acquire wealth over generations, those of us on the Dark Council aren’t quite so lucky. We have other ways.”

      Jen barked out a laugh before glancing at me. “What? He’s a mob boss, Kate.”

      I blinked, expecting Barden to deny it, but he didn’t. “Is that what you are?”

      “I might have some less scrupulous business dealings. We all have to earn a living, don’t we, Dr. Michaels?”

      The idea of the Dark Council running some sort of underworld made me laugh. The mage council didn’t care for them because of their magic, not because of their business. “

      “The council has left you alone. And now they need your help.”

      “We will see, won’t we?” Barden asked. “If that’s all, I will have to ask you to leave. We have no intention of helping the mage council maintain their position of authority over the Veil. While they might include the shifters and the vampires, they have decided the Dark Council is an unnecessary part of the protections. Little do they know.”

      I couldn’t leave yet. Was there anything I could say to keep Barden involved?

      There was something Solera had shared. Something that might be useful to Barden.

      “Do you even understand the source of your power?” I asked, staring at him.

      Barden watched me. He said nothing for a long moment. “The source of our power is different than that of the mage council. Is that what you’re trying to get me to acknowledge?”

      “It’s not just that it’s different. It’s how it’s different.”

      Barden studied me. “And what would you have me believe that you know, Kate Michaels?”

      “I know of the Seelie connection to the mage council.” When he frowned, I smiled. “Which means that I understand the Unseelie connection to the Dark Council.”

      Barden glanced over his shoulder at Darvish, who ducked out of the room. “You know nothing, Dr. Michaels.”

      “I know your magic is different. That’s the reason the dark mages were targeted by the gorgon. Someone targeted you, the same way someone targeted the mage council. And now they’re targeting the shifters. Will you help?”

      Barden steepled his fingers together. “I will consider.”

      I hadn’t expected him to leap at the chance, but I had hoped he would be willing to send people north with us. His comment made it clear that wouldn’t happen.

      “We need more than what we have, Barden. With this attack—”

      “Were you under the belief that this would be a discussion? I’ve said I will consider. Be thankful about that.”

      I glanced at Jen before nodding. “We’re going north soon. We could use your help.”

      “If it’s soon, then I’m afraid you will not have our help. Leaving the city poses certain challenges for us these days.”

      “What sort of challenges?”

      “The kind you aren’t privy to, Dr. Michaels. Now, if that’s all, I think it’s time for you to be going. It’s getting late and you never know what might be out in the night.”
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      When we returned, I entered the condo to find everyone sitting in the kitchen, a somber sort of silence hanging over everything. Gran and Gramps both gripped a glass of wine, but it didn’t look as if they had drunk any of it. Aron sat with his back to the wall, his entire body tense. Only John remained somewhat at ease, but I didn’t know how much of that was from the injury and his inability to shift and use his magic and how much of that was because he truly was relaxed. He didn’t share the others’ concern for me and my sudden disappearance.

      Jen stopped at the kitchen counter, grabbed a bottle of wine, and headed back to the living room. “Good luck with this.” She looked down at Lucy, who sauntered across the floor, and scooped her up, stroking the fur on her back. “Maybe the two of us should go out and have a little drink. I’m sure we can find something entertaining on TV at this time of night.”

      When Jen was gone, Gran looked over at me with the dark expression in her eyes I recognized from times when I’d been in trouble as a child. “Where have you been? And why did you bring her with you?”

      “First of all, Jen is my friend. And second, I’m an adult so I don’t really need to answer to you.”

      There wasn’t much that I had to say, anyway. My visit with the Dark Council hadn’t gone as I had hoped, and after leaving Barden, I had no assurances they would even help. I had nothing, not even a confirmation of what I had asked.

      “Katie, we’re just concerned about you. Where did you go?” Gramps touched Gran’s shoulder, but she shook him off.

      “I went to meet with Barden.”

      I looked over at Aron, making a point of ignoring Gran and Gramps. I could deal with them, though I knew there would be some issues. It was Aron who I worried about the most. He would be angry at the fact that I had gone to Barden without him, and there was a part of me that still wondered if I should have asked him to accompany me. He might’ve disagreed, but I had a hard time thinking Aron would have come had I asked.

      “Why?” Gran asked.

      She was the highest-ranking mage, and since she sat on the council, I understood why Aron wouldn’t say anything, but to me, she was still just my grandmother.

      “If we intend to go help Ariel,” I started, looking over at John and wishing he would say something—anything—but he remained silent, “we need more than the five of us.”

      “You thought bringing the Dark Council into this would somehow make your plan better?” Gran asked.

      “I thought there was a truce between the councils.”

      “There’s a truce, but that doesn’t mean we can work with them,” Gran said.

      “Actually, that’s why I thought you could.” Was now the time to share with them my belief that they had a connection to the Unseelie fae? It probably wasn’t, especially as most mages I met might recognize the power on the other side of the Veil, but I doubted they believed their power stemmed from the fae. “It doesn’t matter. Barden didn’t agree to cooperate.”

      “Of course he didn’t. Anything he thinks might benefit the mage council, he will refuse to participate in.”

      She wasn’t wrong about that. “When will we go?” I asked.

      “There will be some preparations we must make,” Gran said.

      “We don’t have time for preparations,” John said. When everyone turned their attention to him, he surveyed the table. “There is only so much time before Ariel is sent across Veil.”

      “How much time?” I asked.

      “Three days.”

      Three days. I tried to think about how long it had been. John had come in injured, and I had summoned Aron, going after Ariel. That had been one day. Today was the second day.

      That meant tomorrow was the third day.

      We really didn’t have much time.

      “Why didn’t you tell us this before?” I asked.

      “It didn’t matter when it was only me going back for her.”

      “And now that it’s more?” John didn’t say anything. “We need to get going, then.”

      “Katie…”

      I turned to Gramps, thinking that if nothing else, he might be the most reasonable of my grandparents, but I would need to convince him in a way different from what I would use to convince Gran.

      “Have you given any thought about what’s been going on? We’ve had the demon king summoned. We’ve had gorgons attempt to cross over the Veil. And now we have an alpha shifter attacked by Great Ones. Doesn’t any of this make you uncomfortable?”

      “All of it makes me uncomfortable,” Gran said. “It’s not your responsibility to resolve these issues. You don’t sit on the council.“

      And the council wasn’t going to do anything, not when it came to the shifters, but we’d already been through that.

      “I don’t have to sit on the council to know what needs to be done.” I nodded at Aron. “And I don’t need to be a mage to recognize that these things are connected, somehow. Tell me, Aron, do you think all of this is connected?”

      “Kate—”

      I shook my head. “Just answer the question, Aron.”

      “The Veil is often threatened. There are rarely times when we don’t have issues with it. Why do you think archers exist?”

      “So this isn’t unusual?” As much as I hated to admit it, I really was inexperienced when it came to magic. In this, I was still more like a student—and not even a good one—not an intern or resident, and my ignorance might end up getting us into trouble. At the same time, even medical students could make a diagnosis when they recognized patterns. Sometimes, those learning weren’t so close to the work.

      “Perhaps it’s a little unusual,” Aron said.

      “A little. It seems to me that everything that’s happening is incredibly unusual. When was the last time there was an attempt to summon a demon king?” He didn’t need to answer. We had talked about that before. I knew it had been years, probably decades, since anyone had attempted to summon one. “And none of you really knew about gorgons, not enough to know that one of them would have slipped across the Veil.”

      “Because of a user of dark magic,” Gran said softly. It was her angry voice.

      “But it wasn’t a user of dark magic,” I said. “The gorgon was summoned by an inexperienced kid, someone who didn’t know any better, and his magic backfired, attacking members of the Dark Council. They weren’t dark magic users.” I took a breath to steady myself, making a conscious effort to lower my voice. Yelling at my grandparents wasn’t going to get me anywhere. “Aron, you were there. You saw the same things I did. You know this wasn’t dark magic. Even Lexy wasn’t a dark mage.”

      “She served the Dark Council,” Gran said.

      “No. She didn’t. Barden said—”

      “You would take the word of a dark mage over that of your grandparents?”

      “What reason does he have to lie about this? Why wouldn’t he claim they were the ones responsible for summoning a demon king? Wouldn’t that only serve to strengthen their position?”

      Gran stood and grabbed my hands, squeezing with more force than she needed. “Think about what you’re saying, Katie. You question why he would lie about this? Your responses are exactly the reason why he would do so. The Dark Council seeks to sow discord. And with you, they have succeeded. They know of your connection to us, which means they know of your connection to the council.”

      Gran might believe that, but that wasn’t the sense I had from my interactions with Barden. And knowing that Derek was a dark mage made it even harder to believe that dark mages were somehow evil. Gran and Gramps must have believed that they weren’t all bad at one point, especially since they had recruited him to help.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I muttered. “They weren’t willing to help.” I looked at Aron and then John. “But we need to. If Ariel only has a little bit longer, we need to go and see if we can rescue her. Will three mages and whatever I am be enough?”

      Getting into the shifter lands was one thing, but it was more than that. We needed to get in and rescue Ariel and then still escape. And then we needed to help remove whatever danger there was to Ariel so that she could reestablish her position as alpha.

      But could she?

      Now that she’d been defeated, was it even possible for her to reestablish herself?

      I imagined it would take a challenge in order for her to do so, and knowing nothing about challenges within the shifter world, I had no idea what she might face. From what Aron and John said, she was magically powerful, enough so that she shouldn’t struggle against most challengers, at least those who weren’t somehow cheating and borrowing power from the Great Ones.

      “If our intention is simply to rescue her, we should be able to do so. It will be difficult, but the councilor and the archer are powerful enough mages, they should be able to conceal our presence.”

      I grinned at Gramps. “I guess you and I don’t really count.”

      He smiled at me, but his grin faded when Gran turned back to him.

      There was something else that might help, but I had the sense that none of them really wanted to hear about trying to reach out to Torn. None of them believed he would be able to help, even if we managed to reach him, but I had seen him, and I had the sense that he could help, whether or not he would.

      “Do you need to rest before we go?” Aron asked.

      “I’m not sure that we have time for me to get any rest. We need to go after Ariel and get there before anything else happens.”

      “Going at night poses some dangers,” John said. “Shifters have the advantage in that we are able to see clearly at night, at least much more clearly than what mages might possess.”

      “It’s practically morning anyway, Katie. We should just wait. Not risk it.”

      I took a deep breath and nodded. “I’m going to go sit with Jen.”

      I left them to converse without me, knowing they would talk about me after I was gone, and joined Jen in the living room. She sat with the TV on, flipped to some reality show I didn’t follow. When I joined her on the couch, I held out my hand, reaching for the bottle of wine.

      “That kind of conversation, huh?” she asked.

      “I get to deal with crap at work with people like Locks and Roberts and then I get to deal with crap at home with my grandparents.”

      Jen smiled at me. “At least now I believe they are your grandparents. I’m still not convinced that you’re not in some sort of sex cult.”

      “Thanks.”

      She smiled. “Listen. I don’t understand everything you’re up to, and I don’t claim to fully understand everything about this world that you’re a part of, but I do see that your grandparents care about you.”

      “I’m not saying they don’t care about me.”

      “Then trust them.”

      “Jen—“

      “I’m not saying you ignore your gut and what you’ve experienced, I’m just saying trust that they are coming at things from a perspective of concern for you. It doesn’t mean they’re right. God knows we’ve seen enough people who think they’re doing something for their loved one and end up hurting them more, but at least they care about you. I saw a kid this morning who came in with a spiral fracture of his humerus. Things like that disgust me, and there’s not a whole lot we can do about it other than report them to child protective services. At least you didn’t have to grow up with that sort of abuse.”

      She was right. I had grown up with my grandparents caring about me, and had dealt with their attempts to train me, wanting me to master my magic, recognizing I would need to have some ability to understand it—even if it were dark magic—so that I could have control over it and not accidentally reveal it.

      Despite that, I still had revealed myself. After everything they’d done to try to protect me, I was the reason my magic had been discovered by members of the council, not them.

      “So… You guys are going to go off and try to rescue some queen of the shifters?”

      “She’s not the queen so much as she’s what they call the alpha.”

      “I thought alphas were men. At least they are in the kind of books I read.”

      I shrugged. “She’s nontraditional.”

      “At least tell me she’s got some hot beta she’s with.”

      “From what I can tell, she used to be with Aron.”

      “As in your Aron?”

      “He’s not really my Aron.”

      Jen glanced back toward the kitchen. “If that’s what you believe, then you haven’t been paying any attention to the way he looks at you. That’s okay, Kate. Given your track record and how infrequently you’ve been laid, I wouldn’t expect you to pick up on things like that, but I see it. He might be older than you, but he sure doesn’t look it, and a guy like that with experience…” She whistled softly. “Yeah, that’s not the kind of thing you pass up.”

      I would argue with her, but there was something appealing about Aron, as much as I had tried to deny it at first. And now that he knew about my magic, there wasn’t the same threat of him exposing me to the council. If anything, all I’d seen from Aron had been his willingness and desire to protect me. There had been nothing to make me think he would do otherwise.

      “We have to survive all of this first.”

      “Is it that serious?”

      “It could be.”

      Jen twisted so she could look at me. “Then don’t go. I know that you probably think you have to go, sort of the same way you think you need to go to traumas when they roll in, but sometimes you just have to let someone else handle the fight for you. Especially when it’s something like this where you could end up dying. I don’t want to lose my best friend.”

      “I don’t want to lose mine, either.” I looked at her for a long moment. “Are we going to be okay?”

      “You mean because of all of this?” She swirled her hand in the air, motioning toward the kitchen. “Yeah, we’ll be fine. It would’ve been nice had you decided to share with me earlier, but I kind of get why you didn’t. I mean, it is pretty strange to think about. Then again, I would love for you to blast Roberts with some spell. Is there some reason you can’t?”

      “Trust me, as much as I might want to, I don’t think blasting Roberts will do anything for us.”

      “It’ll probably make us feel a whole lot better,” she said, smiling.

      “Probably.”

      I took a drink of the wine and handed the bottle back to her. I leaned back, resting my head for a moment, and awoke with a start, light streaming through one of my windows.

      Jen was gone.

      I found Aron watching me from across the room, sitting on one of my kitchen chairs that he had brought out. “Were you just watching me sleep?”

      “Someone needed to,” he said.

      “I’m not sure whether I should be thankful or creeped out by the fact that you thought to watch me while I was sleeping.”

      “I wanted to keep an eye on you.”

      “You know, you don’t have to do this.”

      “And what am I doing?”

      “All of this. I don’t know how much of this you feel like you have to do, but I don’t want you to get involved for that reason.”

      “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “Is it because of Ariel?”

      “Ariel and I have not been anything for quite some time.”

      I knew it wasn’t that my grandparents had asked him to watch over me. They weren’t thrilled with the fact that I had an archer with me, even if it was Aron. There was some issue between them and him, though neither side said anything.

      Aron slid his chair closer to me. “Kate. You should know the reason I’m here. It’s the reason I’m willing to come when you called. It’s—“

      “Good. She’s awake.” Gramps leaned toward the kitchen and hollered, “Cyn. She’s up. It’s time for us to get going.”

      I looked over at Aron, wishing that we had a little more time for us to talk, but maybe that wasn’t to be. I might want to hear what he had to say, but things kept getting in the way. He had responsibilities within the magical world, and when all of this was over, I had responsibilities within the non-magical world, and I doubted either of us would ignore them.

      I got to my feet when Gran and Gramps stepped out of the kitchen, followed by John. “Is it time for us to go?” I asked.

      “It’s morning,” John said.

      I looked over at the empty couch cushion where Jen had been.

      “She got up and had to go to work,” Aron said.

      I sighed. “God, I wish I could be there too.”

      “You don’t have to do this, Katie,” Gramps said. “You could stay here. Let the four of us take care of it.”

      Maybe that would be the safest, but I had the sense that Ariel had wanted me to be involved. I didn’t entirely know why, but it had to do with me and whatever magic I could use that mages could not.

      “I think I have to be a part of this.”

      When we left my place, sealing the door closed, I felt a moment of worry. Would I be able to return to my condo? We were heading off to face a threat that might be greater than any that I had encountered, and while it was nothing more than a rescue mission, I still worried I wouldn’t be capable of participating all that well. The last time I had been up in the shifter territory, two shifters had almost been more than I could manage. If more than that attacked me, I wasn’t sure what I would be able to do.

      But this time, I would have my sword with me the entire time.

      We headed outside and Aron led us to a boxy Mercedes SUV. “Not a BMW this time?”

      “We needed room,” he said.

      “It’s probably not nearly as fast as your other toys.”

      Aron shrugged. “She’ll be fast enough.”

      We climbed in and took off, whipping out of the residential areas and onto the interstate. The SUV rumbled along, moving far faster than I felt comfortable with while sitting within a vehicle like this. I would have been more comfortable in Aron’s BMW, but that wouldn’t have fit all of us. The others still weren’t convinced this was a good idea, but I didn’t know that we had any other choice.

      I looked over my shoulder. Gran and Gramps sat in the backseat, neither of them saying anything. Behind them sat John, his dressings now removed. He wore a leather jacket and jeans, clothes that looked straight out of Aron’s wardrobe.

      “Can we talk about what happened last night?” Aron asked.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I’d gotten a little sleep, so felt refreshed enough to realize that it was probably best we hadn’t tried to do this last night. This way, I could watch the city as we zipped out of it, heading quickly toward the shifter territory.

      “You shouldn’t have gone alone,” Aron said.

      I chuckled to myself at the thought that this was the first thing he’d said to me since we had gotten in the car to head north. Gran and Gramps still hadn’t spoken to me, and I could feel their irritation. Sleep hadn’t done anything to change that. I knew them well enough to recognize it—and had learned to ignore it.

      “Did you know?” I said it loud enough so that everyone in the car could hear me.

      “Know what?” Aron asked.

      I could practically feel Gran and Gramps leaning forward, listening.

      “About the Dark Council. The reason the gorgon could feed on them. It all fits with what Solera said.”

      Aron squeezed the steering wheel. We reached the edge of populated areas, moving quickly into more remote land. It wouldn’t be long before we reached the Northwoods and the shifter territories, so whatever time we had was limited. We needed to get through this now, deal with it before it festered.

      “You can’t even be sure you’re right,” he said.

      “I’m not sure that I’m right, but what Solera said—”

      “Solera said what she did in order to get a reaction out of you,” Gran chided from behind me. “We have had enough interaction with her over the years to know that she has her own agenda.”

