
        
            
                
            
        

    





    
      Postmortem

      Medicine and Magic Book 2

    

    







      
        SA Magnusson

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ASH Publishing]
          [image: ASH Publishing]
        

      

    

  





  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by SA Magnusson

      Cover art by Rebecca Frank

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      If you want to be notified when SA Magnusson’s next novel is released and get free stories and occasional other promotions, please sign up for the mailing list by going HERE. Your email address will never be shared and you can unsubscribe at any time.

      

      www.samagnusson.com

    

  





  
    Contents


    
      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

      

      
        
          Author’s Note

        

        
          Also by SA Magnusson

        

      

    

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Screams echoed along the hall, the kind of piercing screams that seemed determined to penetrate beyond my eardrums and straight into the back of my skull, lodging there and leaving me with a pounding headache. Some were tolerable, but when they rose in intensity, becoming shrill the way this one did, there was nothing tolerable about having a child screaming in your face.

      It was just another day in the ER.

      Times like this, I thought it might almost be better to fight demons. At least when I’d fought the demons, I could shut them up, even if it meant cutting through them.

      My shift was nearly over, and I was tired. Today had been an avalanche of abdominal pain. Medicine was strange like that, with spurts of certain diagnoses. Yesterday had brought the run of COPD exacerbations, and I think I filled the pulmonary ICU myself. Two ended up on vents, taking far more time than I liked, and the rest were just old smokers, too tough or stubborn to know that it was nearly the end of the line.

      Days like today reminded me why I hated seeing abdominal pain, especially when they all came at once. Two cases of appendicitis were made all the worse by the fact that Dr. Tewal took the calls. It would have been better had I been able to punt them to the surgical residents—at least they answered when I paged and made it down to the ER—but Dr. Tewal was a private practice surgeon and somehow both of these cases had wanted her. And I was happy to let them have her if only she’d answer her damned pager.

      “I’ve tried reaching Dr. Tewal several times, but she’s unavailable,” I said. It felt as if I’d been repeating myself, and maybe I had been. I couldn’t remember what I’d already told this woman. Her irritation was understandable—it was her sweet little boy who shrieked in my ears—but there was a limit to what I could tolerate.

      “Isn’t there anyone in her office you can call to try and get a hold of her?” the mother asked. She had to be mid-twenties, and her blond hair was frazzled and her makeup streaked below her eyes.

      I’d done my best to reassure her that this was only a simple appendicitis, not a rupture, so we had time, but she had refused. Worse, Dr. Tewal preferred her patients not be medicated before she had a chance to examine them. That was fine when she came in a timely fashion, not so fine when it meant a little boy would suffer for another hour.

      “I’ve paged her directly twice,” I said. I’d been lucky that she’d answered within a reasonable time when the last appy had come in, but this time she’d gone MIA. Were it not Dr. Tewal, I would have suggested having the surgical residents assume care, but Tewal would learn. I’d seen her question attendings when she hadn’t been called on a case she later decided she could have managed, grilling the attendings about why they’d chose a specialist over her. I never understood why she cared, especially as she seemed to hate coming in for simple things like this. “I can try again, or I can have one of the surgery residents—”

      “There’s no need.”

      I turned to see Dr. Tewal stride in. She was a bigger woman, nearly fifty, and her glasses were slightly crooked on her nose. A stethoscope hung around her neck, but God only knew why. It wasn’t like she ever bothered to use one.

      “Can you tell me what happened?”

      Dr. Tewal made a point of ignoring me, going so far as to push me out of the way with her considerable girth. I stepped off to the side, debating whether I should stay or whether I should take off. Some specialists preferred the ER residents stay in the room with them when they were evaluating a patient. Dr. Tewal hadn’t made her preference clear, and without knowing, it was usually best to simply wait and see.

      “Oh, thank God you’re here. He’s been crying and holding his stomach for the last day. I tried waiting, but he said it hurt so bad.”

      Dr. Tewal stood over the boy and began to mash on his stomach. The kid screamed, his cries loud enough to wake the dead.

      “They didn’t give you anything for pain, Matty?”

      The mother glared at me, as if it were my fault.

      “I know how you prefer to evaluate before your patient gets any pain medications,” I said. There was a part of me that hated throwing her under the bus like this, but a comment like that did the same to me.

      Dr. Tewal glanced over her shoulder, shooting me an icy glare. “You made a patient suffer on my behalf?”

      I considered arguing and telling her that the patient only suffered because she had taken so long to get here, but there wasn’t any point in that. I wouldn’t win in a battle between the two of us. She not only was an attending, so had the upper hand, but it seemed the patient knew her.

      Maybe it was a good thing I hadn’t called the surgical resident on call. If I had, I would have gotten more than an earful.

      “Why don’t we give him 2 mg of morphine. That should take the edge off. I’ll check with the OR, but I don’t know when we’ll be able to squeeze you in. Hopefully soon. I don’t want to see Matty suffer any more than you do.”

      I turned and scurried out of the room and grabbed a nurse waiting nearby. “Dr. Tewal ordered morphine for the child in Room Three.” Joan was nearly sixty, slow as a sloth, and would drive Dr. Tewal nuts. It was perfect that I’d run into her. At least she’d get the child the medication quickly. That much I didn’t want to delay.

      “Tewal? You managed to drag her ass into the ER on a Friday afternoon?”

      “Barely.”

      Joan glanced at the room. “Sounds like a fun one. You can let her know that I’ll be there in a minute.”

      “Oh, I don’t intend to go back there while Tewal is in there. She blamed me for not giving the kid pain meds to begin with.”

      “Not the first time, and it won’t be the last,” Joan said. “She never wants patients to know it’s her idea not to give the meds. It gives the ER a lower rating and then she can come in and say she’s doing everything possible to help with their pain. As if I didn’t try to get pain meds when they were necessary.”

      “Good luck,” I said.

      Matty was still screaming when I reached the nursing station. My head throbbed. There was only so much screaming I could take before I snapped, and I was verging on that point now.

      Dr. Roberts leaned over one of the nurses, as if reading the screen. It was obvious to me he was trying to see down her scrubs, but Alison didn’t mind. She liked the attention, even more that it came from Roberts. He glanced over at me and must have seen the disapproving look on my face.

      “Michaels. You look like shit.”

      “I’d say the same to you, but then I’d have to say it every day.”