      Turning in my seat so that I could see her, I put on my sternest expression—the one I saved for patients who were trying to scam me out of narcotics. “You have your own agenda, too. Just because she has one doesn’t mean what she shared is incorrect.” What was more, what Solera had told me fit with what I had seen. Dark magic users weren’t evil, and they weren’t bad people, at least not exclusively. There were plenty of dangerous people within the mage society my grandparents protected.

      “There has been no reason to believe the Dark Council has Unseelie magic,” Aron said softly.

      I recognized the quiet within him. Aron was troubled, as he should be. There had been a time when he had served as a knight, and in doing so, he had been responsible for gathering dark magic users and bringing them before the council. I still didn’t entirely know what that involved.

      “Who is responsible for burning magic off dark magic users?”

      “That information is restricted to the council,” Gran said.

      “And what if the council is making a mistake?” I shook my head. I couldn’t believe I had to argue this with my grandparents—and Gran in particular. She might be stubborn, but it wasn’t that she was hardheaded. She had always been willing to keep something of an open mind.

      That was part of the reason she had never turned me into the council.

      At least, so I had thought.

      “Cyn, we need to at least consider what Katie is telling us.”

      She silenced Gramps with a hard look.

      “It doesn’t matter. They won’t come,” I said.

      “And they shouldn’t,” Gran said. “If they were to come, they would only interfere and we would end up needing to fight them off nearly as much as we will need to fight off whatever’s happening with the shifters.”

      I had a hard time believing the Dark Council would renew their attack. Everything that I’d seen suggested they appreciated the treatise between the mage council and the Dark Council. They didn’t have to fear attack. They didn’t have to fear losing connections to their magic. That was valuable to magical users. As someone who had lived the entirety of her life knowing about magic and fearing what would happen if others discovered it, I recognized what it meant to the Dark Council.

      “If you didn’t want to come, you could have said no.”

      “We weren’t going to leave you to this yourself, Katie.” Gramps took Gran’s hand and squeezed it. I was left hoping that she might tell me that she would help, or that she somehow would decide she’d been making a mistake, but I wasn’t so lucky.

      “We should’ve talked about all of this before we left,” I said. “We don’t even know how we’re going to find Ariel, other than knowing that she’s up there.”

      “I will be able to find her,” John said.

      “Because you can smell her?” I asked.

      “Because I will be able to feel the attempt to send her across the Veil.”

      “You do that, and I’ll do what I intend to do, then.”

      Gran leaned toward me and grabbed my shoulder. “What’s your plan?”

      I debated how much to tell her. It was possible she would try to prevent me from doing what was necessary. “My plan is to get up there and see if we can’t find Torn.”

      “You won’t be able to find him. He has remained elusive for many years,” John said from the back of the car. “Ariel has had us search for him for years, and we’ve tried, and failed. Torn does not want to be discovered by our pack.”

      “He’s not going to be discovered by your pack. He’s going to be discovered by mine.”

      We took an exit off the interstate, having crossed more miles than I would’ve expected already. Aron was driving quickly, and as we went, I had to believe there was something magical about the way that we traveled and got tired of not knowing.

      “What sort of spell are you using?”

      “No spell,” he said.

      “No. There has to be something. I’ve seen the way we’re moving. We’re making a drive that should take an hour and a half in less than twenty minutes. You’re not going that fast,” I said, craning my neck so that I could look at the speedometer. I couldn’t easily see it, but it didn’t feel as if we were traveling over two hundred miles an hour, and I had a hard time believing even Aron would be willing to drive that fast.

      “It’s the car,” Aron said.

      I shook my head. “Fine. Don’t tell me.”

      He whipped around a corner, sending us onto gravel. I recognized the path, but when he turned again onto nothing more than a narrow dirt path, I gripped the sides of my seat while half-expecting to go crashing into a tree at any moment. He was moving far too fast for my comfort. And then he skidded to a stop.

      “This is as far as we can go.”

      “Because we’ll get caught by the shifters?”

      “Because there is a barrier preventing us from going any further,” John said. “It’s already begun.”

      I glanced back at John as I crawled out of the car. If there was a barrier in place, either the shifters knew we might come after Ariel or this was all part of the process used when sending someone across the Veil.

      Grabbing the sword, I crawled out of the car. I didn’t feel any sense of magic, which surprised me. Most of the time when magic was used around me, even if it was used in a way that simply created a barrier, I could feel it.

      Stretching my hand out, I approached slowly, feeling for the edge of the barrier.

      Aron grabbed my arm, halting me from moving too far.

      “Be careful.”

      “It’s not a physical barrier?”

      “Not quite the same as the barriers you place. The barrier that’s out there is meant to detect magic crossing, and to prevent it from coming out.”

      “And by that you mean that it’s designed to catch anything that might slip out while they have an opening created for the Veil.”

      Aron nodded.

      “Great.”

      What else could come out of the Veil while it was open? The shifters obviously believed they would be able to control whatever it was, but crossing through it placed us in danger of impacting their magic. I wasn’t sure we should risk that, especially if doing so meant we would disrupt the barrier—and the protections—the shifters had placed around here.

      “I can help,” John said, coming up behind us. “I can seal you within, but I won’t be able to go with you if I do that.”

      It might allow us to cross, but it would take away the advantage that having John with us provided. “We need you to guide us to Ariel.”

      “Once you cross this barrier, you won’t need my help finding her.”

      I looked over at Aron and then glanced at Gran and Gramps.

      “Is this really what we’re going to do?” Gran asked.

      “You don’t have to come, but I intend to. I know you don’t want to upset the shifters. You don’t have to do this.”

      “The council can’t get involved,” Gran said.

      “Then don’t. Offer me protection.” I glanced at Aron and he nodded, as if that distinction would make it better.

      I wanted all of them with me, not certain that I could do it alone. The grim look Aron watched me with told me he was willing to come regardless. Having two more mages—and powerful ones at that—would give us a better chance of escaping.

      “It’s not an attack. It’s a rescue mission,” Gramps said.

      “I know what it is, Veran.”

      He smiled and patted her hand. “I was just reminding myself, dear.”

      She shook her head and stepped toward me. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Can you do this with… you know?” I asked John.

      A pained expression worked across his face. “I don’t have to shift for this. You’ll have to move quickly, though.”

      As magic built from John, it started slowly, a chill that worked along my spine and gradually spread outward, reaching my neck and then down my arms. Somewhere within the forest, birds chirped, making a peaceful and serene sound that seemed out of proportion with the danger we headed toward. The sky was clear—cloudless—and a gentle wind blew through the trees, sending the branches swaying, as if the forest itself had taken on a life of its own.

      “Are you sure you’ll able to hold onto this?” I asked John.

      “This doesn’t require as much magic as transforming. Be ready.”

      He started toward us and the pressure from his spell curved, raising the hair on my arms. I felt it differently than I felt spells of other types, and it surprised me that I should feel it in such a way. It wasn’t unpleasant, and there was almost a warmth across my skin that contrasted with the cold along my spine.

      “Step through,” he said.

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      “Go. Get to my alpha. Bring her back here.”

      I took a step through the barrier. It tingled along my skin, burning where John’s spell had been warmth. It lasted only a moment, the briefest amount of time as we stepped through the barrier, and then it was gone. I tested my connection to magic, half afraid there was something on this side of it that would prevent me from reaching it, but I was still able to draw upon that magic, and did so, pulling through my connection to the sword, releasing it with a sigh.

      When everyone was through, I looked back to see John standing at the edge of the barrier. He held his hands out, and magic pressed out from him.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I have to hold this.”

      “That wasn’t what you said.”

      “The barrier hasn’t reformed. I will hold this until it does.”

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      “Then I will continue to hold this.”

      My gaze dropped to his shoulder. “How long can you hold it?” We needed to know how much time we had before he couldn’t hold out any longer, and with his injury, it might not be nearly what we needed.

      “I can hold out as long as necessary for you to return with her.”

      There was tension at the corner of his eyes, and they wrinkled more than I remembered them having done before. He might believe he could hold out, but I had the sense that there would be a limit, and not the one we would want or need.

      “We should hurry,” I said to Aron.

      “I agree.”

      “Do you have any idea where to go?”

      Magic built behind me and I looked back to see my grandmother with her eyes closed. Her spell swept out from her, a gentle sensation, and different than other spells I’d felt from her before. It surprised me that I would be so aware of the nature of her magic. Could it be that wrapping myself within my own magic, holding onto the sword, allowed me to detect what she was doing as well as I could?

      “We need to head there,” Gran said, pointing straight ahead.

      Would I be able to feel anything? It was possible that I wouldn’t, especially with the fact that my magic might require much more force and because it was so different, more destructive and brutal, then what Gran was able to do with her spells.

      I decided not to test it.

      “You should guide us,” I said.

      “This is your mission, Kate,” she said. “We’re here for protection.”

      “So protect me by leading me safely.”

      Gran frowned as she slipped past me, heading toward the trees towering before us. A pair of them were shaped differently than the pine trees scattered all around the forest. These were deciduous, and they still hadn’t grown their leaves this spring, though buds had begun to appear. They were tall—much taller than any tree that surrounded us—and carried with them a sense of power I didn’t remember from my visits here before.

      “What are those?” I asked Aron.

      “Those are the Sentries,” he said. “I’m surprised you recognized them.”

      “They’re different than the others. That’s why I recognize them.”

      Aron stopped at the first of the trees and held his hand just above the bark. “This is part of the reason the shifters prefer these lands. There is something about these trees that provides a certain safety. They call them the Sentries because they feel as if the trees watch over them.”

      “Just these trees and not the rest of the forest?”

      “These are unique. You can find them scattered throughout the north woods, but most never see them. Occasionally they come in pairs such as these, and those are felt to be even more powerful, a way of ensuring the safety of the pack. It’s why Ariel chose here to settle.”

      “Come on,” Gran urged, pulling my attention from the trees.

      I might want to remain, looking at the trees and trying to figure out what power they had, but that wasn’t why we were here. Maybe when this was all over and after Ariel was rescued and restored as alpha, we might have time to come back and understand what it was that was special about these trees, but for now, we needed to find her.

      Aron and I followed Gran deeper into the forest. She followed a path that she must have detected with the spell she’d used. The farther we went, the harder it would be for me to know how to find my way out. If we got separated, would I be able to figure out how to escape from the forest?

      Gran began to slow, and as she did, the faint stirrings of magic along my back began to increase. This was different than the protective spells Gran and Gramps pulled upon—barriers of a sort they held in front of them, and probably behind us.

      Should I have been holding a barrier as well? I hadn’t been. My energy had been spent on simply keeping alert, not on trying to provide protection, but maybe that was a mistake.

      “You detect anything?” I asked as we continued forward.

      “We are close to whatever it is that’s happening,” Gran said.

      “And what is it?”

      She looked over her shoulder at me. Her deep blue eyes blazed with intensity. “There is power out here, Kate. It’s more than just shifter power, but you know that, don’t you?”

      I couldn’t pick up on that, at least not well. I was aware of magic, but the magic I detected was from Gran and Gramps, and for that matter, from Aron. That magic was familiar. The kind of magic I could detect. And now that we had stopped, I was aware of shifter magic, something that I hadn’t detected until now.

      Anything more than that escaped my notice.

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

      “How is it she doesn’t detect anything? With what she can do—”

      Gran shot Gramps a withering look and he fell silent.

      “Do you all detect this?”

      Aron nodded slowly. “There is power ahead of us. It’s something of a void. I detect the void, but not what’s within it.”

      Gran nodded slowly. “That’s what I detect, as well.”

      “And by void, you mean the Veil?”

      If they were detecting the Veil as an emptiness, did that mean a connection was open?

      A different concern came to me. Could our crossing over the barrier have somehow disrupted the protections the shifters had placed to avoid anything else coming across the Veil?

      The pinch around Aron’s eyes and the set of his jaw told me that he was concerned. Could John hold the barrier long enough for this to be completed? But even when it was done, we had to get back across it, and when we did, we had to somehow get away.

      All of that without releasing the potential nastiness that might come through the Veil.

      “What if we’re too late and Ariel has already been sent across the Veil?” I asked.

      “Then we are too late,” Aron said.

      We could go across the Veil, and even if it were possible, I wasn’t willing to do that for Ariel. I wasn’t prepared for anything on the other side. I doubted any of us were.

      There was nothing for us to do other than head toward the void they detected and see if we could reach Ariel. If not, then it would be time for us to turn back and return to the city.

      I pulled on magic, reaching deep within myself, and sent it out through the sword, strengthening my connection to it. Holding onto it in that way augmented my magic and gave me greater strength. I wrapped a barrier around all of us. I’m wasn’t sure whether that was necessary, but Gran and Gramps seemed not to notice what I did. Maybe the combination would be enough to help protect us from whatever we might encounter.

      “Aron, can you mask us as we approach?”

      “I think my potential would be better used in another way,” he said.

      “I can hold a barrier. I’ll protect us, if you can mask us.”

      “Doing so while we move is difficult, even for a powerful mage.”

      “Then all of you need to do it,” I said, looking from Gran to Gramps and then to Aron. “Holding on to magic through the sword strengthens me enough that I can hold this barrier.”

      “Katie…”

      I shook my head at Gramps. “You’re going to have to trust me. You saw that I can do this. You saw it with the gorgon, so you have to know I can do it now. We need to be able to sneak in, and we can’t do it openly, and I don’t know enough about my magic to know whether it’s possible for me to even hold some sort of concealment spell. That is something you have to do. What I can do is hold this barrier.”

      Gramps smiled tightly at me and his magic shifted. In a flash, he disappeared. Aron did, too. It left only Gran holding onto her spell, watching me.

      There had always been a different relationship between Gran and me. She had been the one to push me, always wanting me to try to understand my magic, and when it had become obvious that my connection to magic was different than what hers was, I had the sense that she had been disappointed.

      “Gran. I can do this. I won’t let anything happen to either you or Gramps. I care about the two of you too much.”

      Her jaw clenched and for a moment I thought she might argue, but she nodded. “I know you will.”

      Her spell shifted, and she disappeared.

      “Am I concealed?”

      “We will need to work together to conceal you,” Gran said, standing in front of me but completely invisible. “Holding onto a spell like this while moving is difficult.”

      “You have to do more than make us invisible,” I said. “They can smell us in here.”

      “That will be your spell, Katie,” Gramps said. “You need to firm up your barrier so that it restricts anything from getting through it, including smell and sound.”

      I thought I could do that. Pushing more energy into the barrier, it solidified around us. I’d already discovered I could hold a barrier and move at the same time, so I didn’t have the same struggles they would in holding onto the masking.

      Could my barrier be used to mask me?

      That was a more complex type of magic. Not only did it have to make us invisible, but with the trees and the forest all around us, it was something more than simply reflecting light.

      We started forward. With each step, my heart raced faster and I worried we made too much noise. My connection to the barrier had to be strong enough to prevent the sounds of our passing from detection.

      As we went, the sense of magic near us intensified.

      It seemed to happen rapidly. Power surged through me, sending my entire body tingling with cold. It was more than simply the magic I detected from Gran, Gramps, and Aron. It was like being dipped into a bath of icy water.

      I gritted my teeth and hurried. What choice did I have otherwise? We had to plunge onward, and if we failed at this, we’d lose our chance at getting to Ariel—and figuring out what else might be happening.

      We reached an edge of the trees and a clearing opened up before me.

      A circle of shifters ringed the clearing, all of them in wolf shape. All pressed shoulder to shoulder, hackles raised, and power emanated from them.

      “Is this their attempt at creating an opening in the Veil?” I whispered.

      “This is where I detect the void,” Aron said.

      “How are we going to get to Ariel?”

      For that matter, how would we find Ariel? I don’t know that I would recognize her in wolf form. I had seen her in that form before, but recognizing her among an entire pack of shifters was something different entirely and beyond what I thought myself capable of doing. Perhaps if John were with us, he would be able to sniff her out, but without him, we either had to guess or we had to hope Aron and his connection to her would grant him a familiarity with this form.

      “She’s up there,” Aron said.

      “You know what she looks like in wolf form?”

      “She’s not in wolf form.”

      I stood on my toes to try and see what he did. Aron was a good six inches or more taller than me and had a better vantage, but even standing on my toes, I could barely see what he did. If I could jump, maybe I would be able to see more, but jumping would only make it more difficult for the three mages to maintain the concealment spell around me.

      “I don’t see her.”

      “She’s lying on the ground inside the ring.”

      “Is she alive?”

      “I can’t tell. From what John said, they wouldn’t send her across the Veil otherwise.”

      I steadied my breathing. This wasn’t going to be anything like what we had hoped. This was supposed to be a rescue, but how were we going to rescue her if it meant breaking into a pack?

      “I don’t know that we can do this, Katie,” Gramps said. “There are too many. Even if we could get close enough to them, I—”

      A low howl split the silence of the forest.

      The shifters all froze, ears turned toward the sound, almost as if they were one. I had thought their hackles were raised before, but fur stood on end, and they turned.

      None of them broke the circle.

      If they would have, we might’ve had a chance of getting in there and getting to Ariel, but when the sound didn’t return, the wolves’ magic built once more, rising in a steady crescendo. The cold washing over me became almost unbearable. Whatever we were doing would have to be done soon. Much longer, and not only would they succeed in completing their spell, but I wasn’t sure how much more I’d be able to tolerate.

      “This is a suicide mission,” Gran said. “This shifter isn’t worth our lives.”

      I breathed out. She was right. We had come all this way, risked all of this, and for what? I wasn’t willing to sacrifice myself for Ariel. I was willing to help, but that was when there was a chance of us succeeding, not when doing so would lead to our deaths.

      “We can go back,” I said.

      I started to take a step back, and as I did, there came another howl, this one louder and more pronounced.

      Magic surged, exploding outward.

      A cluster of wolves broke off, heading away from the circle and toward the sound.

      “What was that?” Gramps asked.

      The cold washing through me eased. “Something that’s giving us a chance. Could it be John?”

      “It’s not John. He’s not in that direction,” Aron said.

      I couldn’t tell what direction we were in, but if it wasn’t John, then why would there be the low and mournful howling?

      Unless the shifters had gone for more help.

      That didn’t seem to be the case. It didn’t seem as if the call was one for help.

      “What if it’s Torn?” I asked.

      “It won’t be Torn,” Aron said. “He would have no reason to help.”

      “That’s not the sense I got.”

      Another howl split the air. This one was sharp, piercing, almost a challenge.

      It was closer.

      Five more wolves split off, and they darted into the forest after the sound.

      “How many more need to go before we risk it?” I asked.