      He glared at me. “Did you take care of that appy yet or do you need me to—” He straightened suddenly, flashing a wide smile. Damn if he couldn’t look handsome, if he weren’t so slimy. “Dr. Tewal. It’s good to see you.”

      I turned slowly. Tewal had her phone to her face and barely lowered it to pay any attention to Roberts. At least I had that going for me.

      “Did you order the morphine?” she asked me.

      “I passed on your order to one of the nurses. Joan was going to be right on it.”

      Tewal lowered her phone. “The order was to you. Not Joan.”

      “I figured you’d enter the order yourself.”

      She shoved her glasses up on her nose. “When I was a resident, I never challenged the attendings. You’d better be careful, Dr.”—she leaned close to read my nametag, though I know she knew my name—”Michaels. I bet you still have time on surgery before you’re done with residency.”

      I don’t know which bothered me more—that she pretended she didn’t know who I was or that she knew I still had a surgery rotation to go through. Maybe both.

      Rather than say something that would end up with me getting in more trouble, I chose to say nothing at all. Tewal watched me for a moment before taking a seat at the nursing station and pulling her phone back up to her face. She’d probably post how she’d just put a resident in her place.

      “Dr. Tewal, if there’s anything I can do…”

      She looked up and smiled at Dr. Roberts. The bastard had a way with people like her, which made me dislike both of them that much more. “Is this your last year, Roberts?”

      “My last year of residency,” he said. “I’m thinking about fellowships.”

      “What fellowships are there for ER?”

      She said it in a way that made it seem as if she couldn’t believe anyone in the ER would want to do a fellowship. And most didn’t. Most of the time, residents left after their three years and went on to a successful practice. It wasn’t that they were ready—I’d heard from plenty of the former graduates that they felt as if they could have used another year—but after three years, they all felt as if they could practice without supervision.

      “I’m thinking about trauma.”

      I looked at him in shock. Trauma would mean that he’d be hanging around the ER even more, and as a fellow, he’d act even more entitled. It was competitive, but Roberts was smart and I didn’t doubt that he’d have the recommendations for it, especially with the way he sucked up to everyone, including Tewal.

      Rather than stay and listen to him work her over, I left, stopping at a computer along the hall to document. There were only a couple of hours left in my shift. Long enough that anything could happen, but hopefully I could avoid more abdominal pain.

      Derek came racing up the hall and stopped next to me. He was an attractive nurse, with sandy blond hair and deep blue eyes, and the kind of build that said he spent time in the gym. If I didn’t have to work with him so closely, I might be attracted to him. That, and the fact that my grandparents had asked him to watch over me.

      He was like me. Not completely like me. There weren’t too many people who chose to avoid the magical world on the other side of the Veil. But he had magic, though his wasn’t dark like mine.

      “Michaels. I’m glad to see you here.”

      “Me, or any resident?”

      He shrugged. “Any resident?” At least he was honest. “I’ve got something for you.”

      I sighed. We hadn’t talked about the fact that I knew about his connection to magic and he knew about mine. Both of us preferred to ignore it, pretend that the other didn’t know, and continue our usual working relationship.

      “What is it? If it’s another abdominal pain, I think I’m going to walk out.”

      “That kind of day?”

      I glanced down the hall to see Tewal and Roberts still chatting away happily. That was just what I needed. “Bad enough that I had to call Tewal twice today. She took an hour to come in for an appy.”

      “Sometimes she doesn’t come in at all.”

      I stared at Tewal for a moment longer before looking back at Derek. “What did you need my help for?”

      “A psych patient.”

      “Come on, Derek. After what I’ve been through today, I don’t need a psych patient now.”

      “Hey, I don’t know what you’ve been through, but I thought that you could help me with this patient. We need to get him moving, that’s all. If you prefer otherwise, I could go ask Dr. Roberts….”

      Derek knew just how to hurt me. There was no way I was going to allow him to go to Roberts and ask for help, especially knowing that I had passed on taking the case. “Show me the patient,” I said.

      Derek smiled. “It’s down here. Room Seven.”

      I followed him. “How do you know it’s a psych patient?”

      “He came in complaining of his mood, and now all of a sudden he can’t walk.”

      “That could be something else,” I said.

      “It could, but the guy is twenty-one. Far too young for anything significant.”

      “Had he been sick?”

      Derek shook his head. “He said he was running yesterday. He’s in pretty good shape, and he’s not the kind of person I would expect to suddenly fall ill like this.”

      I squirted a handful of hand-sanitizing foam onto my palm and began rubbing my hands together before entering the room. “What is his name?”

      “Tony,” Derek said.

      My mind started going through the possible causes of sudden onset weakness, but in a twenty-one-year-old, those diagnoses were much less likely. There weren't too many twenty-one-year-olds who had a stroke. I thought of things like MS, but that's pretty unlikely, too. Maybe Derek was right and this simply was some psychosomatic reaction, but typically we saw those and people who had other underlying mental health issues; most of them were frequent flyers who we were familiar with.

      The guy lying on the ER cot was young. He had dark hair and the body of a runner. He was toned, but not overly muscular. He stared up at the ceiling, his eyes blinking almost too much, as if he were attempting to exaggerate it intentionally.

      “I’m Dr. Michaels,” I said, stepping up to the side of the cot so that I got into his field of vision. “Derek tells me that you aren’t able to walk.”

      Tony nodded. He wasn't that much younger than me, but young enough. Working in the ER prematurely aged me, and it certainly had jaded me, regardless of how much I fought that. Maybe it was working with people like Roberts and Locks.

      “My legs. They just stopped working. You need to help me.”

      I did a brief survey, scanning him from head to toe. Other than his general appearance of good health, his skin tone and coloring looked normal. I touched his feet, which were warm. His dorsalis pedis pulses were prominent, which meant his circulation was good. “Can you feel this?” I asked, touching the bottom of his feet. I should have put on gloves.

      He shook his head. “I don’t feel anything. What happened to me?”

      I glanced over at Derek. He grabbed Tony’s hand and patted it reassuringly. “I'm sure it's nothing,” Derek said. “Dr. Michaels is really smart and she’ll figure it out.”

      He gave me a look that seemed to try to encourage me. I suspected this was psychosomatic, but we needed to rule out other potential causes. I couldn't very well call down a psychiatry consultation without fully evaluating his neurologic system. If I did, I would end up with an angry psychiatrist, and after dealing with Dr. Tewal today, I didn't need any other angry specialists. Taking a reflex hammer out of one of the cabinets, I tested his ankle reflexes and found that they worked fine. I checked his patellar reflex, and it was not nearly as prominent. That could be normal. There were plenty of people who didn’t have a prominent reflex, but maybe there was something more taking place.