      There were still a dozen or so wolves forming a circle, but now I could easily see Ariel. She was in her human form, and she lay completely naked, stretched out across the ground, not moving. From here, I could see her breathing, the steady rise and fall of her chest, but not much more than that. I couldn’t even tell if she was injured in any way. The fact that she didn’t move suggested that she was, even if I couldn’t see it from here.

      “A dozen still too many,” Aron said.

      It was. There were four of us, and a dozen would invite a battle—one we wouldn’t be able to easily survive.

      And that wasn’t counting the other wolves that might return.

      Another howl. This one had moved off to my left. It was difficult to tell what compass direction it was, as I had no idea which direction we’d been heading. Three more wolves peeled off, and they headed into the forest, moving toward the sound.

      The fact that so many wolves split off to go after the sound meant that the shifters worried about who was out there.

      Regardless of what Aron thought, it had to be Torn.

      Seven shifters remained. That wasn’t so many that we couldn’t get in there.

      Power still built from the shifters, and whatever spell they held created a circle around them, but I wasn’t able to detect the void of my grandparents had referenced. Whatever it was remained blank to my sense of magic. Their power faded, slowly diminishing.

      “We have to go after her,” I whispered to Aron.

      “There are still seven shifters.”

      “Seven shifters and four of us. We could get in there, grab her, and—“

      “Anything we do will get noticed, and when the rest of the shifters return, we will have them pursuing us.”

      Someone grabbed my arm. I couldn’t tell who, but the soft touch reminded me more of Gramps than of Gran.

      “Katie. We tried. You can’t save everyone. I’m sure you learned that in medicine, too. You can try, and you can come at it with the best intentions, but there are times when you simply can’t get to them.”

      I stared Ariel. If we did nothing, if we left her, she would be forced to cross the Veil and be fed to the Great Ones. Was that what I wanted?

      But if we failed, would the Great Ones escape the Veil?

      “Keep me concealed.”

      I started forward, holding on to my barrier, separating from the other three. I was forced to shift the nature of my shield around us, focusing it to something of a point and driving it forward while at the same time keeping it wrapped around the others.

      “Katie—“

      I ignored Gramps. I couldn’t have him slow me down, and all I needed to do was slip in between two of the nearest shifters and grab Ariel. I thought I could do that. She was there, so close.

      As I got up to the circle of shifters, I stepped between two of the shifters, reaching for Ariel.

      A warmth washed over me.

      Shit.

      The warmth came from their spell.

      The two shifters howled and turned toward me.
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      Without waiting, I grabbed for Ariel and pulled her. She dragged across the ground and were it not for my strength—and the fact that I held on to magic, letting it pour out of me—I might not have been able to move her. I backed up, and nearly collided with someone behind me.

      “Help me with her,” I said.

      “This was a mistake,” Aron said.

      “Fine. It was a mistake. We got her. Come on.”

      Aron grabbed her and let me focus on holding onto my magic. One of the shifters slammed into my barrier. Had I not taken a moment to fortify it, the power that slammed into me might’ve been too much.

      The rest of the shifters turned toward us. They were sniffing at the air, trying to figure out where we’d gone. At least the barrier prevented them from picking up on us, but how long would that last?

      Eventually they would pick up on the magic I held, and I suspected they would figure out some way to overpower it.

      As the shifter attempted to slam into the barrier, I withdrew it, and he flew through the air, colliding with one of the other shifters. When he did, I hurriedly threw it back in place.

      “What did you do, Katie?” Gramps asked.

      “I made a decision. That’s what I do in medicine. Sometimes they’re the right ones, and sometimes they’re the wrong ones. Either way, it’s done. Now we need to get moving.”

      I turned and realized that maybe I was wrong. The shifters didn’t have to know where we were. They formed a circle, ringing the clearing. Power began to build from them, and it was cold, though not as icy cold as when the entire clearing had been filled with shifters.

      That magic pushed upon us and I resisted the urge to fight it, but knew it would pick up my barrier.

      The shifters stalked toward us.

      They knew I was here, but did they know everyone was here?

      “Get her out of here,” I said to Aron.

      “No, Kate. You are only here because I brought you to her.”

      “I’m here because I made the choice to do this. Now I’m making a choice to get you out of here. Besides, I think that using the sword, I can draw enough magic to push them away, but let me be the diversion. You get her out of here. You can keep her concealed.”

      “Katie…”

      I turned toward the sound of Gramps’ voice. “I need to do this, Gramps. You’ve been wanting me to understand my connection to magic, and I think I do, at least in a way that is useful. You can get Ariel away, but only if I draw the shifters off. Besides, members of the council can’t be detected, not interfering with shifter dynamics.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Gran snapped.

      Magic built from her and circled around her and the others.

      I reached for her, touching her arm. “You know I’m right. Make sure the others get out of here.”

      I stepped away, pulling my shielding with me.

      When I removed it from them, I was able to tighten my control over it. I sent it out toward the nearest shifters, exploding it toward them and driving them back into the trees.

      I didn’t know if I was concealed, but I doubted it. It didn’t matter anyway. Not now that they had detected the effect of my magic. Hopefully mine was the only one they had picked up on and they didn’t know there might be other magic users here.

      There came a howl from deeper within the forest. Was that the same howl that had drawn off the other shifters, or were the other shifters returning?

      I started forward, trying to find an opening in the trees for the three mages to get through. Two shifters converged on me from either side and I directed my blast outward at them, slamming into them. Holding on to the sword allowed me to draw quite a bit more power than I had been able to do when I faced them the last time, and it left me feeling not nearly so helpless.

      “Go,” I urged. I didn’t know if they could even hear me or if the barrier wrapped around myself prevented them from it.

      There was an opening in the trees, and I hoped they took it.

      Something slammed into me from behind. I dropped to the ground and rolled over. An enormous wolf snapped at me, snarling.

      And I had thought Torn was enormous.

      This creature was almost twice his size. Dappled brown fur caught the sunlight, but it was the enormity of his jaws and the length of his claws that caught my attention. Power emanated from him like nothing I’d ever detected.

      A Great One.

      It had to be.

      We had thought we’d stopped it from crossing the Veil. That what they intended with Ariel was to push her across the Veil. That hadn’t been the intent at all.

      They had brought it here.

      The wolf clawed at my barrier, ripping at it. Even enhanced with my sword, maintaining it with the wolf tearing at it like this was difficult. This creature was incredibly powerful, and I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold on.

      It took everything in my power to push back against the attack. I hoped that Gran and Gramps and Aron managed to get away. I needed to buy them time.

      The barrier began to slip. I tried drawing more power through the sword, but there was only so much I could reach. Even holding the sword, I had limits.

      And I was reaching them.

      “No!” Aron roared, and he exploded out from Gran’s barrier, two swords unsheathed. Magic built within him, practically crackling.

      What was he doing?

      He was an archer of the mage council. He shouldn’t be here, exposing himself.

      “Don’t do this,” I shouted at Aron.

      It didn’t matter. He roared, slamming himself into the shifter, and as he did, the shifter tumbled away, freeing me. I staggered to my feet and, as the shifter turned his attention to Aron, I pushed an explosion from me, changing the focus of my spell, wrapping it around the shifter.

      It held him.

      Aron stood before the shifter, magic swirling around him, visible to me.

      “We need to go.” I grabbed him and pulled.

      There came another roar, and this time it was close.

      I dragged Aron along with me, and we staggered out of the clearing before breaking into a run. I couldn’t tell if shifters followed us or not, and I didn’t know if we were running in the right direction. All I knew was that we headed away from the clearing, away from the collection of shifters intent on destroying us.

      Away from the Great One.

      “Did Gran and Gramps get away?”

      “They’re in front of you,” Aron said as we ran.

      At least we had managed to escape. “Do they still have Ariel?”

      “We still have her, but she is getting heavy,” Gramps grunted. He lowered the shielding protecting him and glanced back at me. “I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to hold on to her.”

      Aron grabbed Ariel, scooping her over his shoulder, leaving her naked ass exposed.

      Taking a moment to glance over my shoulder, I could feel the approaching shifters. With as tired as I was after expending so much magic, I didn’t know how many more times I could fight them off.

      And where was the Great One?

      We might be able to deal with shifters, but that Great One was more than we could handle.

      We needed to get to the car.

      “How much farther do we have to go?”

      “Not far,” Aron said, breathless.

      In the distance, I saw the two Sentries.

      They were close, but still almost painfully far away.

      Three shifters approached.

      I spun around and held the sword out as I tried to run backward, sending a surge of magic out from the sword. It crashed into the nearest shifter and sent him into one of the pine trees with a loud yelp. The other two shifters split off and started to angle toward me from either side. They were smart and knew better than to get too close.

      I couldn’t attack both at the same time, and if I struck one, the other would get to me. The most I could do was place a barrier, and I did that, but how long would it last?

      The sense of magic built from behind me, and I hazarded a glance to see Gran turning her attention toward me. Her hands were pressed out in front of her and a swirl of color surrounded her, surging out.

      What sort of spell was she using?

      “It’s time to keep moving, Katie,” she said. Her voice was tight and she kept her words clipped.

      I threw my spell at the nearest shifter, letting it crash into him, and Gran took care of the other. Spinning around, I raced off into the trees after Gran and Gramps. Aron ambled along beside us, still holding onto Ariel.

      Where was John?

      Sunlight glinted off the car in the distance, and we still hadn’t come across the shifter.

      “We can’t leave John here,” I shouted to Aron.

      I didn’t know how long we could remain, not with the shifters after us. And the Great One.

      When we reached the car, I paused and surveyed the forest. Enough sunlight filtered through the trees to illuminate the forest floor, but I didn’t see any sign of John. No other shifters moved, leaving the entirety of the forest empty other than us. A distant howl erupted and I perked up. Could that be Torn?

      Even if it was, there wasn’t a whole lot we would be able to do to try to find him. After confronting a Great One, I had a hard time believing even Torn would be able to do anything against the Great One.

      “Into the car, Kate,” Aron said.

      I jumped into the passenger seat, slamming the door closed behind me. Gran and Gramps crawled into the backseat, and Aron deposited Ariel gently into the rear seat before hurrying around and climbing into the driver’s side. He mashed on the ignition and threw the car into reverse, sending the tires spinning as we sped away.

      When we reached the gravel, I thought we were in the clear.

      Something slammed into the side of the SUV.

      Aron jerked the wheel, holding us on the gravel road. A massive shifter—the Great One—ran at the car, slamming into it again. It twisted the rear of the car, forcing Aron to jerk the wheel.

      “Do you have any suggestions?” I asked.

      “I can only go so fast on this road.”

      “It seems as if he’s able to keep up with you.”

      “So it seems. A shifter shouldn’t be able to keep pace like this.”

      “He’s a Great One. We don’t know what he should be able to do.”

      He continued to ram into the side of the SUV. How much would we be able to withstand before he sent us careening into a tree, crashing where the shifters could then make short work of us?

      It was bad enough being surrounded by shifters, but trapped within a car with no real way of escaping would be much worse.

      Magic built from Gran and Gramps, and as it did, I suspected they created a shell, a barrier that surrounded us. It might delay the onslaught of the attack, but for how long?

      We needed an offensive attack, not just defense.

      I rolled down the window, and Aron shot me a look. “What are you doing?”

      “I’m trying to see if there’s anything we can do to keep him from attacking.”

      “Kate… He’s too powerful.”

      “Right. That’s my concern.”

      And he was able to overpower Ariel—and Aron—but could he overpower my demon magic?

      Augmented by the power from the sword, maybe we stood a chance.

      As he started toward the SUV, I pulled on my connection to magic, drawing from deep within myself. It started slowly, a cold chill that washed over me, and continued to build, rising up from within me and out through the sword. As the massive shifter approached the car, I unleashed the spell.

      It slammed into the shifter and he tumbled off to the side.

      “Go!”

      Aron stomped on the gas and we surged forward. The rear of the SUV fishtailed and he gripped the steering wheel tightly as he tried to maintain control.

      “Katie?”

      Gramps pointed out the window and I followed the direction of his finger. The shifter had gotten back to his feet and sprinted toward us. We were moving fast and somehow, he was able to overtake us.

      Could he outrun us even when we hit the highway?

      That didn’t seem possible, but it also shouldn’t be possible for him to overpower us quite like this.

      Angling the sword out the window again, I focused, holding on to that connection, and unleashed the spell.

      It missed.

      Trying again, I summoned every bit of magic I could and sent it toward him. It might be the last chance we had to get away. If this failed, it was possible we wouldn’t be able to escape.

      Another spell struck the car, and I looked into the backseat to see Gran holding her hand out, palm pressed against the glass of the window. “You don’t have to be the only one to do this,” Gran said.

      “This runs the risk of putting the council in conflict with the shifters.”

      “Not the council. Me. I’m not about to let some deranged shifter continue to attack us like this.”

      Gran and Gramps changed their approach. No longer did they focus on defensive spells only. They began to throw attacks at the oncoming shifter.

      The shifter was powerful, and he managed to either ignore each attack or somehow defend it, deflecting every spell that Gran and Gramps threw his way.

      “I haven’t seen anything quite like that,” Gramps said.

      “No. For him to be able to simply ignore these spells would require power like I’ve never seen.”

      They were much calmer than I felt, though I had seen Gran and Gramps in battle before, and they always managed to stay calm when things began to get out of hand. It impressed me. “He’s a Great One.”

      “It’s not that we aren’t capable mages, Katie. We should be able to handle this,” Gran said. Another spell built from her and burst out of the car, sending a streak of blue-tinged lightning toward the distant shifter. The spell was more powerful than others they’d used, and I expected the shifter to dodge, to do something to avoid it, but instead he simply ran through it.

      “Is that what you mean?” I asked.

      “That would be an example,” Gran said. Another spell built. “This isn’t insignificant magic. For him to simply dismiss this spell suggests a kind of power that is staggering.”

      “This wasn’t designed to send Ariel across the Veil,” I said. “It brought the Great One here. I’m not sure how Morris learned how so that he could challenge Ariel, but someone revealed the secret.” And probably the same someone who was responsible for what Rory and Tony had done. The similarity was too great to be chance.

      In order to get answers, we needed Ariel to come around. And without knowing what was wrong with her, it was not going to be easy to get her up. I needed to evaluate her, but first, we needed to get away from the shifters.

      Aron guided us onto the highway and slammed on the gas, shooting us forward. We put distance between us and the shifter, and I began to relax.

      “I think we managed to get away,” I said.

      Aron nodded, his expression still grim. “Hopefully, but I’m troubled by all of this.”

      “You didn’t like the fact that you got beat?”

      Aron arched a brow at me. “You know that it’s not.”

      I smiled and allowed myself to relax and lean back.

      We crashed into some invisible wall. I jerked forward, looking over at Aron as he wrapped me in magic that was better than any airbag.

      “What was that?”

      “We hit something.”

      “I can tell we hit something, but what was it?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t see anything.”

      There didn’t appear to be anything we could have crashed into.

      I was slammed forward again, and this time I struck my head on the dash. I bit back a swear and looked over to see Aron shaking his head.

      There wasn’t anything in front of us, which meant something hit us from behind.

      I twisted in the seat, looking behind us, but didn’t see anything.

      “Gran?”

      “I will see what I can find,” she said.

      She crawled over the middle seat and moved so that she was next to Ariel. She groaned, letting out a soft swear. “It seems as if we still haven’t outrun this shifter,” she said.

      “How is that possible?” I asked.

      “It shouldn’t be,” Aron said.

      He continued to stomp on the accelerator, but I had the sense we were going as fast as the car would take us. Despite that, the shifter still managed to keep pace. I could tell how much that worried Aron from the tight lines of tension around the corners of his eyes.

      “You wish you had your car?”

      “I would be able to go quite a bit faster with the car,” he said.

      “We could pull over.”

      Aron frowned at me. “Pull over and do what?”

      “Fight. If he’s going to keep slamming into us, we challenge him.”

      “Kate, if he’s a Great One, then the four of us won’t be enough to overpower him.”

      I’d seen the way that he simply ran through Gran’s magic, ignoring it as if it were nothing. And he moved quickly enough that he could run as fast as the SUV. We wouldn’t be able to outrun him easily. And only my magic had seemed to slow him. Fighting him was the only thing I could think of, but Aron didn’t want to do it. Were there any other alternative, I would gladly have taken it, but seeing as how we needed to get Ariel to safety so that we could help her, I didn’t know what choice we had.

      “I might be able to help,” Gramps said.

      “How?” I asked.

      “I’m not incapable with my spells, Katie,” he said.

      “Gramps, I wasn’t saying—”

      He smiled, shaking his head. “I know that you weren’t. I’m not necessarily powered the same way as your grandmother, but I have my own particular talents.”

      “Veran—”

      He smiled. “What choice do we have, Cyn? We need to get away from here.”

      “You can’t use that spell.”

      “Why not? What kind of spell is Gramps planning on using?”

      Gramps didn’t answer and pressed his hand down on the floor of the car. Power began to build from him, but there was a different sensation to it than what I had felt from Gramps before.

      All of a sudden, we surged forward.

      It felt similar to when the shifter slammed into us, but this had a little different quality to it, as if whatever Gramps had done had powered us in a way that spell had not.

      Aron glanced over his shoulder but said nothing. It seemed as if he wanted to but didn’t.

      “Katie, see if you can’t redirect that shifter.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Use your sword.”

      I leaned out the window, holding out the sword, and aimed it at the shifter. It was approaching, but not with the same speed it had managed before.

      Power came through me, starting slowly and building. As it did, I sent it toward the shifter. It slammed into him and he rolled, tumbling behind us.

      Gramps placed his hand once more on the floorboard of the car, and as before, we went surging forward. My sword was out the window, and with the sudden acceleration, my arm jerked and the sword went flying behind us.

      “Aron. We have to go back.”

      Aron shook his head. “We can’t go back. We can’t risk going after him.”

      “But my sword.”

      He looked over at me. “It was never your sword.”

      I couldn’t help but stare out at the window, watching as the shifter prowled toward the sword. Aron and my grandparents might not believe that to be my sword, but it was mine, and without it… I wouldn’t be able to reach nearly the same type of magic as I could with it. Which meant that I no longer would be able to help.

      I stared out the window, the sword—and the Great One—growing ever more distant.
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      It felt like hours had passed by the time we finally pulled into the city, although I knew that not to be the case. My body ached and I hadn’t been able to move past losing the sword. Without it, the magic I could draw was limited. Facing a creature like the Great One, we’d need every bit of power we could manifest.

      “Where to?” Aron asked. He had been mostly silent since we managed to escape from the shifter and the rest of the pack, but then again, all of us had been mostly silent.

      I had expected my grandparents to have said something to try to reassure me, but they hadn’t. Then again, why would they have? They didn’t agree with my use of the sword in the first place, feeling as if it only put me in danger. They didn’t understand it, not the way I did, and they didn’t understand the sword had protected us—protected me.

      “We need to help Ariel,” I said.

      “I’ve examined her while we were driving,” Gram said. “Whatever has happened is not something my magic can repair.”

      I got a sense that she was somewhat surprised by the fact. As powerful as Gran was, that probably was shocking to her.

      “We could take her to the hospital,” I said.

      Aron looked over at me.

      “Jen is working, and if nothing else, we could see if there’s anything physically wrong with her.”

      “You realize doing what you suggest is dangerous,” Aron said. “Think of what might happen if the pack decides to descend on the hospital to pursue her.”

      “You think they will?”

      He shrugged. He had slowed the car considerably when we reached the city, no longer racing with the same crazy speed he had used while on the interstate.

      “It wouldn’t be the first time magic has interfered at your workplace.”

      He was right. It wouldn’t be the first time, especially as we had dealt with dark mages and other sorts of things there already. Was that what I wanted? Did I want to be responsible for bringing in danger into the hospital?

      But it wasn’t so much about bringing danger. It was about helping someone who needed assistance. And this was something I could do.

      “We don’t have to leave her there. We can take her for evaluation, and when we’re done, we can find some other place to go until we figure out what we need to do next.”

      And I had a hard time knowing what that would be. Who would we go to for assistance? The Dark Council had refused. Until we could figure out what ailed her, I wasn’t sure what to do next.

      It depended on what else we were dealing with. We didn’t really know, and without having Ariel awake in order to tell us, we might not know.

      It meant taking her where I was able to find someone who could help. That might be me, but now that Jen knew what was taking place in the city, I didn’t have to do it alone. Having Jen know provided me with the same sort of relief as when Derek had discovered my magic.

      “The hospital,” I said again.

      Aron just nodded.

      He steered us toward the hospital, moving quickly, but not quite as quickly as he usually drove. Every so often, he glanced back, and it seemed as if he watched my grandfather with more suspicion than he had before.

      “What am I missing here?” I asked, turning in my seat so that I could see both Aron and my grandfather.

      “Katie,” Gramps said.

      “Don’t Katie me. I can see that something is going on. What did you do that has Aron on edge?”

      “Your archer friend recognized the spell I used. It’s one that is not necessarily permitted.”

      “What do you mean it’s not permitted?”

      “Just that. The spell isn’t one the council allows to be used.”

      I studied Aron for a moment, watching him for answers, but he gave me none.

      “And why is that spell not permitted?”

      “There are many reasons spells are not permitted by the council.”

      “Even ones that seem relatively harmless?”

      “It’s not harmless,” Aron said.

      “Why not?”

      “A spell such as your grandfather used could be used for other purposes. It’s an enhancement spell, and the council has come down quite firmly on the use of enhancement spells such as that.”

      I started to laugh, not able to help myself. “Are you serious? The council has decided that spell is not permitted? Does the council know spells like that allow their members to get away from dangerous shifters?”

      “Spells like that can be used to enhance the mage, and that is one of the steps that is felt to be on the road toward dark magic.”

      I frowned, unable to believe what I was hearing. “Dark magic? You realize that dark magic users have access to a different type of magic than what you have.” I looked from Aron to Gran and then Gramps. “I might not know a whole lot about the magical world, but with everything I’ve seen, I can tell you that dark magic isn’t the same type as what you have.”

      None of them spoke, and I watched Aron for a moment. I’d been around him enough lately to recognize the strange tension I saw within him, and I started to laugh.

      “Are you okay, Katie?” Gran asked.

      “I just think it’s absurd that Aron is the one you’re concerned about revealing this to. I mean, I’ve ridden with him enough times to know that he drives like a maniac, and if anyone has been using that same spell, it’s him.” He sat rigidly, holding on to the steering wheel. “Is that why the SUV wasn’t going nearly as fast as your normal speed?”

      “Kate—”

      I shook my head. “You guys need to let go of the idea that what you consider to be dark magic is some sort of dangerous force. The dark magic users simply tap into a different energy.”

      We reached the hospital. I glanced at each of the people in the car, trying to get their attention, but none of them looked at me. I supposed I shouldn’t take offense at that, but then maybe I shouldn’t have revealed Aron’s secrets, either.

      “I’m going to go inside and see if I can get help for this injured shifter. You all can sit out here and debate the merits of your magic—particularly the magic that saved us today, and might not have been necessary had you been willing to use it sooner,” I said, looking at Aron.

      I hopped out of the SUV and hurried into the ER. As I did, I looked down to make sure I wasn’t dressed in dirty and destroyed clothing the same way I had been when Aron and I had come here for the shifter the last time. It was early enough that coming in dressed like that would raise questions, and early enough that I didn’t want to deal with answering them. Thankfully, I was in much better shape than I had been the last time. I probably stunk, but there wasn’t much that I could do about that.

      Unsurprisingly, Betty sat at the front desk, tapping away on her keyboard. She looked up as I came in and flashed a quick smile. “Dr. Michaels. I didn’t realize you were scheduled to work today.”

      “Oh, you know me. I can’t get enough of this place.”

      Betty snorted. “You coming through here?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve got a friend of mine who needs help.”

      “What kind of friend?” Betty asked.

      “The kind who needs help.”

      Betty chuckled. “Same kind of friend as you brought in before?”

      “No. This would be different.”

      “That’s too bad. Wouldn’t mind seeing that man again.”

      “Could you call Dr. Stone out for me? Have her meet me outside?”

      Betty shrugged. I was thankful it was her at the front desk. I could trust Betty to be somewhat circumspect, more so than some of the people who worked near the registration area. She tapped a few keys on the keyboard and nodded. “I paged her. If you want, I could call her overhead.”

      “I don’t know if that is necessary.”

      I headed back outside to wait for Jen. I stood outside the car, not wanting to deal with the sense I had from Aron and my grandparents. They all needed to get over themselves, and we needed to get back to trying to help Ariel. We still didn’t know what had happened to her, much as we didn’t know what it would take to restore her. It could be that she was injured badly enough that she wouldn’t recover, and though she was a shifter—and therefore should have the ability to magically restore herself, maybe this injury caused by the Great One was too much for her to withstand. If she didn’t recover, how would we stop the Great One?

      Even if she did, I wasn’t sure I had the answer.

      Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait too long for Jen to appear.

      She was dressed in her dark blue scrubs and she looked tired, though considering the day she had, and after a night like last night, that wasn’t terribly surprising.

      “Kate? I thought that you were…” She looked into the SUV and saw Aron with my grandparents. “Did something happen to them?”

      “Not to them.”

      “Then what?”

      “Remember when I said that we were going to try to help the person up north?”

      She frowned but nodded.

      “Well, we got to her, but she’s injured. And I need to know what’s going on so that we can figure out if there’s anything we can do to help her.”

      Jen made her way around the outside of the SUV, looking in all the windows before stopping at the back. “I take it she’s the hot naked chick in the backseat?”

      “That would be her.”

      “She doesn’t look like a mermaid.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “I wouldn’t tell her that you thought she was a mermaid.”

      “She’s unconscious. What does it matter anyway?”

      We pulled the back of the car open and Jen helped me pull Ariel out.

      “What do you think’s going on?”

      “That’s just it. I have no idea. My grandmother doesn’t think it’s anything magical, at least not that she can detect.”

      “And she’s the powerful one.”

      I nodded.

      “Let’s get her in and get her registered. I can work her up and run a few tests.”

      “If we don’t find anything, we need to take her from here before any others like her get to us.”

      “How many others are you talking about?”

      “Well, we rescued her from her pack, and we were chased by one of the shifters who has more power than he should, so…”

      “So you want to make sure she doesn’t get grabbed by these killer wolves?”

      “Not until we get answers.”

      Jen smiled. “You know, your life is far more exciting than I ever gave you credit for.”

      “I don’t know if I should say thanks or not.”

      “I don’t either.”

      We carried her toward the ambulance bay and Jen swiped her badge, opening the door. Once inside, I helped her bring Ariel to one of the trauma rooms. It would attract attention, but it would also make it easier for us to have a quick workup, along with making it easier for us to escape quickly were there the need.

      “I need to get her registered.”

      “Betty is out there.”

      Jen nodded. “Betty will do. She doesn’t ask a lot of questions. She’s usually busy shopping for computer stuff.”

      “Yeah. What’s that about?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I wouldn’t ask if I knew.”

      “She mines cryptocurrency.”

      “She does what?”

      Jen chuckled. “Yeah, and to hear her talk about it, she’s done pretty well with it. She tells me there’s lots of money to be made, and while the values fluctuate, she’s done pretty well. She got in early, and she just continues to invest.”

      That was a much more entertaining explanation for what Betty did than anything I’d had. “I just thought she liked to shop.”

      Jen grinned as she grabbed the phone and called out to registration. “Yeah, she found me,” Jen said. “No, it’s not her hot friend again. Yeah, I’ve tried to convince her that she needs to spend a little time with him.… Well, you know her. She’s all about work. Sure. I’ll tell her that if she’s not willing to put the time in with him that you’re more than happy to. I’m not sure that telling him that you’ve got money will make a difference. Fine. Maybe it will.” When Jen hung up the phone, she grinned at me. “I imagine you heard most of that?”

      “Enough to know that Betty has the hots for Aron.”

      “Well, you can’t really blame her.”

      “Don’t tell him that. He already has enough of a high opinion of himself.”

      “A man like that, you kind of want him to.” She shrugged, looking down at Ariel and pulling her stethoscope off. “You don’t want a hot guy like that to be all insecure. You want a man like that to know what he’s doing.” She grinned at me. “Sort of like Johnny. It’s really too bad that he got married. We don’t have nearly the fun that we used to.”

      “By saying that, you mean you still have some fun with him.”

      “What can I say? We’ve known each other a long time.”

      “But he’s married, Jen.”

      “So was the dad of the kids I babysat for when I was sixteen,” she said, winking at me. “Now, if we’re going to get to this, I think we need to figure out what it is that happened to her.”

      The sudden serious change was enough to make me laugh. It wasn’t that Jen wasn’t a good doctor. Far from it. She was incredibly smart, and if I ended up in the ER, I would gladly take her working on me over someone like Dr. Locks. Now that we were second-year residents, we didn’t often work together on patients all that often. It was a little disappointing, but at the same time, we each needed to continue to develop our own skills, and we wouldn’t be able to do that if we were working together. There were times when we would bounce ideas off each other or share patient stories. ER physicians were nothing if not morbid and wanting to impress each other with just how bizarre our last case was.

      “Vitals are stable,” she said, “and—”

      Jen cut off as a heavyset nurse entered. Joan was in her late fifties, with dark red hair, and something of a stern demeanor. She was a good nurse, if sometimes a little too overbearing.

      “I didn’t know we got a patient in here Dr… Michaels? I didn’t know you were working today.”

      “I wasn’t, but I brought in a friend of mine.”

      “What happened?”

      I hesitated answering. It was already bad enough that Aron was known to be a friend of mine. Having brought him in had certainly raised questions about the people I consorted with. Enough rumors ran through the ER about me the way it was, but with Ariel, I suspected there was no getting around it. I was the one who had brought her in and considering that I intended to break her out if it came to it, I needed to be willing to admit to the fact that I had brought her here.

      “I don’t know. I stopped by her house and found her like this.” That was near enough the truth that it would avoid questions, though with someone like Joan, she’d probably still ask questions of me.

      “Drugs?”

      I shook my head, glancing over at Jen. She was placing orders in the computer, likely requesting a CT and labs. Hopefully we would be able to get those results quickly. I didn’t like spending too much time here. If anything happened, it would be on me.

      “Not that I know of,” I said.

      “I put in a toxicology screen,” Jen said.

      Joan began to get Ariel all set up, hooking her up to the heart monitor and placing an IV. By the time she was done, the lab tech swept in and started drawing blood.

      I looked over at Jen. “We have to be quick,” I whispered. “I don’t know how long we have before her friend makes it here.”

      “I got it,” Jen said.

      When the lab tech was done, someone from radiology came over and wheeled Ariel out.

      All I could do now was wait.

      I started pacing, and Joan looked over at me, frowning. “She a close friend of yours?”

      “Close enough,” I said. I didn’t really need Joan questioning me on this, but I was all too aware of how I would be perceived. The fact I was here at all would potentially get me into trouble with the attendings.

      “You can go out to the lounge, and I can call you when the results are back,” Jen whispered.

      “I’m not sure I can,” I said.

      “Then you need to settle down,” she said.

      “You don’t understand. I don’t know that we’ll be safe if they come after her.”

      It looked as if Joan were listening. It was just what we needed. Questions from Joan. She was far too nosy as it was. There were other nurses who might have been better, and certainly safer in the situation. At a time like this, having Derek here would have been beneficial. Not only would he have understood the consequences, he would have been able to help expedite things. It was one more reason I missed him.

      Then again, I missed him for more reasons than that. He was my friend, and though I hadn’t always been as good to him as he really deserved, I still wished that he were here.

      It didn’t take too long for the CT to get done, and they wheeled Ariel back into the room. She was still breathing regularly, and as far as I could tell, there didn’t seem to be anything even wrong with her.

      “Maybe this is magical.” I whispered.

      “What was that?” Joan asked.

      I glanced over. I should have known better than to say anything aloud and hadn’t realized that she was still standing there.

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “It didn’t sound like nothing.”

      I ignored Joan and turned my attention to the computer, logging in and pulling up Ariel’s chart. She was registered as a Jane Doe, and I waited for the questions that would spring from Joan, especially as she knew that I knew Ariel. Maybe I should have given her name, at least as much as I knew it. What harm would there have been in that?

      “Why was she registered as a Jane Doe?” Joan asked, checking Ariel over again.

      There it was. It hadn’t taken long at all for her to raise questions. “I think registration was trying to get her put in as quickly as possible.”

      “Yeah? Usually they put in their real name once we get them set up. They can merge the records.”

      I forced a smile. “You’re right, Joan. I’ll talk with Betty up front.”

      “Betty,” she grunted as she said her name.

      “You don’t like her?”

      “What’s to like? Doesn’t need the job and comes in here just to hear gossip. She got more than enough money to stay at home.”

      “Maybe she likes the work.”

      “Registration work?” Joan asked.

      I only shrugged. Betty always seemed to be in a good mood, and though she didn’t come off as someone particularly lonely, it was possible that was her reason for staying here and working.

      The labs came back, and so far, there was nothing abnormal. I guess I really hadn’t expected anything much to come of it, especially as I had a hard time believing they would do anything to Ariel if they intended to send her across the Veil, but she seemed to have something wrong that her magic didn’t fully restore. What was it? Whatever it was had to be powerful—at least powerful enough to put her into this state. And according to Gran, it wasn’t magical in origin.

      And if it wasn’t magical, that meant it had to be something that medicine would allow me to heal.

      The door opened and I glanced back to see Dr. Allen sweep into the room. He frowned when he saw Ariel. He was young, with dark brown hair that he kept shorn close to his scalp and wore thick glasses today. I wasn’t sure that I’d seen him in glasses like this before.

      Just what I needed.

      “Dr. Michaels? I didn’t realize you were on.”

      “She’s not,” Joan said. “Apparently this is a friend of hers.”

      Allen looked over at me. “Is that right?” He grabbed his stethoscope from around his neck and started examining Ariel. “Do you know what happened to her?”

      “I don’t. I found her like this.” As much of an inconvenience as having Dr. Allen here might pose, he was incredibly bright and maybe he would be able to come up with the diagnosis more quickly. I could imagine Aron and my grandparents sitting in the back of the car, arguing about the appropriate use of magic according to the council. Eventually, I anticipated one or more of them would come in looking for us, and when they did, we had to be ready to grab Ariel and go. The more attention she got in the ER, the harder that would be.

      “I see that Dr. Stone ordered toxicology. Do you suspect she had an ingestion?” He asked the question without looking up. It was a reasonable assumption to make, especially considering the state that Ariel was in. She acted like someone who was sedated, but without knowing what the shifters would have used on her, we might not be able to determine it quickly.

      Maybe there was a way for me to find out what Allen was getting at without telling him too much.

      “She was into naturopathic sorts of treatments,” I said.

      “Did she have an herbalist she worked with?” Allen asked.

      He handled it all in stride, as if it was nothing all that surprising. Then again, people who came into the ER often had strange beliefs, and this wouldn’t be the first time we had encountered someone who used herbal remedies when traditional medicine was necessary. There were plenty of people who even thought to treat cancer with herbal remedies, and I remembered far too well the stage IV colon cancer patient who had come in after ignoring the advice of her surgeon to have part of her colon removed and the cancer had spread far beyond what was treatable.

      “I don’t really know who she might have worked with. She was always very health conscious.” That much was believable, especially considering how fit Ariel was.

      “There are plenty of natural ingestions that we won’t detect on our traditional toxicology. If that’s what this is, we might need to run additional tests.”

      Was there anything that I could say that would encourage Dr. Allen to work more quickly? Probably not. Not without drawing the wrong kind of attention to what I asked. And certainly not with Joan watching me the way she was. She suspected something, though I doubted even she would think of the possibility that Ariel was a shifter.

      Jen came back into the room, her gaze fixed on me. “The CT didn’t show… Dr. Allen. I didn’t realize you were here.”

      “I got called in. There was a little activity, and Locks needed to go. I agreed to come in and finish his shift.”

      That was surprising. I don’t remember the last time Locks took off early. He might be lazy when he was here, but he always stayed.

      “Well, it’s good to have you here. I haven’t worked with you in a while,” Jen said, smiling at him. I wanted to groan. She didn’t need to flirt with everyone, and certainly not with attendings, but I wouldn’t ever dream of telling her that. She didn’t see her flirtation as any sort of issue.

      “Did you come up with a diagnosis?” Jen asked.

      He shook his head. “It sounds as if Dr. Michaels believes this might have been an ingestion.”

      Jen looked over at me. “Really?”

      “It needs to be in the differential diagnosis,” I said.

      “It certainly does,” Allen said.

      “We don’t have anything else that is suggestive of an ingestion,” Jen said. “Her vital signs are normal and we have no reason to think that she did ingest anything.”

      “Other than the fact that she is like this,” Dr. Allen said.

      “Other than that,” Jen said.

      “I suspect our internal medicine colleagues will enjoy working her up. This is just the kind of case they get excited about.”