      A chill worked up my spine.

      I frowned, looking over at Derek. It had been a while since I had noticed a sensation like that. It meant magic was being used, but around Derek, it could simply mean he was the one using it.

      There was another possibility, but it meant Tony was the one using magic.

      “Try to raise your leg,” I said.

      I held Tony's leg, feeling for any attempt to move. It could be difficult to tell if someone was faking weakness, but there were a few techniques I knew of to try. “See if you can raise your leg while I hold onto it.”

      “I told you it’s not working,” Tony said.

      “I understand, but I want you to try.”

      Tony looked over at Derek, practically beseeching him to have me do something else.

      Derek smiled and patted his hand again. “It's okay. She just needs to understand what’s going on so she can help you.”

      Why couldn't Derek have found anyone else to bring into the room? Why did he need to bring me in on something like this?

      The chill continued to build, but there wasn’t the same sense to it that I had when someone else used magic near me. This was different somehow.

      What was going on?

      “Let’s try again,” I said carefully.

      “I’m trying,” Tony said.

      His muscles didn’t contract at all, which could mean that the signal wasn’t getting down to them or that he wasn’t trying.

      I placed my hand under the heel of his right foot and tapped his left. “See if you can raise that one.”

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t work.”

      “Just try.”

      If it was only one side, this test could determine whether or not there was any effort that went into the attempt. I remembered learning about it in medical school, and my attending called it Hoover's test. If someone was faking weakness on one side, the heel of the other side wouldn't press down during the attempt, not as it should. I didn't know if it worked when someone was feigning weakness on both sides.

      There was no pressure on my palm, and Tony shook his head.

      “Please, you’ve got to figure out what happened. Can’t you run some tests?”

      I went into the cupboard and riffled through the supplies until I came out with a syringe top. I pulled it from the wrapper and turned back to Tony. “Just a few more tests that I need to perform to determine whether or not you have any sensation.”

      “Sensation? I’ve told you I can’t move my legs.”

      “But you also said you couldn’t feel me touch you on the bottom of your feet.”

      “What are you doing with that?”

      “It's called pinprick testing. I'm just going to…” I poked gently on the bottom of his foot, and he screamed, jerking his foot back. “Well. Look at that.”

      Tony's eyes went wide. “You poked me with a needle!”

      “I was performing part of the examination necessary to determine whether or not you have any neurologic dysfunction. It appears that involuntary withdrawal is intact.”

      Tony's leg slid back down and he looked up at me. “I still can't do it on my own.”

      The intensifying chill remained running along my spine and I watched Tony for signs he was using magic. Nothing came. Maybe it was only Derek. He probably didn't know I could detect him doing that. I hadn't made it clear to very many people. Only Aron and my grandparents really knew. Considering the possibility that my father might have given me something worse than dark magic, I preferred to keep that part of myself secret.

      “Why don't I run a couple tests and we can see what we come up with.”

      As I was talking, Tony began screaming.

      It was a piercing scream, so much like the kid with appendicitis I’d just left, only his was faked. It had to be.

      God, I wanted this shift over.

      “What hurts?” I asked.

      “Everything,” Tony managed to utter. “My head. My body. Everything! You’ve gotta help me.”

      I glanced over at Derek. He looked down at Tony, always the good nurse. “I’ll order a few tests,” I said before stepping out of the room and closing the door, at least muting the scream.

      Derek came out of the room while I was documenting on the nearby computer. “Are you going to order a CT?”

      “I wasn’t until he started screaming,” I said. “Psych is going to want it before they'd be willing to take him.” I looked along the hallway. The few people in the hall were far enough away that I could speak openly. I lowered my voice anyway. “Were you using magic in there?”

      Derek frowned and shook his head. “I don't use it around the hospital. I know better than to do that. Why?”

      “It's probably nothing,” I said.

      “Nothing? It must be something for you to ask.”

      “It's just a feeling.”

      “Were you using magic in there?”

      “I don't have that kind of control over mine. I don't know if my grandparents told you that when they asked you to keep an eye on me.”

      “Kate, I was only—”

      “I know what you were doing. I understand. It's not that I'm angry.”

      “It sounded like you were.”

      “More at them than at you. If they wanted to keep an eye on me here, they could have told me what they were doing.”

      “They care about you.”

      “That has never been a question.”

      Derek frowned for a moment before looking up at me. His deep blue eyes were piercing. “I haven't really asked you how you've been after everything that happened.”

      “How much do you know?”

      “Not a whole lot. Most was kept quiet by the council. They don't want anyone at my level to know.”

      “And what level is that?”

      “Look. I chose to work on this side of the Veil, but I keep a foot on the other side. I don't want to abandon that part of me completely. You have to understand that.”

      I didn't have the same feeling about the magical world and keeping a foot on one side. My preference was to avoid the magical world altogether. That was the reason I had gone into medicine, abandoning my connection to magic, not wanting to deal with it—or the council—at all. People like Derek didn't really understand. Most of them wanted to be a part of the magical world, wanting to exist on the other side of the veil. Most of them didn't understand why I wouldn't. Even my grandparents didn't really understand, and they recognized the need for my anonymity.

      “Well if it wasn't you, someone was using magic in there. Is there any chance Tony can?”

      “I don't know. I don't have enough talent to detect whether or not somebody is using magic, let alone determine where it comes from.”

      I didn't want to tell him that it had more to do with my other half than any sort of talent. The fewer people who knew that, the better it was for me—and for them.

      I look back at the door leading into Room 7. If it wasn't Derek and it wasn't me, then the only other possibilities were that it came from Tony or somebody else, but for me to feel it, they would have to be close.

      Unless his symptoms were magical in origin.

      I shook that thought away. That would only lead me down a different pathway, one that forced me back into the magical world, and I had tried so hard over the last few months to stay as far away from it as possible. I didn't want to have anything to do with the other side of the Veil. The closest I was willing to come to it was working with Derek, and I might even be willing to give that up if it meant I didn't have to deal with magic.

      “What is it, Kate?”

      “It's nothing,” I said.

      “It was something. I saw it on your face.”

      I sighed. I needed to at least test whether or not his symptoms were magical, didn't I? I might be the only one who could.

      “Maybe there’s another test I need to perform on Tony.”
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      The monitor beeped, and I glanced up at it. His screaming had cut off, which was good, but now he was basically unresponsive. Tony was young—young enough that he shouldn’t have any cardiac issues, so I suspected the monitor was nothing more than a blip. Strangely, there were a few extra ventricular beats. That could be common, but I didn’t expect to see it in someone his age.

      That wasn’t why I was here.

      “What sort of spell do you intend to do?” Derek asked, looking down at Tony.

      For his part, Tony laid generally motionless, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, making me increasingly nervous about what was happening to him. As I focused on the sense of the magic, that chill I felt along my spine, it drifted to the back of my mind. Was the sense real or had I only imagined it?

      It was real enough. I was certain of that.

      But now I had to figure out who was using magic.

      That wasn’t necessarily my strong suit. I had a connection to mine, but my connection wasn’t the same as others’, and certainly not like my grandparents’. Now that Gran had been promoted to the council, I had an in—and was more protected than I had ever been—but I still didn’t have the same connection to magic.

      “I don’t know what I can do. It’s not like this is a specialty of mine. And I have to go quickly before they come for that CT. I don’t like using it, but…”

      Derek glanced up. “Don’t you? It seems the reason you’re even here is because you don’t want anyone to know about your magic,” he said, lowering his voice with the last. I was thankful that he had the presence of mind to do that. Who knows who might be wandering through the halls at this time of day? It was all we needed for someone to hear the word magic and pop their head in and ask questions. “But I’ve seen what you’ve done. I might not be an expert, but I know enough to recognize power.”

      Yeah. I had power. That wasn’t the problem. What was the problem was that the source of my power came from my missing father, a man—or whatever he was—I had never known. When I was younger and still discovering my magical connections, I had thought my father was a dark mage. They weren’t so uncommon as to be unexpected, but I had figured that if he was a dark mage, I was in danger. Anyone with dark magic had it burned out of them by the council, their way of preventing someone foolish enough—and powerful enough—from ripping through the Veil. What did it matter to the council that I had never even used dark magic?

      Or hadn’t until recently.

      And now I didn’t know whether my father was a dark mage at all. After what I’d seen—and done—I wondered if it weren’t possible for him to be something else entirely. It was something I tried not to put into words, but hiding from it didn’t make it less real. it only made me scared, and I hated being scared of anything.

      “Like you said, you’re not an expert,” I said.

      It was harsher than what Derek deserved, but the last thing I needed was someone poking around and trying to understand my sort of magic. The moment he did… well, I might have to disappear. There would go my chances of having a normal life, if they weren’t gone already. There would go any chance of becoming the physician I had studied so hard to become. Those in the magical world wouldn’t understand. To them, there wasn’t any reason for those with power not to stay connected to magic. Why avoid using it when you could access it?

      Leaning over Tony, I pressed my stethoscope against his chest, ignoring Derek’s pointed look—and the hurt in his eyes. Pretending to examine the patient at least gave me a chance to be close to him and see if there was anything that I could detect about the possibility of magic having been used on him. Nothing obvious radiated from him, and with his eyes closed the way they were, it seemed unlikely that he was the one using it.

      “Can he perform a spell while unconscious?” I asked Derek without looking up.

      “You’re asking me now? You agreed that I’m not an expert.”

      I flicked my gaze up to him. “Come on, Derek. Is there any way for him to perform a spell when he’s like this?”

      He watched me, and I could see the question behind his eyes. Derek still didn’t know what to make of me. Most within the magical world struggled to know what to make of me, at least those who got close enough to realize my magic wasn’t the same as theirs.

      “If he was really powerful, it wouldn’t matter if he was asleep or not, but power like that would draw the attention of the council. Hell, power like that sits on the council.”

      That couldn’t be it, then. I didn’t have the sense that Tony was some spectacularly skilled mage. He might be, but kids his age weren’t the typical candidate for that kind of magic. That left someone else performing the spell. For them to do so would require them to be close by, wouldn’t it?

      Then again, maybe they wouldn’t. These were the times when I wished that I had more than a passing knowledge of magic. I had grown up around it, but that didn’t make me an expert. Far from it.

      “If you think it’s magic, call your grandparents,” Derek said.

      I looked up. “Call them and tell them what?”

      Derek met my eyes and shrugged. “That you detected strange magic.”

      There was an accusation in the statement. I’d heard it before, but the last time, it had come from a more powerful mage. Aron had recognized that I had this ability. It wasn’t a common trait among mages, and those who had it didn’t usually hide from their magic, not the way that I did.

      I turned back to Tony, pressing the stethoscope against him. As I did, I reached for my connection to my magic.

      It was a deep-seated sense that burned within me, so different than the cold I felt when magic was used around me. My grandparents had ensured I knew how to reach for it, even though they didn’t want me to do so. Protection, or so they had said. Even though it wasn’t safe for me to use it, they hadn’t wanted me to be unprepared were I to have the need.

      But there had been limits to what they could teach. The way they used magic was different than me, and though there were similarities, there were enough differences to make it so that I had never been able to learn. I had always believed the reason to be because I had dark magic, and it still might be, but it was looking increasingly likely that the real reason was because I had a quite different heritage than I had ever known.

      When I tapped into the magic, I let it flow through me and into the stethoscope. At least this time I wasn’t using the stethoscope as a weapon.

      The magic hit Tony and bounced back at me.

      I gasped, jerking back.

      Derek was there, his hands on my elbow, supporting me. A worried look flashed across his face and he quickly released his grip on me.

      “What happened?” he whispered.

      “I… I don’t know. It bounced back at me.”

      “Bounced back?” He frowned. “Why would someone place a protective spell on him like that?”

      “Is that what you think it is?”

      Derek glanced toward the door and I looked over to see two nurses talking softly out in the hall. I leaned over, pretending to continue to examine Tony, but not using any magic this time. If there was some sort of protective spell on him, then it could be dangerous for me to do so, especially without understanding the nature of the spell.

      “I don’t know,” Derek said, grabbing the IV tubing and pretending to manipulate it. “I saw a flash as you did… whatever it was you did.”

      I paused. “You saw it?”

      Derek looked over at me and nodded.