      Maybe it had been a mistake coming here. At least we knew there wasn’t anything seriously wrong, but coming up with an answer about what had happened to her would be more difficult than I’d realized. And this time, both medicine and magic had failed to help come up with the answer.

      When Dr. Allen left, I looked over at Jen. “We need to get her out of here.”

      “Now? You don’t even know what’s wrong with her yet.”

      “That’s fine. If we know there is nothing seriously wrong, then at least we can go from there.”

      “What will you do?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what there is to do at this point, only that there is some nasty power out there and we’re going to have to deal with it.”

      “How do you intend to get her out of here?”

      “That will be a little trickier,” I said.

      “You can’t be a part of it,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “Could your big friend come in and help?”

      I didn’t see why not. Aron had already been involved in taking one shifter out of the hospital; what was another? There are already questions about him, so it wouldn’t be all that surprising if there were more.

      “Don’t let her go anywhere until I get back.”

      Jan frowned at me. “And where would I let her go?”

      “No more tests, I guess.”

      “I don’t think that Allen ordered any, so you don’t really have to worry about that.”

      I hurried out of the ER, making my way toward the ambulance bay. Once outside, I found the SUV still parked on the street. I hadn’t been entirely sure that it would still be there.

      “Aron,” I said, pulling the door open and peeking inside. “I need you to go and grab Ariel.”

      “You aren’t able to figure out what was wrong with her?” Gran asked.

      “Not yet. We ran some tests and some of them aren’t back yet, but everything I’ve seen so far has come up unremarkable. Whatever happened to her is either something I won’t be able to detect easily with the labs I have access to, or it’s magical.”

      “It’s not magical,” Gran said.

      I hoped she was right, but it was possible Gran simply wasn’t able to detect the magic used on Ariel, and if that were the case, we might not be able to help her.

      Aron got out of the car. “You will show me to her?”

      I glanced over to the ambulance bay. “I… I don’t think I can. If I go with you, others will see that I am, and it will raise questions about why I’m breaking out the same patient I brought in.”

      Aron nodded. “I see. Then you will have to be ready to drive.”

      I headed around the car and hopped into the driver’s seat, pulling my seatbelt on, and adjusting the seat. I watched the ambulance bay, knowing it wouldn’t be long before Aron popped out, and when he did, we had to be ready to take off quickly.

      “Katie, I’m not sure this is the—”

      Gramps didn’t have a chance to finish. Aron came sprinting out of the ambulance bay carrying Ariel, who was wrapped in a sheet. He grabbed for the door and hopped in, motioning for us to get moving.

      “Go,” he said.

      I shifted the SUV into gear and started off. As I did, I risked a glance back and saw Dr. Allen staring after the SUV.

      I hope he didn’t know I was driving, and I hope he didn’t connect the dots between Aron and me. Regardless of how much magic I might using these days, I still wasn’t ready to lose my residency.
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      “Where should we go?” I asked Aron.

      We reached the end of the block and I slowed for a stoplight. He would have blown right through it, but then, he would have been driving a whole lot faster than what I was comfortable doing. It had grown overcast, making it difficult to know how late it was, but while it might feel like the end of the day, it was still pretty early. We hadn’t been gone all that long.

      “We need to find someplace where they won’t be discovered.”

      “Right. Like I said, where should we go?”

      Aron looked over his shoulder to Gran and Gramps. “Do you have any suggestions?”

      Gramps and Gran met each other’s eyes. “We could try to go to neutral ground,” he suggested. “Shifters know better than to attack there. It would give us more time to figure out what we can do with her. Perhaps wake her.”

      Neutral ground. That meant the basilica. Would the people there be willing to allow us to bring shifters onto their ground, especially if it risked opening them to an even greater danger?

      “Is that even safe?”

      “Neutral ground is safe regardless of what magical source you have,” Gran said. “That’s the purpose of neutral ground.”

      “I understand that it’s supposed to be safe, but is it actually safe? Do the shifters—and whatever it is on the other side of the Veil—respect neutral ground the same way?” And by that, I needed to know whether one of the Great Ones would respect it.

      “They should,” Gramps said.

      Should. I didn’t like that.

      I headed west, stopping at each stoplight, not driving as recklessly as Aron would have. His agitation at my cautious pace rose with each stop.

      “You can drive if you want to,” I said.

      He shook his head.

      He cradled Ariel as we traveled, holding her close. She hadn’t come around at all since we had first grabbed her, and I began to wonder whether she would. Usually with some sort of ingestion, it would begin to wear off. It wasn’t so much that she wasn’t breathing on her own, and it hadn’t affected her vital signs. Her lab values had all been normal during the workup at the ER, which meant that whatever it was that affected her either had a long duration of action and we hadn’t seen the end of it, or it had left her permanently like this. And maybe it was magical, though I’d need more time were I to detect it.

      As I drove, I felt the distant bloom of magic.

      It didn’t come from within the SUV, but there was something familiar to it.

      “What is it?” Aron asked.

      “Probably nothing,” I said.

      “You detected something.”

      I shrugged. “It was magic, but I’m not entirely certain who it came from.”

      “Then you should hurry,” Aron said.

      We turned onto Hennepin Avenue and the basilica loomed in the distance. It was difficult to miss. The basilica cut quite the profile, sitting up alongside the interstate, with architecture that practically demanded someone stop and stare. Returning here was harder than I had expected. The last time I’d been here, I’d come with Derek. Would his brother still be here?

      In that way, it probably felt much like Aron felt for Ariel. I hadn’t ever had a relationship with Derek, but our friendship had been enough. And from what he had said, he had committed much of his life to medicine because of me and the request my grandparents had made of him.

      I pulled up to a stop outside the basilica. After throwing the SUV into park, I sat, clutching the steering wheel and looking out the windshield. The surge of magic came again, this time closer.

      “You detected something again.”

      I nodded. “I don’t know what it was.”

      Whatever it was had enough power that I could feel from a distance. And it was familiar. Because of that, I wondered if it came from the Dark Council or whether this was something else. Something like the shifter.

      “We should go,” I said.

      As we climbed out of the car, there came another surge of power, this time closer than before. Parts of it flowed over me and I tried to figure out why it was familiar, but couldn’t.

      “You’re going to have to run,” I said.

      “What is it?” Aron asked.

      “Whatever that sense of magic is keeps getting closer.”

      And it wasn’t the Dark Council. They wouldn’t be able to move that quickly. It didn’t strike me as some sort of traditional magic spell. Whatever was coming at us was moving rapidly and carried with it significant strength.

      Aron ran across the street and Gran and Gramps got out of the car, starting to follow. I tapped the key to lock the car and had started across the street when an enormous figure suddenly appeared in front of me.

      The Great One.

      I’d never faced a shifter like this before. It was more than his size—which was immense. Power radiated from him. It was different than what I detected from Aron or my grandparents. This was immense.

      “You would take my prize from me?” he growled.

      “I’m not sure Ariel would appreciate being called a prize. Not too many women like to refer to themselves that way.”

      The shifter stalked toward me. He still hadn’t changed shape, remaining in wolf form. That was bound to attract attention, even out here where there weren’t as many businesses.

      The shifter tipped his head back and sniffed at the air.

      “I recognize your power.”

      I tensed. “Oh yeah? What about it do you recognize?” I wanted to sound casual, but at the same time, I wanted nothing more than for him to reveal what he knew. If he could, maybe I wouldn’t need to rely on someone like Solera to reveal the secrets of my magic.

      “And here I thought I was the first,” the shifter said.

      “The first what?”

      He growled. “The first to cross.”

      Traditional magic surged from Gran and Gramps, who prepared a spell on the other side of the street, but they wouldn’t be able to react fast enough to help me. “What do you want with her anyway?”

      If I could delay him, draw his attention to me—and it seemed as if he was willing at least to banter with me—I might be able to buy us some time. They needed to get Ariel into the basilica, and once they did, I had to hope the neutral ground would be enough, even with the Great One.

      What would I do if it wasn’t?

      All I knew about the neutral ground was the fae respected it, as did the mages, both the mage council and the Dark Council. Would shifters? For that matter, would a shifter that wasn’t even from this side of the Veil?

      Had we made a mistake in coming here?

      All of those thoughts went through my head, but I pushed them away.

      Movement across the street caught my eye, but I didn’t dare turn toward it. If I took even a moment, I would draw my attention away from this shifter, and something deep within my being warned me not to do that.

      “What do you want with her?”

      “What makes you think she’s the one I’m after?”

      My heart hammered. Had I made a mistake revealing my magic to him?

      “What are you after?”

      The shifter prowled toward me. He began to change shape, his mouth and nose shifting first, and gradually the rest of him, until he stood in front of me completely naked. He was enormous and incredibly attractive, but in a dangerous way. Even if I didn’t know he was a Great One, there was something about him that warned me not to get too close to him.

      He watched me, a smile on his face. “How is it you don’t know? Are you not what you seem to be?”

      “And what is it that I seem to be?”

      The shifter grinned again. “Perhaps you are not. Either that or you aren’t aware of it. I must admit I find that incredibly fascinating, and your power will help far more than you know.”

      “You aren’t making any sense.”

      He continued toward me. As he did, I instinctively reached for magic, forming a barrier. I wasn’t sure if it would even work against him.

      The shifter hesitated on the other side of my barrier. “You reach for their power, but you don’t know it.”

      “Whose power?” Could he really be close to telling me something I had wanted to know since discovering I wasn’t a dark magic user?

      He seemed unconcerned about the fact that I was holding onto my magic, but then, what reason would he have for being concerned? He had already overpowered us and had managed to track us throughout Minneapolis.

      “Soon it will not matter.”

      Soon. That meant he would complete whatever task he had planned. I needed to buy time until help arrived—and there had to be help coming for me.

      “Why are you here?”

      “We have been imprisoned long enough. It’s time for that to end. These lands and this realm have no way of holding us, especially once you’re claimed.”

      He lunged toward me and I reacted instinctively, pushing back with my shielding. He slammed into it. Claws began to elongate, and he slashed at my barrier. Where he did, it began to separate, peeling away with sparks of power. He watched me while he did it, almost as if he were trying to see how I’d react, but the only reaction I had was one of fear.

      I continued blocking as he attacked, but every time I replaced the injured portion of my barrier, he slashed at it again, carving through it.

      It would fail. It was only a matter of time.

      I dared look across the street.

      Aron was gone, as were Gran and Gramps.

      If nothing else, I would have bought them time. Wasn’t that the most important thing? They needed a chance, little more than that, and if they were granted an opportunity to get onto neutral ground, then they could wake Ariel and figure out what to do next.

      “Why are you really here?” Before he got to me, I would know that much.

      “Because a fool allowed my entry.”

      “What fool?”

      “Someone who thought to contain me.”

      “And who is that?”

      The shifter growled. With another swipe, he shattered my barrier.

      I was ready for it, and I sent a surge of magic blasting into him, crashing into his chest. I had seen that he was susceptible to my magic before. He might be able to withstand Gran and Gramps, but he wasn’t able to withstand my magic, at least not unharmed.

      He went flying, crashing to the other side of the street.

      I sprinted toward the basilica.

      All I needed was to reach the doorway, and I had to believe that the neutral ground would protect me. When I reached it, he was right behind me.

      I spun, sweeping my leg around to kick, magic surging through me. The change of tactic startled him and my kick connected with his leg, dropping him to his knees. I followed the kick with the rapid series of punches, connecting one on his shoulder, another on his chin, and the third missed. Each of my strikes had been enhanced with magic, though not intentionally. As much as I wanted to have control over infusing power into my strikes, I didn’t.

      I yanked open the door and staggered inside. The shifter followed me, already changed back into wolf form. He was much more intimidating that way, and I was unable to take my eyes off him.

      “This is neutral ground,” I said.

      “Neutral for whom?” he growled.

      His voice had a deep and guttural sound in this form, and it was difficult for me to completely understand him. I suspected that was his intention. The longer he stayed in this form, the more powerful he was, but at the same time, the fact that he had shifted again suggested I had harmed him.

      If shifters could heal themselves during the transformation, his shifting would have restored himself—but also suggested my attack had done something to him.

      “Be careful, or I’ll attack again.”

      “I’ve already seen the extent of your attack. You have potential, but you don’t fully understand it. I suspect you’ve been on this side far too long.”

      “Maybe,” I said, “but I doubt that you will risk violating the fae neutral ground. You don’t want to risk the wrath of the queen.”

      “As I’ve said, your neutral ground means little to me.”

      He snarled and snapped again, and the faint barrier I managed to hold collapsed, shattering with a snap of his jaws. I staggered back, making my way along the hallway. The shifter prowled toward me, his ears pointed back, the fur along his spine standing on end. Nails clattered on the tile. The closer he came, the more his musky stink filled my nose.

      Where were the basilica priests?

      Hopefully they knew enough to stay back.

      Sweat dripped from my forehead. How much of that was exertion and how much of it was simply fear? Could this be a mistake?

      The shifter seemed almost eager. After telling him about the fae queen, he had attacked with a renewed interest.

      Could this be what the shifter wanted?

      Maybe we had misread the situation.

      They had intended to bring Ariel across the Veil, and I had thought it was so that they could use her, to feed on her the same way they had attempted to feed on John, but what if that hadn’t been the intention? What if there was something else they wanted, and we were handing it to them by bringing him here?

      I froze but the shifter continued toward me. Holding onto my barrier, I anchored it to the floor and the ceiling, trying to find a way to minimize his likelihood of getting past me. I needed to think this through. What did I know about what he was after?

      Practically nothing, which was part of the problem.

      But then… That wasn’t entirely true. I had seen the spell forced by the other shifters, the way they had opened up the separation in the Veil. That had to be significant for some reason, but what was it?

      The shifter snapped at the barrier, but anchored to the walls as it was, it seemed to require less effort from me, and I managed to hold it more easily.

      What else did we know? Ariel had sent for me, and I had assumed initially that was because of my medical abilities, but that couldn’t have been what it was. She had discovered something about my magic. Which meant she had wanted me to go after her.

      And there was what the shifter had said. Someone had brought him here, someone who seemed to think they could control him.

      And here we were at a supposedly neutral ground, with a shifter who was willing to violate that neutrality.

      Not only violate it, but he seemed eager to go across, as if he wanted to see what could be done. An attack on the fae queen.

      Could that be it?

      We had been so focused on what was happening on this side of the Veil, could I have overlooked the possibility that there was something more—something worse—taking place on the other side?

      I didn’t know enough about the fae queen to know how she ruled, only that the mage council had interactions with her. That suggested she was considered an ally, at least of a sort.

      It was different than this shifter.

      I pushed, sending my spell back at him. I kept the spell anchored to the walls and the floor. Somehow holding it in that way gave me an advantage. If I had the sword, I would have been able to do more, and without it, I would soon reach the limit of my powers.

      He snarled, continuing to snap at my spell.

      “You wanted to attack the other side. That was what this was about. You were going to use the shifters to allow you back in.”

      The shifter snarled, snapping again.

      “You aren’t from the other side of the Veil at all, are you?”

      The shifter stopped attacking. “You know so little.”

      “Where are you from, then?”

      He snarled, snapping at the barrier. With his increasingly frenzied attack, I couldn’t do anything more than I already had. I could hold it, but even that would become too much soon. I needed to maintain that connection as long as I could.

      Would Aron or Gran and Gramps realize my need? They had to know the shifter was here, but would they come looking for me?

      It might be that they weren’t strong enough, and if that were the case, maybe it would be safest for them to remain hidden, locked in the lower level where the neutral ground and the circle could provide some protection.

      I would have to do this myself, but I didn’t have the kind of magic needed in order to overpower the shifter. His power came from the other side of the Veil, and he had defeated Aron and Ariel, and he had ignored my grandparents’ magic.

      I wouldn’t be able to survive against it.

      But maybe it wasn’t magic I needed to focus on.

      When I had fought with him, when I had used my martial arts training, I had knocked him back. Some of that might be from the fact I had surprised him, but some of it might have been the fact that when I had attacked, magic went into each blow. Those had harmed him. It had forced him to shift to recuperate, and if I could do something similar, maybe I could get him back outside the basilica. From there, I had to hope others would come to my aid.

      Rather than pushing with the barrier, I kicked through it.

      Holding onto my magic this way allowed the kick to carry much more strength than it would otherwise. The sudden change of focus startled the shifter, and my kick caught him on one shoulder, followed by a satisfying crack.

      The wolf howled.

      “You didn’t like that?”

      I took another step forward, pushing my barrier in front of me. I fell into the patterns I was taught while training with martial arts and connected with him again, this time a series of attacks, two kicks followed by a punch. All of them came through the barrier, slamming into the shifter.

      He avoided two of them, but my punch connected with the side of his muzzle and he yelped again. Holding onto magic gave me a lot more power than I had expected.

      The shifter backed up, watching me more warily. I smiled to myself. If I could keep him on the defensive, maybe I could make this work.

      I feigned an attack and he skittered back, away from my blow, allowing me the opportunity to slip the shielding forward again. Only a little farther, and we would reach that side door and I could get him back outside.

      The wolf snarled and lunged forward.

      It was all I could do to hold on to the shielding. The suddenness of it—and the violence of it—was much more than what he had attempted before, and he rammed into my shield. It shimmered, sparks working along it, before it faded. The shield held, but I don’t know how much longer I could sustain it.

      He lunged again, jaws snapping and legs ripping at the shielding.

      The shield sparked and started to collapse.

      As it did, I struck.

      I brought my knee up, catching him on the jaw, and followed with a double fist pump on the top of his head, driving both of my fists down onto his skull. He lowered his head, trying to twist off to the side, but I swung my foot around, catching him with a roundhouse kick.

      He yelped again and before he had a chance to recuperate, I followed with a magical blast, a spell of whatever it was that I had used before. He went flying down the hallway and whimpered. I started to build another spell, but I didn’t have enough strength.

      I raced toward him and as I got close, he tried to snap at me, but I rolled to the ground, kicking. My heel connected with the side of his head and he went flying away. At least I had enough strength left for that.

      We were near the door.

      He got to his feet, the muscles beneath his fur rippling. Shifting.

      It was his magical transformation. He was using it to restore himself.

      How could I overpower someone like that? If he could continue to shift, to heal himself each time he were injured, it might not be possible for me to get the upper hand. There were limits to my magic, and from what I’d seen from him, it didn’t appear he had the same limitations.

      I darted forward and he snapped at me. It was all that I could do to place a protective barrier up before he managed to connect.

      “That was impressive, but now it’s my turn,” the Great One said.

      He snapped again and I staggered back, barely missing his jaws connecting.

      I tried to kick, but he twisted out of the way, avoiding my blow. One of his claws raked my thigh. Pain ripped through me and I screamed. Blood seeped out along my thigh.