      There might be a lot of things that I didn’t know about magic, but one thing that I did know was that it wasn’t common for someone to see a spell. They might feel the effects of it, and if they were like me and able to attune to it, they could even feel it, but seeing it was something different entirely.

      Why would Derek be able to see it?

      I might wonder whether it had something to do with him, but then I knew better. It was my kind of magic that was unusual, not Derek.

      “If there’s a protection on him, then there has to be a reason. Either someone doesn’t want us to reach him and help him or—”

      “He’s dangerous,” Derek said.

      “What? No, I was going to say that they were trying to prevent his recovery. Why would you suggest that he’s dangerous?”

      Derek shook his head. “Someone comes in here without the ability to use his legs. A spell is on him, powerful enough to make him think he can’t walk, and there’s a protection in place that prevents you from getting to him? That tells me he’s danger… Oh.”

      I looked up. “What?”

      Derek took a step back from the cot, dropping the IV tubing. “We should leave him, Kate. I don’t think this is someone either of us should be working on.”

      “Why?”

      Derek glanced down, his eyes wide. Scared.

      “Derek?”

      “Knights use magic like this.”

      “Knights? As in—”

      “Dark magic knights,” he said, looking over at me. “They use spells like this to prevent someone from getting hurt. And that protection you detected?” I nodded. “That’s the work of the council.”

      I blinked, trying to work through what Derek was telling me but struggling with it. “Are you saying that he’s a dark mage? Look at him, Derek. He’s too young to have that kind of magic.”

      “Age doesn’t matter, not with something like that. I don’t know much about dark mages, but I do know that they gain power before they gain control. That’s part of the reason the council doesn’t want dark magic out in the world.”

      It looked as if he knew more than that, but I wasn’t about to argue with Derek over it. The council believed dark mages would destroy the Veil and, in doing so, they would allow demons or worse to cross over. Even the Veil hadn’t fully prevented demons from crossing, though it did slow them.

      Could Derek be right? Could this guy have had his dark magic burned out of him? That would explain why I had detected magic around him—and powerful enough magic that it left a chill rolling through me. And it might even explain why the magic had rebounded against me. If there was some sort of spell placed on him to burn off his magic, it would make sense for the council to try to prevent some idiot mage—like myself—from using magic to detect it.

      I would have to be more careful.

      Using the stethoscope, I pressed it against his chest and once more reached for my connection to magic. It slipped out from me and through the stethoscope. This time, I was more careful with it, not wanting to simply slam it into Tony. I might not have much control, but I had to focus and use every ounce that I could muster. Power eased from me, sliding slowly into Tony.

      As before, the power bounced away from him.

      This time, I was ready.

      Using my magic, I caught the reverberation and pushed it back.

      I didn’t know what I was doing, and the chances were good that whatever it was that I tried wouldn’t even work, but I wanted to know whether there was anything that could be done. Mostly, I wanted to know whether there was a signature to the magic.

      In the time since chasing demons with Aron, I had learned that each magical practitioner had a distinct signature to their ability. That shouldn’t be surprising. Everyone had subtle differences that added up over time, ultimately creating each individual. Small differences became large when taken altogether. What I wanted to know was whether I could determine who might have placed this spell on Tony.

      But why?

      It wasn’t that I knew all that many mages, so even if I was able to detect the signature, I doubted that I’d be able to discover which mage had placed it. But knowing gave me something that would possibly be helpful later on. If I could know which mage had placed the spell, I might learn which mage on the council was the one to avoid. Gran and Gramps might want to protect me, but they also felt a desire to protect the council, and so far they hadn’t been willing to share with me the identity of any of the members of the council.

      Pushing the magic back into Tony took power, and I began to draw on more and more of my own to try and do so. As I did, I started to think I could do this, and if I managed to succeed, Tony might be able to walk out of the ER. As it was, if this wasn’t in his mind, and this was magic, then the possibility of him walking out went down significantly.

      “Kate?”

      I ignored Derek, continuing to focus on drawing magic. There was power pushing against me, and I resisted it. I had to resist it. That power was the reason Tony was here, the reason that he was injured, and if I failed, he wouldn’t recover.

      Why was I so certain of that?

      It was something I would have to consider later.

      For now, I had to focus.

      Power poured from me, more and more coming from stores deep within me. It went out through my hands and into the stethoscope, an unfocused sense that roared out from me. As the spell placed on Tony bounced off me, I pushed against it.

      Cold tingled along my spine.

      Was that from what I was doing, or could someone be using magic nearby?

      It didn’t matter.

      I continued to push.

      “Kate!”

      There was more urgency in Derek’s voice this time, and I felt his hands on my shoulders, trying to pull me back, but I didn’t need much more time. Another minute or more and I could fix Tony.

      I felt that with a strange certainty.

      There was rarely certainty in medicine. That was part of the appeal, though most of the appeal came from my interest in using my mind, trying to solve problems and to help others. For some reason, I felt that what I did now would certainly fix Tony.

      The spell on him resisted, and I pushed back.

      As I did, I continued to force my way beyond the spell. It took a moment, but I suddenly realized I was unmaking the spell—or separating it from him.

      How could I do that? Was that my magic, or was there something else working?

      For a second, I worried that maybe someone was using me, but that wasn’t the case at all. I still had control, though it was a distant sort of control. Vague. For the most part, I served as a conduit, letting power flow through me, not trying to manipulate it in any way, but to force it from me, and out out out…

      The spell around Tony began to separate.

      Hands jerked me back, disrupting my connection to Tony.

      Did I finish?

      My power exploded into the room, useless. The monitor blipped before going blank. The IV machine started squealing. There was a hissing coming from somewhere. My vision was blurred, and I was tired… far more tired than I should be.

      That had to be the effect of the magic I’d just used—or that had used me.

      I looked over, realizing that Derek had his hands on my shoulders and was shaking me.

      Slowly, my vision began to clear. The ringing in my ears didn’t, and the squealing started to give me a headache. “What happened?”

      Derek shook his head, raising a finger to his lips.

      “What happened?”

      I almost couldn’t hear him. Was he talking too softly, or was it me who was the issue? Probably me, I realized. The ringing in my ears would be a problem, especially if I needed to auscultate something.

      “You happened,” he said. His voice was easier to understand. His gaze had gone to the door and I turned to see whether anyone else might be watching us. There had been that pair of nurses out in the hall, but we were far enough along one of the side corridors that there wouldn’t be too many people passing by this part of the ER. Thankfully, the hall was empty.  “What were you doing? I could feel the power you were pulling. What was that about?”