      I guess I would find out whether I had the same healing ability that mages possessed.

      Thankfully I hadn’t the opportunity to test it before and wished I would’ve done so in a time before my life might depend upon it, but it was also possible that in my weakened state, I wouldn’t be able to heal the same way anyway. I staggered back, keeping my injured leg behind me, trying to balance so I didn’t put too much weight on it. I needed to be careful, but if he snapped at my good leg, I wouldn’t have any way to stand.

      Attempting a barrier failed.

      He sniffed. “I can smell your fear.”

      “And I can smell you. You smell sort of like a toddler coming in to the ER with a poopy diaper.” He probably had no idea what that was, but taunting him made me feel better.

      The pain in my thigh burned and muscles trembled. I doubted that I would be able to stand for long.

      My magic was nearly depleted. Rest was the only thing that would allow me to recover, and there was no way for me to be able to rest until this was all the way over. Given the way it was going, I didn’t like my odds.

      He lunged and I took a step back, stumbling.

      There was a mistake. He was upon me before I had a chance to react.

      Hot breath stunk in my face. A drop of drool fell onto my cheek and I turned to the side, wanting to get away. Power built within me and I pushed out, sending it slamming into his underbelly.

      Thankfully I had enough strength remaining for that. It pushed him off me and I scrambled backward and away from him. How much longer would I be able to withstand him?

      He made his way toward me. I couldn’t get to my feet, the pain in my leg too much to bear. Instead, I stayed on my backside, scooting away from him, doing everything in my power to hold the shielding around me, but I didn’t have the strength to anchor it the same way I had before.

      Another lunge, and I brought my hands up, pushing out. Nothing came from my hands, but I did manage to connect with his nose, and there was enough force in the blow that he twisted off to the side. I swung my good leg around, not having nearly enough strength in it, and completely missed as I tried to connect with him.

      There were footsteps behind me.

      I didn’t dare turn around but worried one of the priests had appeared. The only priest I knew was David, but I didn’t know how much the other priests knew of the fact that this was neutral ground.

      Magic built.

      Relief swept over me. Maybe I could get out of here.

      I rolled to the side as the spell built, sizzling through the air.

      It was like electricity, a lightning bolt, and it streaked over my shoulder, catching the shifter. The shifter froze in place for a moment, the electricity coursing through it, standing its fur on end.

      I managed to glance over my shoulder to see Aron standing there with another spell building. He threw it, something like a baseball pitch combined with a punch, and another bolt of electricity shot from him, catching the shifter again.

      “Get up, Kate.”

      “My leg…”

      Aron threw another spell. This one was weaker. The cold that raced along my spine wasn’t nearly as intense.

      How much strength was this taking out of Aron?

      “How many more of those do you have in you?”

      “My limit is usually three,” he said.

      “Limit?”

      “This takes considerable power. Most of the time, I can destroy a demon with one.”

      A demon with one, but this shifter had withstood three?

      Not only that, but he had withstood all of the power I had thrown at him, not mentioning what my grandparents had attempted to catch him with.

      I looked over at the shifter, and once again, his fur rippled as he continued to shift, healing himself. It wasn’t even a complete transformation, but it was enough to restore him.

      If only we could get Ariel to shift, maybe we could restore her.

      That was something for later, but for now we had to focus on this.

      “I think he wants to use the neutral ground to reach across the Veil,” I said.

      Aron grunted. “That could be devastating.”

      “I think they were using the shifters to cross the Veil for the same purpose, but when we grabbed Ariel…” Somehow grabbing Ariel had disrupted the spell. Did they need some sort of sacrifice in order to open the connection?

      More questions.

      Aron helped pull me down the hallway.

      “How are Gran and Gramps?”

      “They have used the seal to keep the room secured.”

      If it weren’t so dangerous to the other side of the Veil, I would have considered using the circle and the power that I had accessed the last time, but I suspected that was a terrible idea. What if the shifter could also use that power?

      We reached the end of the hall, and to my right was the doorway.

      The shifter prowled toward us. Aron threw another spell, but it was much weaker than the last. We had come to the end of his strength.

      We would fall here.

      The door opened and power exploded inside the room.

      Dark magic.

      I looked over to see Darvish and Barden storming in.

      Maybe we would have help.

      The shifter attacked.
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      As the shifter bared down on us, I shifted my stance, readying for the brunt of the attack. All I needed to do was get a good blow in. I wasn’t sure that I would be able to, not with as tired as I was, but considering the way the shifter moved at us, there had to be some way for me to slide underneath him and attack up, driving into his jaw.

      Aron threw me off to the side.

      The shifter pounced on him, dropping him.

      Darvish flung a spell that sent a shot of cold racing along my spine. Barden followed with a similar spell.

      “How are you here?”

      “The archer alerted us,” Barden said.

      I glanced over at Aron. He had alerted the Dark Council? I needed to give him more credit than I had. “Just the two of you?” I asked.

      “The others are preparing.”

      “Preparing for what?”

      The shifter was snapping at Aron, but somehow he managed to hold a barrier in front of him, just enough to keep from getting devoured. I could easily imagine those massive jaws tearing through his flesh, ripping him apart the same way John had been ripped apart. I didn’t doubt this was the same shifter, and that if it managed to tear into Aron, he would sustain a similar injury. Could I heal him?

      If I could, would he be the same? We still didn’t know if John would ever be the same.

      I lunged, and my shoulder crashed into the shifter’s side. I wasn’t very large—certainly not compared to the shifter—but connected as I was to magic, however weakened I might be, I had more than enough force to throw him off Aron. He sprang to his feet, trying to pull on one of his electricity lightning bolts again.

      “Come on, Thor. We need to get him out of here,” I said. Darvish barked out a harsh laugh. “What are you laughing at?”

      “You calling the archer the God of Thunder.”

      We backed down the hall, the four of us holding individual barriers. We had created them at the same time, though no one had said anything. The combined energies crackled against each other, a combination of my magic with Aron and his mage magic, along with the dark magic from Darvish and Barden.

      The shifter slammed into the barrier, but with the four of us holding it, we managed to push him backward.

      “We need to get him out of the basilica,” I said.

      “Do you have any suggestions on how to do so?”

      “I’m really not sure what we can do, other than—”

      A loud and terrifying howl erupted from just outside the basilica. Even though it was outside, it was powerful and loud enough that it split my ears, a painful sound that echoed against the stone.

      Could there be another Great One?

      I looked over at Aron. “How many do you think they unleashed?”

      “They should not have been able to unleash any.”

      “From what he was telling me, he was imprisoned somewhere and was freed.”

      The shifter snapped, snarling at the barrier. With each attempt, he raked at the invisible wall, sending sparks streaking, allowing the wall to be visible, however briefly.

      I wasn’t sure how much longer we’d be able to hold onto this barrier like this. As we strained, struggling to hold him back, he continued to tear at the barrier.

      I looked over at Aron. His jaw had a hard set to it and tension along his eyes told me how hard he was straining. There was considerable effort placed into his attempt to withstand this shifter. How long could he hold out? Darvish and Barden were fresh, which made them better allies, at least for now.

      Another howl came. This time even closer than the last.

      The shifter began to attack with even more fury than before.

      What was going on here?

      We took another step, forcing the shifter back. He was pushed away from the entrance to the stairs, prevented from being able to reach the neutral ground. We needed to get him back outside.

      Another howl.

      The shifter thrashed, throwing more and more intensity at the barrier.

      A shadow moved across the distant doorway.

      The shifter broke off and raced down the hallway, heading for the main part of the basilica.

      I surged forward, stumbling, but Aron caught me.

      “What was that about?” I asked.

      “It seems as if the shifters aren’t getting along,” Darvish said.

      “We rescued the alpha, like I told you,” I said.

      “You went into the shifter territory and interfered with their leadership?” Barden stared at me.

      “I didn’t really have much choice. It became clear the shifter sent to me wasn’t attacked as part of the regular challenge. The attack was different, and it was meant to—”

      “It doesn’t matter what it was meant to do. The shifters and the council have agreed to allow the shifters to rule without interference,” he said.

      “I’m not on the council, and I don’t have a whole lot of concern about what was agreed to before. When I see—”

      Barden’s laughter cut me off. “Are you under the impression I somehow care about what you did?”

      “I guess not,” I said.

      Barden nodded. “We need to pursue this creature.”

      “How did you know to come here?”

      “There is a certain sensation when the shifters attack. I was aware of it approaching, and given what you said…”

      I frowned. Could I actually have persuaded Barden to interfere?

      “That’s not the only reason,” I said.

      “No. It’s not, but the rest of it doesn’t matter. Not until this is over.”

      I had a sense that it did, but maybe we would have to deal with that later, after we finished handling the shifters. As much as Gran and Gramps wanted to reject my idea about the origin of the magic from the mage council—and the Dark Council—I still thought I was right.

      We headed into the main part of the basilica. There was no evidence of the shifter having come through here, and for that I was thankful. Rows of pews were lined up facing the pulpit. The ceiling domed overhead and light spilled through stained-glass windows, providing a warmth and a sense of power. I didn’t like the idea that the creature might tear through here, causing great destruction to a historical place like this. I wasn’t religious, but you didn’t necessarily need to be religious to appreciate what was found here.

      Aron took my hand and pulled me along, dragging me free of the main part of the church. We reached the doors leading outside and paused. Sunlight streamed down from overhead and I focused, searching for any sign of magic, but I didn’t pick up on anything. That troubled me.

      “Where did they go?” Darvish asked.

      “They were here. I don’t detect anything,” I said.

      Barden studied me as if I were some sort of puzzle he needed to solve.

      “It’s possible they have returned north,” he said.

      “Really? We were doing so well against one of the shifters. There’s no reason for it to have headed north, not when he was so close to overpowering us,” I said.

      And it was more than just overpowering us. He needed Ariel, but why? What was it about Ariel that forced his need? There was something about her magic, but what was it?

      “Where are the rest of your Dark Council mages?”

      “They’re nearby,” Barden said.

      “Are they ready if we need help?”

      “They can be.”

      Aron turned to me. “What are you considering?”

      “I’m thinking that if we can corral this shifter, maybe with the combined force of the Dark Council and whatever mages of the mage council we can gather, we might be able to overpower him.”

      “And if you overpower him, what do you intend to do?” Aron asked.

      “What do you mean? I intend to remove him as a threat.”

      “And then what?”

      “I don’t get what you’re after.”

      “It’s what you hadn’t considered before, and I should have given it more thought, especially considering the time I have spent in the shifter lands, but…”

      He was worried about how to restore Ariel to power.

      She had been defeated by this shifter, which meant she had lost her position. Without that, even overthrowing this coup might not be enough. It might be that we were left with instability within the shifters, the Veil weakened once again, and then…

      Whoever had helped this shifter cross over the Veil, releasing him from his prison, had to want that instability. Either way, he would win. If this shifter managed to cross over the Veil, he would have the instability that he sought. And if Ariel managed to escape, she wouldn’t be able to return to power, which again would lead to instability.

      Somehow she had to win a challenge.

      That couldn’t be our concern.

      “We have to stop him first. You saw how powerful he was.”

      “I saw it,” Aron said.

      “What is this creature?” Barden asked. He had been watching us, and I wondered what thoughts were going on in the back of his mind. Barden was clever—he had to be, in order to have survived operating around the mage council for as long as he had—and hopefully that experience meant he had knowledge that might rival that of the mage council.

      “We think he’s a Great One.”

      “They can’t be here,” Barden said.

      “Aron didn’t think so either, but here he is. You saw how he attacked. Aron can handle a single shifter—even several—but not something like this.”

      Barden looked over. “Is that true, Archer?”

      Aron nodded.

      “But this thing? My grandparents weren’t able to do anything against it.”

      Barden offered a half smile. “Your grandparents are powerful mages, and for them to fail but for you to generally succeed tells me much more than I had expected to learn about you, Kate Michaels.”

      I breathed out a sigh. “We can deal with that later.”

      “Indeed. And if it is a Great One, we need to return it to whatever place it came from, or we need to kill it.”

      With as much power as it had, and with the way that it had simply shifted, healing itself, I didn’t know that we would be able to kill it.

      “What do you know about its prison?”

      “Not much. There are few who know anything about where they come from, especially as they are from the other side of the Veil.”

      I looked over at Aron. “There’s someone who might know.”

      “We don’t have time to get to her.”

      “Who?”

      “Solera,” I said.

      Barden pressed his lips together into a frown. “You would risk going to her?”

      “We’ve gone to her once,” I said.

      “Then you are lucky to still be here.”

      A howl erupted from the west. Hearing that gave me hope, but it also sent fear coursing through me.

      “At least they’re not inside the basilica,” I said.

      “Do you really fear them going into the basilica?” Barden asked.

      “I don’t know what the shifter intends. If he goes across the Veil and attacks the fae queen, I don’t know what will happen.”

      “Whatever happens will be on the other side of the Veil,” Barden said. “That’s none of our concern.”

      “I think it needs to be,” I said. If they went across and battled with the fae queen, that could spread, reaching this side. It was bad enough having the magical creatures we did on this side of the Veil, but if a fight spread across it, and if it carried with it the kind of magic I’d already seen, people wouldn’t be able to withstand it. Hell, we had barely been able to withstand it, and that was with many magic users all trying to oppose the attack.

      “Are you going to help or not,” I asked.

      Barden glanced from Aron to me. “If I do this, then I will need you to do something for me.”

      “I’m not sure whether I like the sound of that.”

      “It’s nothing you will find too distasteful,” he said.

      I studied him, debating whether to agree or not, when a surge of power struck. I felt it distantly. There was a park running along the interstate to the west, and it seemed as if it came from there.

      How much time did we have before whatever was taking place returned here?

      Could the shifters have moved their attack closer to the city? Would they attempt to cross the Veil here?

      “Fine. I’ll do whatever you need.”

      Barden nodded. “Then you have our help.”

      “Good. Now, since you know where the neutral ground can be found, go down and get my grandparents and tell them what you agreed to.”

      “And where will you be going?”

      “Apparently, out to the lake.”

      Barden frowned. “If this is as time sensitive as you make it seem, are you certain we have that time?”

      “I can get her there in time,” Aron said.

      “See? He can get me there.”

      Darvish chuckled. “He is the God of Thunder,” he said.

      I suppressed a laugh.

      Aron glared at him. Darvish ignored it.

      “The two of you need to stop. Whatever fighting that you have been through is done,” I said.

      Barden tapped on Darvish’s arm and they turned away, heading toward the basilica.

      I looked over at Aron. “Now. What do you intend to do?”

      His gaze flickered over to the SUV parked in front of the basilica. “It’s time for a drive.”

      “Even driving, I’m not sure you can drive fast enough to get out there and back. Especially if we have to request Solera ferry us back across.”

      “There is another way,” Aron said.

      “Really? And what is that?”

      He stared at me, saying nothing.

      “Fine. If you don’t want to tell me, then let’s head out and face the shifters. We’ve already seen we can’t manage with them, but I’m willing to give it a try. I don’t have a whole lot of strength remaining, but then, that probably doesn’t matter. Neither do you.”

      Aron pressed his lips together. “There is another way, but it’s one I have tried not to use.”

      “Am I finally going to see your magical way of driving great distances?”

      “So it would seem.”

      He ran toward the car and I followed, hopping into the passenger seat.

      “Hold on,” Aron said.

      He threw the car into gear and a spell built from him, coalescing around the front of the SUV. It formed something of a tunnel, and as we went, pressure built around me, squeezing upon me. The pressure continued to build, growing stronger and stronger, and eventually the car rocketed forward through that pressure, as if we were being squeezed into a tiny shape.

      “Aron?”

      “This won’t be entirely pleasant,” he said.

      “What are you doing?”

      “This is the only way to get there quickly.”

      “Get where?”

      We were heading toward an underpass, not making our way toward the interstate, as I had expected.

      “You’ll see.”

      The pressure continued to build, and I could barely keep my eyes open. It was painful, and as it squeezed, I struggled against it.

      “You need to relax,” Aron said.

      I tried, but despite every effort, my body raged against what was happening to me. The pressure continued squeezing me, the power of whatever spell he was using pushing on me. Instinctively, I pushed back, using my magic, but Aron touched my arm.

      “You can’t do that,” he said.

      “What am I doing?”

      “You’re holding us here,” he said.

      “Holding?”

      He nodded. “You have to relax. Release your spell.”

      It took an effort of will to do it, and I didn’t bother telling him that I had no spells and that my magic was different than his, that I didn’t require spells the same way mages did.

      Tamping my magic down was harder than it used to be. There was a time when I was able to hold it down, and I could ignore it within me, but after having used it as often as I had, it flowed. I still remembered how to suppress it, and I used that knowledge, sealing it within me.

      The pressure continued to build around us. I could barely hold my eyes open.

      Pain squeezed.

      And then it was gone.

      I opened my eyes, uncertain what had happened. All around us were trees, and within the trees were the strange glittering shapes that I had seen the last time I had been here.

      “How?”

      “This is the kind of spell I am not supposed to use. This is the type of spell your grandfather is not supposed to use,” he said.

      “Then how do you know it?”

      “I know a great many things I’m not supposed to know,” Aron said.

      He got out of his car and I followed, heading into the woods—and toward Solera’s home. The air had a stillness to it, and the change in location and the scents around us was jarring—and so different than what had been near the basilica.

      “Is she here?” I asked.

      “She can go nowhere else. The question is whether she will appear before us.”

      I looked around for signs of Solera. The last time we were here had been different, guided here by her ferryman, and likely in such a way that she had known we were coming long before she had appeared to us.

      “How are we going to find her?”

      “The same way we did before. We remain here, searching for her.”

      “Aron, we don’t have time for that. With what’s taking place back by the basilica, we can’t simply wait for her to appear in front of us.”

      “With Solera, we don’t often have the opportunity to force her to appear.”

      I followed the path, ignoring Aron. She had been near the strange pool of water at the center of the island before, and when I reached the clearing with the pool of water in the middle of it, I paused. There was no one here, no sign of Solera, but I needed to find some way for her to know we were here. It was likely she had recognized our coming, especially if she was connected to the island as Aron believed that she was.

      Pulling on my magic, I began to make a circle around the outside of the clearing. I was two-thirds of the way through it when I heard her voice.

      “Do you intend to open a portal here?”

      I turned to see Solera standing at the edge of the woods. Had I continued with my circuit, I would have run into her. It was almost as if she intended to create a barrier and obstruct me from making the complete circuit. I had no intention with my magic and was only holding on to it, but circles had power. Would completing the circle somehow take some of her power for myself?

      “I don’t intend to open anything. I came for your help.”

      A dark glimmer flashed across her face. “There is a price for help.”

      “I don’t intend to pay a price, either.”

      “Then you’ve come for no reason. I’m unwilling to help.”

      “A Great One is here.”

      Solera stood with her hands clasped in front of her, watching me for a long moment. “Is that supposed to impress me? The prison wouldn’t hold indefinitely.”

      Prison? “I don’t know if it’s going to impress you or not, but the fact that there is a Great One out, loose on the world, should bother you.”

      “And why should it bother me?”

      “Because he seeks to cross over the Veil and attack.”

      “He wouldn’t be able to do so.”

      “He attempted to use the shifters.”

      She frowned, cocking her head. There was a surge of soft power, a warmth that pulsed from her, and then she shook her head. “The shifters did not assist in this.”

      “They didn’t assist, but they were trying to.”

      “Trying and succeeding are very different things.”

      “He will succeed if he continues to do this. He came to the city and intends to use the neutral ground.”

      “He would not be able to use the neutral ground. He would have to have some sort of conduit for him to make the crossing.”

      “Such as a shifter alpha?”

      She pitched her mouth in a frown. “He should not be able to use the shifters in this.”

      “You keep saying what he shouldn’t be able to do, and I’m telling you what he is doing. I’ve seen it.”

      “Are you certain about what you’ve seen? You don’t have a great amount of experience within the magical world. You said so yourself.”

      “I saw what he did, just as I saw the way he attacked Ariel.”

      “Ariel should not have been in any danger,” Solera said.

      “Why?”

      “Just know that she should not.”

      “And if she was?”

      Solera watched me. “You came here to question me like this? You understand there is a price.”

      “I understand that he intends to attack the fae queen. That’s why he wants to make the crossing. If he succeeds, what will happen to the other side of the Veil?”

      “Nothing that hasn’t been happening for centuries.”

      “What? War?”

      Solera smiled at me. “Do you think that I’m here because I enjoy your world? No. I’m here because I have no choice. I was sent here.”

      “Why were you sent here?”

      “I was sent here to ensure that certain alliances were maintained.”

      “What sort of alliances?”

      “The sort your existence proves have not been held the way they should have been.”

      “How so?”

      Solera smiled at me. “Still searching for someone to give you answers rather than finding them yourself.”

      “If I knew of any way to find answers myself, I would be willing to do it, but there aren’t any answers I can get.”

      “Not any answers you think you can get, but in that, you would be incorrect.”

      “What do you think I can learn?”

      Solera smiled at me. “You should return. If you are as concerned about the shifters as you say, you don’t have much time.”

      “Just tell me where the Great One escaped from so we can return him.”

      “There are many Great Ones, and if one of them has been freed, each of the disciples may follow. If that’s the case, trapping them here might be the only thing that can be done.”

      “And what if we can’t trap them here?”

      “Then they will not be allowed to cross the Veil. She will not allow it.”

      “Who? The queen?”

      “The one who has the power to prevent any openings across the Veil.” Solera looked over my shoulder. “You should have known better than to bring her here, Archer.”

      “There wasn’t a choice.”

      “There’s always a choice. Are you ready to make yours?”

      She started toward Aron and I ran after her, holding onto my magic as I did. As I reached Aron, only a step behind her, a surge of power built.

      Solera’s eyes widened and she spun, sending magic surging into me.

      I pushed back against her, holding magic. Power poured out of me.

      It took a moment for me to realize I had completed my circle.

      Had she not known what I was doing?

      The circle was made unintentionally, but now that it was formed, I could feel the connection to the pool at the heart of the clearing. That pool reminded me of the power I felt within the circle on neutral ground.

      “You have a connection to the Veil here.” Voices whispered at the back of my mind, telling me about the connection, the power, and making promises to me.

      I ignored them.

      Solera attempted to slam power into me again, but it was much less than what she had managed previously.

      Either she was weaker or I had somehow sealed her off from her connection to that power.

      “Release it,” she said.

      “No.”

      Solera attempted to build another spell, and as she did, I ignored it again. Holding on to this power filled me and allowed me to resist her.

      She turned her attention to me and stalked closer, forcing me to take a step backward. It placed me on the inside of the ring that I had walked, and when she reached the boundary, she could go no further.

      “Release it.”

      “Not until you answer my questions.”

      “You would force me to answer? Is that how you think you can get what you want?”

      I glanced at Aron. He watched me, an unreadable expression on his face. His jaw was set and I could tell he worried about whether I was making a mistake. As far as I could tell, I was, but this was the only chance I thought we had to get answers, and if this failed, she would have no reason to tell me what we needed to know. It happened by chance, but I knew enough to seize that chance.

      “I’m not trying to force you to do anything. All I want is an answer to the question. How do we return them to their prison?”

      Solera shook her head. Power built from her and she attempted to strike at the barrier again and again, but each time she tried, she failed.

      “I’m going to hold this until you tell me, and I suspect that with the connection I now have to the other side of the Veil, I can draw enough power to confine you.” The sudden widening of her eyes told me that my suspicion was right. “All I want is an answer.”

      “There is no way to return them,” she said. She took a step back, studying the circle as if she could come up with some way to overpower it before deciding that she couldn’t. “If they’ve escaped their prison and are here, there is no way for you to return them.”

      “How do we stop them?”

      “You can attempt to confine them, but even in that, I doubt you will be successful. Confining one of the Great Ones in this land will be difficult, especially without the necessary strength, which even you don’t have.”

      I turned my attention back to her. “Can we stop them?”

      “Have you been able to stop them so far?”

      “I’ve only faced one. He restored himself every time he was injured.”

      “That’s what makes them so formidable. They have the ability to heal themselves much more rapidly than any other creature you might face on this side of the Veil.”

      And if they could heal themselves, then there might not be anything for us to do to stop them.

      “Even with the mage council and the Dark Council working together, we can’t stop them?”

      “Even working together. It’s possible that you might get lucky, but…” She shrugged. “Now, if you don’t mind?”

      An idea came to me, but it would be difficult, if not impossible.

      Could I hold onto this power?

      “Aron. Get the car.”

      He nodded once and raced off through the trees. I heard the steady rumble of the SUV as he returned, crashing between the trees and driving through the barrier. Did I allow him through or was there something about his magic that simply let him pass over?

      Solera just watched me. “You think you can hold onto this?”

      “I will try.”

      “You will fail. And when you fail and my powers are returned to me, you will have made yourself a dangerous enemy.”

      “We don’t need to be enemies. All I wanted was answers.”

      Solera glared at me.

      I climbed into the passenger seat, closing the door, and glanced over at Aron. “Can I hold onto this?”

      “I don’t know. You have to be the one controlling the spell.”

      “I don’t know that I’ll know how.”

      “And I will have to guide you.”
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      Power coursed through me, and it was a strange sensation to have Aron guiding it. He held onto my hand, reaching across the console so that he could hold on to me. His magic mingled with mine, creating a strange warmth that was different than anything I had experienced before when dealing with magic.

      “Why haven’t we tried this before?”

      “This is difficult to do,” Aron said. He kept his hand on the steering wheel and I waited for us to take off, but we didn’t go anywhere. Not yet.

      “What do we need to do?”

      “This is a complicated spell, and the key is focusing on one place and then the other, using your magic to bridge them.”

      “That’s the spell?”

      “It’s not so much as spell as it is a conduit of magic. What you need is to form that conduit and reach across it.”

      I looked out the window. Solera stood just outside the circle. She hadn’t moved, and I worried she would figure out a way to overpower the barrier before we had a chance to get back. Her magic crashed into the barrier, but she didn’t hold onto it with nearly as much power as she did when we had been here before.

      I tore my attention away. There wasn’t anything I could do to stop her, and I just had to hope that I could hold onto this magic long enough to successfully end the battle with the Great One.

      The park. That was where we needed to go. I tried to visualize how that would look, focusing not only on the park, but on where we were now, wanting to bridge the two. It was difficult to hold both of them in mind at the same time.

      “Will I be able to hold this circle even when we’re not here?” I asked Aron.

      “I don’t know. You’re going to have to try, but it’s possible there will be a separation.”

      If that happened, then our hope of succeeding would fail.

      “Do it,” I said.

      Power coursed out of Aron and took control of my magic. “You have to allow me to control it. If we do this, I have to be able to hold onto the magic, but I’m doing it through you.”

      I nodded. He slammed on the gas and the spell formed around us. He squeezed, compressing us, and pain filled me as it had before, though it was amplified.

      I screamed.

      “Hold it,” Aron said.

      Power surged around us and the car shot forward, squeezing through the spell. The pain lingered and seemed to last an incredibly long time. Moments stretched into what seemed like hours. I tried to cry out, but my voice was caught in the back of my throat.

      And then it faded.

      I breathed out. Did I still hold onto the power, or had I lost that connection?

      “Are you okay?” Aron asked.

      “I… I think so.”

      “I have never felt power quite like that.”

      “I think were drawing from the other side of the Veil. Somehow we’re tapping into a store of power Solera has access to.”

      Aron twisted in his seat and looked over at me. “That’s not how her magic works, Kate.”

      “I don’t know how her magic works, only that I somehow sealed it off.”

      Aron pressed his lips together. “Do you still have a connection to it?”

      The same power still filled me. I nodded. I wasn’t sure how, but it was. “It’s still there.”

      “Good.”

      I looked out the window to see where he had brought us. We were in a park, and in the distance,  I could see the city’s skyline and the interstate running off to the side. As it was early in the day—and on a weekday, no less—the park was empty. I knew about the park, but I’d never been here before.

      “How did you know where to go?”

      “You knew,” Aron said.

      “How did I know where to go?”

      “If you did as I suggested, you brought us to the right place.”

      I got out of the car and looked around. The park was mostly green space with some sport fields interrupting the flow. There weren’t any playgrounds, at least not that I could see. Trees grew along the edge of the park. A sense of magic flared nearby. Was it the Great One, or was it something else?

      “Can you find the members of the council?” I asked.

      “You don’t think that you can, wrapped in this power?”

      “I might be able to, but I’m worried about releasing my connection and losing control of it. If we’re going to defeat the Great One, I’m going to need all of this power, and I don’t want to lose it.”

      His magic surged and he pushed it out, rolling across the grassy lawn and toward the rest of the park. “That way,” he said, pointing.

      We had been gone long enough to confront Solera, maybe five or ten minutes at most, but would that have been too long?

      I ran after Aron, holding onto the connection to the magic near the lake. I worried that it would be difficult, but the longer we ran, the easier it became. Simply maintaining a connection allowed me to hold it, and far more easily than I had expected.

      A howl erupted.

      Skittering to a stop, I glanced over at Aron. He wrapped himself in a spell—a barrier—and I wished I could do the same, but I didn’t dare let go of the connection I had.

      “They’re close,” Aron said.

      “You can feel them?”

      “I can see them,” Aron said, pointing again.

      Nearly a dozen mages surrounded the wolf shifter. Their barriers surged together, forming a protective circle. It reminded me of what we’d faced when we rescued Ariel, but this barrier contained an enormous wolf shifter that attacked the barrier. The wolf didn’t move as it attacked, sitting in the center of the circle, but from my enhanced connection, I could feel power surging out from it.

      As we neared, Gran glanced back at me. “You’ve returned.”

      “We went to find answers.”

      “That’s what Barden claimed. I wasn’t sure if I could trust him.”

      “He’s here, isn’t he?” He was across from us on the other side of the circle. His Dark Council mages were scattered, staggered with members of the mage council in between. I recognized several of the mage council members, including my grandparents, but there were others I didn’t recognize. Most of them were younger, though I didn’t know if that meant they really were younger or whether they were so powerful they only appeared youthful.

      “He’s here. And because he is here, we have managed to confine this creature, but we are barely holding it.”

      Even with the mages here, the barrier surrounding the wolf shifter was barely enough. Aron joined, taking a place and adding his own barrier, and it scarcely seemed to matter.

      “Did you learn how to send it back across the Veil?”

      “I don’t think we can. That’s what it wants. The Great One was imprisoned and somehow escaped.”

      She frowned at me. “Escaped?”

      “Yes.”

      “Interesting.”

      “As interesting as how the gorgon managed to get across the Veil,” I said.

      Everything we’d seen left me thinking that there was another force—an entity—wanting to destabilize things. And if they succeeded, I had no idea what would take place.

      “What did you find from her?”

      “She said we can’t send it back across. We have to hold it here.”

      “Or kill it.”

      I nodded at Gran. “Or kill it.”

      “We will need more help to confine this creature,” Gran said. “I’ve sent word, but I’m not sure we have enough time.” The strain at the corner of her eyes reminded me of how hard she’d worked fending off the gorgon. Gramps shared in her strain, his shoulders now slumped, and the stoop to his back telling me all that I needed to know about his assessment of our likelihood of succeeding.

      “How can I help?”

      “I’m not sure that you can.”

      “Gran, we need to—“

      A howl came from the far side of the park.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      Gran flicked her gaze and clenched her jaw. “We can’t stop what we’re doing here, Katie. If we do, we will lose our hold on this creature.”

      And if they did that, the Great One would escape.

      “I’ll go.”

      “You can’t go alone. If it’s another Great One…”

      “The likelihood of more than one escaping is low.”

      “Kate—”

      I ignored her, heading around the circle. The wolf shifter turned his head, swiveling it so that he could watch me. Did he know that I had been the one to release Ariel?

      I waited for him to attack, but he simply watched.

      I hurried off, heading toward the sound of the wolf I’d heard. With the magic I held, power drawn from Solera, could I confine another?

      If I couldn’t?

      I couldn’t think about that.

      There was a flash of fur, and I raced forward.

      Drawing as much magic as I was, I went much more quickly than I normally would, and soon came face to face with the shifter.

      I stopped, holding a barrier in front of me.

      If I hadn’t, I would’ve been dead.

      The shifter lunged at it, snapping, but this barrier managed to hold better than my normal one had.

      It was the same shifter I’d faced in the basilica.

      What did that mean about the other shifter? Which one was that?

      I didn’t have time to piece it together.

      The wolf continued to snarl, slamming into the barrier.

      “You’ve grown stronger,” the wolf said. He sounded relaxed. Unconcerned.

      “Why are you here?”

      “I’m here because I was released. Centuries of imprisonment ended. I will not go back,” he snarled.

      “I’m not going to let you stay free.”

      “You’re not? You barely have any understanding of your powers.” He tipped his head back, sniffing at the air. “You might have gained a hint of power, but you don’t know how to use it. That much is clear.”

      I pushed, drawing through my connection to Solera’s stores of power, and wrapped it around him. It swirled, drifted, and formed a complete sphere around him. He slammed into it, ripping at the sphere of power with claws and his fangs before settling back on his haunches.

      “Interesting. Even inexperienced, you’ve managed to draw a considerable amount of power. I wasn’t expecting that on this side.”

      “Haven’t I nearly beaten you already?”

      The wolf shifter grinned at me. It was a disturbing thing to see, especially as it forced his jaw to contort in some unnatural position. “Have you? When this is over, I will devour you, and I will feed on your power. You will give me the strength I need to release the others.”

      Had that been what it was about?

      It might explain what had happened to John, though not why the other shifters had followed him.

      Unless they didn’t have a choice.

      “You’ve already freed another one, yet he’s trapped the same as you.”

      “Is that right?”

      “And you won’t free the others.”

      “I think you might be surprised at what I am capable of.”

      The shifter snapped, tearing at the barrier. It was all that I could do to hold on to it and I pushed back, drawing strength from not only myself, but from the source of power I stole from Solera. If he kept up with his attacks, I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hold onto it all.

      I needed to try something else.

      I had injured him before and could do so again.

      Could I hurt him while he was trapped within the sphere?

      I tried pushing the sphere of power in on him, trying to crush him, but his magic pulsed against me, pressing outward. I wouldn’t be able to overpower him that way.

      He snarled, his power surging out at me. It was all I could do to hold on.

      I needed someone else to help.

      No, what I needed was the sword.

      I had to let go of that thought. I didn’t have the sword and I wouldn’t be able to reacquire it, not in time to do anything.

      As I continued trying to draw more and more power, my sphere of power began to fail.

      The moment I lost control over this spell and my connection to the distant store of power was the moment that I would fall.

      The Great One seemed to sense that.

      He continued to thrash, and every so often he rippled, changing forms, restoring himself.

      How was I going to defeat a creature that could recover from any attack?

      There wasn’t a way.

      “I thought I would need his help, but you will do nicely. You might have more than enough power for me to complete my assignment.”

      “Your assignment?”

      “I am the first, but I will not be the last.”

      I shivered. With as much trouble as we had with even a single one of the Great Ones, I couldn’t imagine facing another.

      We had to send him back.

      If only Solera had been able to tell me how, or offer some way of holding him here.

      My power began to fade.

      The shell holding him collapsed. The shifter stalked forward, changing forms, standing before me as a fully naked man with dark hair. He stood as if there were nothing wrong with him being here in the middle of April fully nude. A dangerous grin spread across his face.

      “You have failed.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’ll be stopped.”

      “I don’t think so. Can’t you feel it? Your friends have already begun to fail.”

      As he said it, I realized he was right. I could feel it. The barrier holding the other shifter was faltering much the same way my own power was. Mages—and myself—had limits to our magic, something it seemed the Great Ones did not.

      It took all that I could manage to maintain my barrier holding the wolf away from me. Even that was fading.

      In a moment of clarity, I realized that I was being attacked from more than one direction. Not only was the wolf shifter attacking me, but Solera battled against the circle I’d formed.

      One of them would fail first, but the question was which one?

      It probably didn’t matter. The failure of either one left me completely exposed, and there would be nothing I could do to overpower either.

      I started back, taking one step after another, trying to get away from the Great One. He prowled after me, moving with a languid sort of grace that warned me that he would shift in a moment’s notice, and when he did, I could imagine those fangs and that jaw clamping down on me, sucking power out of me in the same way that John had nearly been devoured.

      And then my magic failed.

      It wasn’t so much that mine failed as it was the connection I’d formed between myself and Solera. When the magic collapsed, I was left with nothing more than my faint connection between the powers, and I tried to grasp for it, but there was nothing there. She had reestablished her control over the connection between the Veil and here.

      The Great One sensed my sudden weakness.

      He lunged at me.

      I drew power, pushing it out into a barrier, but that was all that I could manage. It created a separation between us, but he continued to lunge at it, clawing at the barrier, ripping through it.

      Soon it would fail. When it did, I would be destroyed.

      Not destroyed. Devoured.