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Kate—”

      I looked down at Tony. He was still breathing steadily and his eyes were closed, but I didn’t need any spell on him to know what I had almost done. I’d nearly restored the power the council had burned off him. How could I have done that?

      How would I have known how to do that?

      But I hadn’t. What I’d done had been accidental, nothing more than me pushing against the power I felt, but there was something to it.

      Maybe the council burning off dark mage power wasn’t final.

      I took a shaky breath. “I think I need to get something to eat.”

      Derek nodded. “I’ll fix things in here until they get him for CT. You… you go rest somewhere. And don’t do anything like that again.”

      “I don’t know what I did.”

      Derek watched me, and that troubled expression that had been on his face before returned. “If you don’t know what you did, we’re in trouble.”

      “We?”

      “I’m here to watch out for you, Kate. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

      I should be thankful. Had Derek not been with me, I would have restored Tony, and I’m not sure that was something I should be doing. And had I restored Tony, I would have drawn the attention of the council. Doing that would be hard to avoid, to the point where I doubted my grandparents would be able to protect me.

      As I backed out of the room, I nearly bumped into Dr. Roberts. He started to snap something at me, but I turned away before he had a chance to get out too much more. I didn’t need to deal with him on top of everything else. As it was, I was scared about what I had almost done. And I should be. But I felt a certain relief, too. If it was possible to reverse the council’s spell burning off dark magic, maybe I didn’t need to fear them quite as much as I had. It wasn’t that I wanted to challenge them, but that process had been what I’d feared for so long. Thinking I might not need to fear it left me with a strange elation.

      When I reached the nursing desk, I turned back and saw Derek standing in the hall, looking at me. Behind him, Dr. Roberts did the same.

      The similarities to their expressions were enough to quench that elation.
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      As tired as I was, I still had a few hours left in my shift. My entire body ached and I wanted nothing more than to sit, maybe throw my feet up and take a rest, but if I did that, I would have the other residents on my case. The one thing I didn’t want to do was upset the other residents. They were my support. Most of them.

      “What happened?” Jen asked when I flopped onto the couch in the lounge. For some reason, she’d dyed her hair a deep blue recently, and it had a glittery quality to it in the fluorescent light.

      “Patient issue,” I said. “It left me wiped.”

      “Must have been some trauma to leave you wiped out.”

      I sighed, lying my head back on the couch, staring up at the drop tile ceiling. There seemed to be a pattern to the small holes, though I suspected that was nothing more than my tired mind imagining things. There couldn’t be any pattern there. “Not trauma. A psych patient.”

      “Ah, shit. Those are just as bad. I had a schizophrenic this morning trying to convince me I was the Virgin Mary. I haven’t been a virgin since I was fifteen.”

      I looked over at her, but her attention was on the TV in the background. “I thought you were thirteen.”

      She glanced over at me. “Sometimes I forget what I tell you.”

      “You said you and Johnny were playing doctor.”

      She smiled. “We were. Sometimes we still do. You never forget your first time, especially when it’s someone like Johnny Sands.”

      “One of these days, you’re going to have to let me meet him.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “You don’t want me to meet this mystery guy of yours?”

      “He’d probably be into you. I don’t want to risk it.”

      “I’m not going to steal your boyfriend.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Boyfriend? More like friend with frequent benefits. Johnny and I are under a strict no relationship policy, especially since his fiancée would be pissed.”

      I snorted and turned back to stare up at the ceiling. “My patient couldn’t walk.”

      “Psychosomatic? I’m sure psych on call loved that. More likely, they told you to call medicine.”

      I laughed again. Psychosomatic patients were the worst. If you couldn’t fully rule them out medically, they wouldn’t take them. That left few options, especially as the medicine service didn’t want to deal with them either. “I didn’t call yet. I was trying to…”

      I had to stop short before I told her what I had to do. She knew I hid something from her, but not that it was magic. That wasn’t something you could easily tell someone not aware of magic and the Veil. We’d been friends since medical school, and I still hadn’t come close to telling her and doubted I ever would. Not only wouldn’t she believe me, but it was dangerous for her to know about that kind of magic.

      “Hey, Kate?”

      Jen nudged me and I looked up to see Derek standing in the doorway. He’d managed to get himself back together, no longer wearing an expression of confusion like he had when I’d left him.

      “Derek, you know this is the residents lounge, right?”

      He glanced at Jen. “Dr. Stone, I am very aware of who this lounge is for.”

      She flashed a smile at him and turned her attention back to the TV.

      When I got to the door, I frowned at Derek. “What is it?”

      “There’s someone outside asking for you.”

      “A patient’s family?”

      He shook his head, craning his neck to make sure that no one else in the room could hear. It was only Jen and me, but Derek might not have known that. “Not a patient, but it’s related to the last patient we worked on.”

      It took me a moment to get what he was saying. I was still tired, and in that state of mind, it was difficult for me to process things.

      “Who?”

      Derek shook his head. “I don’t know, but they look official.”

      I took a deep breath and smoothed my hands over my white coat. Official. After what we had been through with Tony, official likely meant one thing—the council.

      Had they detected what I did?

      If they had, would they have sent a knight to investigate?

      A knight meant they had picked up on my dark magic—even if it wasn’t really dark magic—and if they had, I doubted even my grandparents would be able to save me. They might be tightly connected with the mages, but there were limits to what they could do. Gran wasn’t the only mage on the council, which meant that her reach only extended so far. If others on the council discovered my dark magic, it might not only mean that I would have it burned off—regardless of whether that was permanent or not—but it might also mean that something would happen to them. I didn’t want to be responsible for something happening to Gran and Gramps.

      I followed Derek through the halls and out beyond the triage desk. One of the desk clerks, Betty, glanced up from the computer, where she was busy searching for some sort of gadget on eBay again, and nodded at me before flicking her eyes out into the waiting room. I followed her gaze and saw a man in a navy suit, a thin wool coat covering him. His hair was slicked back and he had deeply tanned skin. Everything about him spoke of wealth and an air of authority.

      The council.

      “I’ll be fine,” I said to Derek as he followed me.

      “I’m not leaving you to face them alone,” he said.

      I smiled at him. “You don’t have to come with me. You didn’t do anything.”

      “Your grandparents would kill me if I didn’t go with you.”

      I wanted to argue but having someone with me—even Derek—for emotional support wasn’t a terrible idea. If this was a knight, then I would want my grandparents to know if they intended to burn off my magic. It was the reason they had asked Derek to watch over me in the first place. If it was more than a knight… then I really didn’t want to be alone.

      “Ms. Michaels?” the man asked as I approached. He sized me up in an almost clinical way, his gaze sweeping over me from head to toe.

      “Dr. Michaels,” I corrected. I would have the council see me as something more than a rogue mage. Not that the title of doctor meant anything to them. They viewed anyone who took an assignment beyond the Veil as lesser than them, even though there were plenty of people with only middling magic who didn’t have a choice. Many, like Derek, were aware of magic, and could even use it to a certain extent, but they weren’t a part of the magical world.

      “Dr. Michaels,” the man said, a hint of a sneer to his tone. At least I knew what kind of man I dealt with. Sometimes it was difficult to know. “I would have a word with you, if you don’t mind?”

      His gaze darted to Derek, and he seemed to dismiss him.

      “He’ll stay,” I said.

      “You don’t get to—”

      I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “No. You don’t get to decide, not here. He will stay.”

      I suppressed the fear clenching my belly. First, I corrected a representative of the council and now I’m dictating the terms of our conversation? What kind of fool am I?

      The kind who had just used her power—and far more openly than I ever had before. The kind who now was in trouble with the council. The kind who was in danger of losing herself to a powerful spell that I didn’t yet have the experience to defend against.

      Cold surged along my spine.

      Everything seemed to stop.

      The man looked over at me, a deep frown on his face.

      I looked around, seeing how everyone in the waiting room seemed to be frozen in place, whatever magic he used keeping them from moving.

      What kind of spell was this?

      One that was as powerful as any I’d ever seen. I needed to tread very carefully here. If he was this powerful, it wouldn’t take much for him to freeze me and then burn off my magic. I might not even have a chance to counter before he did.

      The mage turned to me, a casual sort of arrogance on his face. “Dr. Michaels. Do you know why I’ve come here?”

      My mind started racing, trying to come up with a dozen different reasons that he could be here that would play up my ignorance, but every thought I had kept bringing me back to Tony and the magic I’d used with him. As much as I might want to hide that from him, it was likely that he could tell.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Do you know who I am?”

      “Considering the power you’re using, I would imagine a member of the council.”

      The mage smiled. “Good. At least we don’t have to work through the basics. I am a member of the council. And I’m here because we have detected a great deal of power used.”

      A different sort of chill worked through me, this time having nothing to do with magic or a spell used around me. This had everything to do with fear of exposure.

      And now that I had seen how powerful this mage was, I doubted there was anything I could do to prevent him from ripping my magic away from me, burning it off and leaving me like Tony. What would become of me then? Would I be able to function? Not as a doctor, and not as I wanted.

      What would that make me?

      Considering how little Tony could argue, I suspected that once the magic was burned out of me, I wouldn’t care anymore.

      “Is that right?” I asked.

      The mage nodded. “We, of course, keep track of such things. Magic like that used openly around others can be dangerous to those protected by the Veil. You can imagine how we would want to maintain the power and integrity of the Veil.”

      “I have chosen to live apart from the magical world,” I started carefully. “I don’t know that much about the power and the Veil.”

      The mage studied me. Magic flashed and seemed to flow through me.

      My entire body fought. Power welled up inside me, trying to fight against him, ready to attack, that deep part of my dark magic ready to strike on my behalf. It had only done that a few times before, but now that the magic sensed a threat, it was ready.

      I resisted the urge to fight back. If I did, the only thing it would accomplish would be giving the mage what he wanted—evidence that I had the kind of power he believed I possessed. In order to make it through this, I had to ignore him, and I had to let his spell—whatever it was that he did to me—wash over me.

      It took every ounce of effort not to strike back.

      The mage frowned, and I worried that he knew just how much I’d been fighting him. Could he tell, or did I manage to keep that much hidden from him?

      The spell faded.

      When he was gone—if he left me—I would need to determine if he had done anything permanent, not that I would really be able to know. The kind of magic he would have used on me would have been far more complex than anything I could manage.

      “You are related to Cyn and Veran Michaels?”

      I stared at him, the sudden change in topic jarring. Derek stood slightly behind me, and I was vaguely aware he pressed up behind me, but he hadn’t said anything. “They’re my grandparents.”

      His brow furrowed. “If they are your grandparents, I would have thought that you would have more of an education.”

      “I have had an education. It’s called medical school. It’s actually pretty competitive, and I did graduate near the top of my class, so…”

      I knew I shouldn’t push him, but my annoyance at the way they perceived those who didn’t embrace magic overwhelmed me. At least Gran and Gramps understood—or at least, pretended they understood.

      “There was power used at this location. If you would have me believe it wasn’t you—”

      “It was me,” Derek said.

      The councilor looked over at Derek, his frown deepening. “You? I doubt you have enough skill.”

      Another blast of cold washed over me as the spell struck Derek. Nothing about his expression changed, so I had to wonder if he was even aware of what the councilor did. Some sort of spell that would let him detect how powerful a mage might be. If that were the case, it seemed as if my dark magic had thwarted him, but Derek wouldn’t have such an advantage. The councilor would know that Derek wasn’t nearly powerful enough to do what he claimed, which would lead him back to me.

      Derek stared defiantly at the councilor. I had to hand it to him: He was stronger than I had expected. Not that Derek was weak. It was just that when it came to magic, I had the sense that he followed the rules.

      That was something I should do. If I did follow the rules, then I wouldn’t be running afoul of the council, standing within some magical bubble that froze everyone around us while he tested to determine which of us would be strong enough to do what he had detected.

      The spell faded and the councilor studied Derek. “You have some talent. Perhaps it was enough for this.”

      With that, the councilor stepped back. The bubble around us disappeared and everything began moving again. Noise that had been absent, leaving us in a strangely silent void, returned, dozens of voices suddenly vying for my attention.

      “This location will be monitored,” he said, then turned and headed back out of the entrance to the ER.

      Derek and I stood there, neither of us speaking. Finally, I grabbed his arm and dragged him back behind the desk and into the hallway. Thankfully, there wasn’t anyone else here, but we probably didn’t have much time alone, not without darting into an exam room, and that would open us to a different sort of question.

      “You didn’t have to say that,” I told him.