      My magic would be consumed, and it would be used to free more like him.

      I couldn’t let that happen, but there was nothing I could do to stop him.

      He stalked toward me, moving with increasing speed, and in little more than a heartbeat, he shifted, changing into his wolf form and jumping on top of me. There was only the space of the barrier between us, barely enough to keep his deadly jaws from ripping my throat out.

      He smiled as he clawed at my barrier.

      And when he tore through me, there wouldn’t be anyone to help me. I had helped the shifters, but who would help me?

      I could imagine being found in the park, my throat torn out. What stories would come from that?

      It wasn’t how I wanted to go, though barely into my mid-twenties, I hadn’t given a whole lot of thought to how I wanted to die. There was no reason to. I wanted to live a normal life, away from all of this, and now it seemed that this magical world I had avoided all these years would be the reason I died. Strangely, I had feared the mage council all these years, and now a different part of the magical world would claim me.

      He ripped at the barrier and his claws carved through it, ripping through my chest.

      Pain burned. I gasped and the last of my barrier collapsed.

      His jaw snapped toward me.

      It seemed to happen in slow motion, as if I could see his jaws ready to close down on my face, to tear it away.

      And then he was thrown off me.

      I lay there, trying to catch my breath, when the sounds of snarling caught my attention. I rolled off to the side to see two shifters facing each other.

      They weren’t fighting together. They were fighting each other.

      The newcomer was enormous. Deep gray fur flashed in the sunlight. He snarled, and there was something strangely familiar in that sound.

      It had to be Torn.

      What was he doing?

      He snapped at the other shifter, but the other was larger and simply held Torn at bay, circling around him, continuing to fight. I rolled on my side, trying to hold myself together, and power leaked out of me. Pain across my chest continued to throb.

      The larger wolf snarled, jumping toward Torn. His jaws grabbed onto Torn’s side and shook him. Torn ripped himself free and he shifted, beginning to change shapes to heal himself, when the other shifter attacked again, lunging with claws, his fangs tearing at his flesh.

      Torn growled deep and pushed out with a surge of magic, though it was different than what I’d felt before.

      He rippled, healing. How much power did he utilize doing so? How much did he expend, trying to restore himself with each attack?

      The other wolf jumped. It was a powerful jump and it carried him behind Torn and he clawed along Torn’s flank, sending blood and flesh flying off. Torn yelped, and the other wolf lunged forward, his jaws clamped onto Torn’s belly.

      Cold bloomed along my back.

      It wasn’t the cold of magic. It was the cold of death.

      The other shifter would overpower Torn and destroy him. And then… then he would turn his attention to me.

      With the sense of Torn’s impending death, power began to flow through me. It was a strange sensation, one I’d felt before, and odd that it would power me in such a way. I hated that I grew stronger when death neared, but I pulled on it, letting it flow through me, not ignoring it.

      The pain in my chest began to abate, and I got my feet.

      The other shifter snapped at Torn, tearing strips of flesh free. Every time he did, Torn attempted to shift, to restore himself, but was growing weaker and weaker with each attack.

      When he was done, Torn would be gone. It would leave me exposed.

      And it would leave me with questions. Torn had saved me—twice.

      Maybe he hadn’t done so intentionally, but I had to wonder if perhaps he hadn’t known what he was doing and wanted to help.

      I ran forward before I thought better of it and drove my heel into the back of the shifter’s neck. Magic flowed out of me, and it took a moment for me to realize that it came from the dying Torn.

      The other shifter yelped and he began to ripple, his shape turning from wolf to man.

      “You will provide much strength,” he snarled.

      I ducked as he attempted to claw at me. I brought my fist up, driving into his chest. Magic exploded from me. His sternum cracked, and for a moment I thought that might be enough, and that I might have succeeded in overpowering him, but he shifted, changing back into wolf shape once more.

      He snarled and jumped at me. It was all I could do to roll out of the way. I landed next to Torn, whose glassy eyes looked over at me. His chest still moved, but it wouldn’t for much longer. He was dying and nearly dead.

      The profound sense of cold rolling through my spine told me that as much as anything else.

      Surprisingly, it didn’t make me nauseated the same way it usually did. Most of the time when there was someone powerful dying, I was overwhelmed by the nausea that came with it.

      The shifter lunged at me and I backed away, holding my hands out, drawing power out through myself—and through the sense of death.

      How was it that the sense of death somehow granted me increased strength?

      It shouldn’t.

      And yet, I had felt it before. I had experienced the way that the connection to death had strengthened me and given me greater power. It was similar to what I felt when I had stepped in the circle on neutral ground and similar to what I’d felt while drawing from Solera, yet this was power that came from me, at least from my own source of strength.

      The shifter jumped at me and I used that power and pushed out.

      If I had it, I would use it now and figure out what it meant later.

      He tore at it, and this time his claws did nothing against the barrier.

      I glanced down at Torn. There remained the sense of his death, but he was not yet gone. Could I be drawing off the last of his strength?

      I didn’t like that idea. Was I some sort of parasite? Could I be no better than the gorgon?

      The Great One tore at the barrier, shifting again.

      I couldn’t hold him. I knew I couldn’t, regardless of what I wanted. I had no idea how to send him back across the Veil and back to his prison.

      That left only one possibility, but how was I going to kill him?

      Had I the sword, I would have been able to cut through him.

      Could I use magic like a sword?

      I tried to think about what it had felt like when holding the sword, to remember what it was like when I had gripped the blade, the way magic flowed through it.

      Aron had taught me how to visualize and then attack.

      I visualized a sword.

      Power exploded from me in a beam of light. A glowing sword of light—made entirely of magic. I gripped it in my hands and sliced at the Great One.

      It cut through him the same way the sword would have cut through him. He rippled, trying to come back together, but it didn’t work.

      He howled and started to back away.

      I needed to take this opportunity to finish him. Using the power coming out of Torn, I wrapped him in a barrier.

      Cold surged along my spine as Torn took his last breath.

      Normally I would vomit, the nausea I experienced from a magic user dying too much for me to bear, but holding onto power the way I did, funneling it into both the barrier and the sword, I felt powerful.

      I lengthened the sword and stabbed it into the center of the shifter, carving through his belly and bringing it up toward his neck.

      He howled in pain.

      There came another surge of power, and this time it came from the dying shifter I was destroying, and not from Torn.

      Could I be somehow feeding off him?

      The shifter started to ripple and the wound along his stomach began to heal.

      The cold started to tamp down along my spine.

      I had to end this before he managed to recover.

      Withdrawing the magical sword, I swept through his neck. The sudden cold flowing through me from his impending death gave me even more power, and I continued the motion, severing his head.

      As he died, his power left me, leaving me exhausted. I collapsed to the ground, ending up lying next to the fallen Torn. I could barely keep my eyes open, and I watched the other Great One, worried that somehow he might be able to shift himself back into a whole, but he didn’t.

      I sagged back on the ground, staring up at the cloudless sky. My heart pounded.

      I had done it. I had defeated the Great One.

      I should feel better than I did.

      But… What was I?
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      Someone grabbed me and helped me to my feet. I managed to open my eyes and looked over as Aron held my hand. The stench of blood mixed with the disemboweled shifter reached my nostrils. The gentle breeze blowing across the park did nothing to remove it. Cold filled me, though it wasn’t a cold from death or magic, it was simply a chill from the air.

      “Are you okay?”

      I blinked but couldn’t tear my gaze away from the fallen Torn. I couldn’t shake the sense that he had helped me and his death had allowed me to survive. Had he known?

      I doubt it. More likely, Torn had attempted to challenge the other shifter and had failed.

      “I think so.”

      “How? Did your connection to Solera make it possible?”

      Remembering the way the power surged through me as Torn died, I looked up at Aron. Didn’t he deserve to know the truth?

      Yet, did I want to tell him the truth? If I did, it would open me to more questions. He hadn’t believed that I was a dark mage, and the more that I learned, the more I wished that was the answer. It might be better than the alternative.

      Instead, I was something else.

      When I thought I was half demon, I had thought that bad enough, but this? Whatever was happening to me, and whatever I was, was much worse.

      I could draw power off the dying.

      It wasn’t the only source of my magic, but the real power had come when I’d allowed myself to be filled by it. That power was wrong.

      And I couldn’t even meet his eyes. How could I explain to him what I was? There wasn’t an explanation, not one that made sense. And it wasn’t one I even wanted to be a part of, leaving me with more questions.

      What did that mean for me?

      “I think so,” I said.

      Gran and Gramps approached, and Darvish and Barden followed behind them. They moved slowly, cautiously, until they saw that neither shifter was getting up.

      “What happened here?” Gran asked.

      “I borrowed power from Solera.”

      “You did what?” Barden asked.

      “When we went to ask her how to stop the Great One, I borrowed power from her.”

      “Any bargain with Solera comes with a cost,” Gran said.

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “No, Kate, I’m not sure that you are. She will require payment in a way that—”

      “I didn’t borrow it. I trapped her power. She didn’t agree to it.”

      Gran stared at me and her stern expression faded. “Oh, Katie. What have you done?”

      “What needed to be done. Did you know?”

      “Know what?”

      “That she maintains a connection to the Veil. That’s how she keeps her power.”

      Gran glanced over at Barden, who watched me with an interested expression. Magic trickled out from him, and were I not so tired, I might have tried to determine what sort of spell he attempted. “We suspected,” Gran said.

      “How can I use it? Why can I use it?”

      Gran shook her head. “I suspect there are many things you will question over time, and now you will have someone dangerous watching over you.”

      I glanced from Gran to Aron. I needed to tell someone about what I done and the way I’d used power, but neither of them could know, not yet.

      How would I begin to understand what it meant for me?

      I had no idea, but it was becoming increasingly clear that I was something far different than I had ever imagined. Considering the fact that I had been able to use the power from the other side of the Veil, and that I was somehow powered by the connection to death, I needed to understand that power before it was too late.

      “Can we get out of here?” I asked.

      “We have to remove their bodies,” Barden said.

      “Where will we take him?”

      “Let me handle that,” Aron said. He crouched down next to Torn and released a surge of power, and the Great One burst into flame, his body consumed in only a few moments’ time. He turned to the other shifter and did the same.

      Now there was no remnant, no proof of what I’d done.

      “I think he helped me,” I said, motioning to the charred remains of Torn.

      “A Great One wouldn’t have helped you, Kate.”

      “I don’t know what happened, then. When we were up north, he kept the other shifters from destroying me, and then when I was battling with the other Great One, he intervened, coming to my rescue as much as anything.” I glanced from Aron to Gran. “I know you don’t want to believe he helped, but I don’t have any other explanation for what happened.”

      “We need to understand how these creatures got free,” Gran said.

      “That’s my responsibility.”

      I spun around. Ariel approached, wearing only a long coat. There was a flash of skin beneath and I realized she was completely naked beneath the coat.

      “You’re awake,” I said.

      She nodded. “I am.”

      “What happened?”

      Her gaze stopped on Barden and Darvish, a quizzical look in her eyes before she looked over at me. “You found John?”

      “I found him. He came to the ER with some sort of bite.”

      “Yes. I’ll have to apologize to him for that.”

      “You did that to him?”

      “That was Morris. To create the summons requires something of a sacrifice. When I realized what they had done…” She snarled. “I sent him to you, away from the pack, but I don’t think he knew exactly what he was getting himself into.”

      I groaned. “You wanted me to go and discover what was taking place.”

      “I had no way of saving him otherwise. And with your unique brand of magic and medicine, I thought that perhaps if anyone could, it would be you.”

      “What would have happened had I failed?”

      “John would have died. He was aware of that, and he was ready for the possibility that he might not survive.”

      I shook my head. I didn’t understand, but then, maybe I wasn’t supposed to understand. I wasn’t a shifter, and I certainly wasn’t an alpha shifter. More than anything else, I wasn’t a part of the pack.

      “What of Morris? What happens to those who free a Great One?”

      “They end up as the sacrifice.”

      “It was more than that. Someone had to have shown him how.”

      Ariel frowned. “Perhaps.”

      “Torn helped me, didn’t he?”

      “That was my sacrifice,” she said.

      “Yours?” Aron asked.

      Ariel turned to him. “I couldn’t very well demand that she risk herself without risking myself.”

      “You knew that he would help.”

      “There are many stories of the Great Ones among the shifters, and we all know of their power, but when the first was released and I saw that he intended to attack, I began to question the stories.”

      “What kind of stories were there?” I asked.

      “We have always been told of the Great Ones as our predecessors. We learned that they were wrongfully separated from this world, and that they hunted, roaming through the other side of the Veil, and that if we were lucky enough, and powerful enough, we could one day hunt with them. Torn was regarded as an outsider, a shifter who had angered the rest of the Great Ones. When I realized the Great One was the reason my people were under attack, I sought a bargain with him.”

      I looked at the charred ground where Torn had been. “He did help me.”

      “Torn served as a keeper of the prison holding the Great Ones. When one was freed, he drew on my offered connection to be here. When he died, I came around.”

      “I didn’t think you had anything magically wrong with you,” I said, glancing from Gran to Aron.

      Gran shook her head. “As far as I could tell, she didn’t.”

      “There is nothing wrong with me. I had given myself over willingly. There should have been nothing you would have detected.”

      “Then who gave themselves willingly to the other Great One?”

      “He was lost in the summons,” Ariel said.

      “You know who it was?”

      She growled. “I know, and I will take care of the others. We will secure the prison and ensure no others attempt the crossing.”

      “Shifter business?” I asked.

      She flashed a dangerous smile as she fixed her gaze on me. Golden eyes stared with a blazing intensity. Power pulsed from her. “Shifter business. You have our thanks, Kate Michaels. You have done well. You are welcome in my den.”

      With that, she shifted and loped off, disappearing within the trees.

      “Well. That has been incredibly interesting, but I think that it’s time for us to return to our plans,” Barden said.

      “We will be watching,” Gran said.

      Barden flashed a bright smile before glancing at me. “Oh. Trust me. So will I.”

      He turned away and headed across the park. As he went, Darvish glanced back and I had the unsettling sensation that the two of them suspected something about me. Would they have answers? Would they know what I was—and what I could do?

      They might be the only ones I could go to with it. The Dark Council had spent their existence battling mages because of the nature of their power. They wouldn’t fear anything that might be considered unnatural.

      If anything, I might need to work with them.

      “You have to maintain the truce with the Dark Council,” I said to Gran.

      “We have no intention of changing the terms of the treatise,” she said.

      “They came willingly. They helped.”

      “For now.”

      “Gran—”

      She raised her hand, cutting me off. “Katie, this is council business. It’s much more complicated than you realize.”

      “All I know is that the Dark Council intervened.”

      “Yes. This time. And what do you think they discovered? They learned that you have a connection to magic that is very different than what they expected.” She watched me. “You shouldn’t have been able to borrow from the power on the other side of the Veil. I’m not entirely certain what that means, but it’s significant.”

      “Solera won’t tell me what it is.”

      “Probably because she doesn’t know.” Gran’s hard expression softened until she smiled at me. “I understand why you went to her and what you hoped to gain, but she has been on this side of the Veil for a very long time. Her memories will have faded. There’s something about the Veil, that separation we hold, that changes things, erasing memories, and makes it so that what was known on the other side is no longer known on this side. She may have a connection—and perhaps much more of a connection than we realized—but she still is different than what she would have been on the other side.”

      “And what was she?”

      “You didn’t tell her?” Gran asked Aron.

      “It wasn’t necessary that I tell her.”

      “Not necessary? You brought her to Solera and didn’t tell her who she was and why she was here?”

      “As I said, it wasn’t necessary.”

      Gran sighed and turned her attention to me. “Perhaps it’s time that we stop keeping things from you, Katie. You might not be a mage, not the same way as your grandfather and I are, but you have a connection that warrants understanding.”

      “I thought I had a demon connection.” Or not even demon, as Solera had suggested. Daemon. An older power. And maybe that was the answer to my magic.

      “For a while, I thought the same,” Gran said.

      “You don’t think that any longer?”

      “You have some traits that would suggest you have demon abilities, but not everything. It makes me curious. Without crossing the Veil, I’m not sure we will know, and even someone like Solera, someone who once ruled on the other side of the Veil, can’t help with that.”

      My breath caught. “She ruled?”

      “She was exiled here. She was overthrown and given only the faintest connection to the other side of the Veil. She remained here because of the proximity to the ley lines, but the island is her prison.”

      “What if she’s the reason these creatures continue to cross over?”

      Gran shook her head. “Solera wouldn’t do that. She would have too much to lose if she did.”

      “Someone has been doing it.”

      “Someone’s responsible. Too much as happened with too much similarity to make me think otherwise,” Gran said. “And unfortunately, Katie, I think that you will continue to be dragged into this.”

      “All I want is to finish my training.”

      “I’m not sure that training is the kind you need at this point.”

      “Gran—”

      “You can return to your hospital and your education, but when it comes to it, I suspect you will be pulled into this—whatever this is.”

      I didn’t argue. I’m not sure there was anything to argue with. As much as I had not wanted to be a part of the magical world, I had reached the point where I wanted—and needed—to know what I was. I wouldn’t be able to learn that while working in the ER.

      Aron watched me, worry in his eyes. I forced a smile, but as the memory of the power I felt from the dying Great Ones came back, that smile faded.

      Worry replaced it.

      What if I was part of the problem?
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      Get book 4 in Medicine and Magic: Hemorrhage.

      And if you haven’t gotten your free short story set in this world, keep reading to find out how!
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      Only my combination of magic and medicine can save me.

      No longer afraid of my magic, I’ve begun experimenting with how to use it when working in the ER. While on a surgery rotation, my use of magic reveals a dangerous new threat and a type of magic I had not known about before, making me a target.

      Exhausted from my current rotation, sleep deprived from call, I have to hold it together while chasing down information about my patient and the magical attack. When a friend gets injured, I’m the only one able to search for answers, but the search leads me into even greater danger—and this time, I might not escape.

      Forced to use destructive magic linked to death, I have to decide if I want to be a doctor or a mage. Worse, with both sides pulling at me and a war brewing in the city, I don’t know if I’ll have much of a choice.

      Click HERE to get your copy!
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      Want to know how Aron and Ariel first met? Sign up for my newsletter to get Foul Moon, a short story set in the world of Medicine and Magic, for FREE!

      SA Magnusson Newsletter Link
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      Thank you so much for reading Malignant Magic. This book was fun to dive deeper into the magical world.

      Now’s the time for your assignment! Amazon uses reviews from readers like you to help others find my work. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at sa@samagnusson.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      Cheers,

      SA Magnusson

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.
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