      “I’m here to keep an eye on you, Kate.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t need—”

      “I saw what you did,” he whispered. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s not the same kind of… talent… as what I have.” He looked down at me, his arms crossed over his chest. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      Should I just tell Derek that I was a dark mage? He’d been a friend since the moment I’d met him, even if he had been assigned to watch over me by my grandparents. I’d seen him with patients, and I knew he didn’t rush to judgment, even with the most difficult seekers. That was a trait that not many nurses managed to hold onto, and he’d been doing it for years. Wouldn’t he understand?

      Then I thought back to Tony and the magic I’d detected from him. More and more, I was certain that the spell used on him had been designed to burn off his magic and had been responsible for the change. He might be a dark mage, but what if he was like me?

      Derek waited. After his confession had saved me, he deserved something.

      I sighed. “My father was—”

      I didn’t get the chance to finish. A door opened, cutting me off, and the wide form of Joan stepped into the hall. “Good. Dr. Michaels. I need you in Room Four. Multiple traumas. All hands on.”

      Nodding, I started after her, with Derek keeping pace. There was something in his eyes that told me we would have to continue this conversation eventually, and I would have to come up with an explanation that not only made sense but wasn’t too much of a lie.

      As we returned to the ER, a different chill crawled along my spine. Not magic, but the other talent I had.

      Death.

      I could always feel it when it came, something like a premonition. Too often, it left me incapacitated, and there had been times when I had been barely able to function, much to the amusement of my attendings and to my perpetual embarrassment.

      Gritting my teeth, I followed Joan to Room 4 and the source of the feeling of death. If we were fast enough, we might be able to head it off.

      At least it gave me something to think about other than the way Derek looked at me, and the curiosity behind his eyes. Was there something else to the way he studied me? Could it be fear?

      I pushed away those thoughts and turned to the patient. “Okay. What do we have?”
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      I punched, throwing far too much of myself into the jab, striking the seventy-pound bag repeatedly. Master David watched from the side, saying nothing. He was only ten years older than me, but several degrees higher in his black belt training and had been practicing karate for nearly two decades. Long enough for him to have much more experience than me.

      I jabbed again, striking the center of the bag. I kept my focus on it, pushing through it. That was one of the techniques that martial arts taught. You didn't strike the surface of something. You struck through it, trying to go beyond where your hand might be.

      One of the things that my mage ancestry gave me was strength and speed, along with increased reflexes. It made me skilled in martial arts, and I had advanced rapidly. As far as I could tell, none of the others at the gym where I trained had any magical abilities, which made the fact that they were able to keep up with me during sparring sessions that much more impressive. If I had more time to devote to my martial arts training, I could advance even further, but with my erratic schedule, finding the time I needed was often difficult. Master David was kind enough to allow me that flexibility, but I suspected it was only because he thought I showed promise.

      After another few kicks on the bag, I took a break and grabbed my water bottle. I wiped my forehead with my towel, trying not to think about the visit earlier in the day. After that, and then the series of traumas—each of them leaving me with the nauseating sense of death hanging over me for the rest of my shift—I had been ready to return home and sink onto my couch with a glass of wine.

      Instead, I’d come here. This was probably healthier for me. Besides, coming here let me burn off some of the irritation I’d been feeling since the mage first appeared. Most of the time, I could throw myself into my training, beating on the bag or my opponent, and forget about who—and what—I was.

      “You lost all technique,” Master David said.

      I glanced over at him. “Sometimes I just want to punch and get that energy out.”

      “Does it help?”

      “After a week like I've had? A little.”

      Master David had a way of standing that seemed more relaxed than I could manage, barely moving to sweep his gaze around the gym. “One of the things I teach my early students is self-control.”

      “I have self-control.” If I didn't, I would've done something stupid in the ER, like snap at Roberts. It was bad enough that I had begun tormenting the faculty. Then again, I had done something stupid and had used my magic far more openly than I should have.

      “What I mean is having self-control in all things.”

      Master David might be ten years older than me, but he didn't look it. Most nights when I came to the gym, he had one of his five kids with him, and tonight was no different. His oldest, Eric, sat at a folding desk along one wall, working on his homework. Some of the nights I’d been here lately, Eric had been sparring with people ten years older than him. Even as lanky as he was, I doubted anyone would be messing with Eric in school.

      “You don't think I have self-control in all things?”

      “I'm not saying that. You have talent. It's the reason I've been as flexible with you as I can be, but you lack a certain focus. Like tonight when you came here, I could practically feel the irritation within you. You needed to strike that bag.”

      “Like I said, it helped a little.”

      “You shouldn't have that need. If you can find a way of maintaining your focus and calm, you wouldn't need to waste energy on things like this.”

      I wiped the towel across my forehead again. “Sometimes a bad day is just a bad day.”

      “And sometimes it's about more than that.”

      I fell silent. “Today was a bad day. Really bad.” After the mage had left, I’d lost two of the traumas. There wouldn’t have been anything I could do, and the unrelenting sense of death continued to build, letting me know how futile my efforts were. Derek had needed to call the end to the code blue, practically pulling me away. He shouldn’t have needed to do that, but I didn’t want to feel when death finally came. It washed through the victim and left me nauseated and weakened, but also strangely refreshed. More than anything else about me, that troubled me.

      He smiled. “The last few months, you've been off, even though you’ve made a better effort of coming to the gym. Some weeks, you're here every day. I figured I would make sure everything was okay.”

      Maybe I had been off the last few days, especially today, but could I really have struggled over the last few months? The timing of his observation couldn't be chance. It had been months since I had seen Aron. Months since we had managed to defeat the demon king and thwart the Lexy and her dark mages. And months since I had begun to wonder whether or not there was a part of me that was something more than just a dark mage.

      Once upon a time, I had thought that being a dark mage would have been the worst thing I could think of. Now there was something more I worried about.

      Since that attack, I had been coming to the gym. I had increased my focus, wanting to be prepared if I was attacked by demons again, however unlikely that was. That attack had required something dramatic, the weakening of the protections placed on the city by the rivers, along with the death of two of the Carters.

      “Yeah. Everything is fine. I’m just working on my unagi.”

      “The eel?”

      I closed my eyes and shook my head. Jen would have been so disappointed. “No. A Friends reference. I guess you didn’t get it.”

      I couldn't tell him about what I'd experienced, just as I couldn't tell him why I had struggled in the last few months. I had thought that training, throwing myself into hopefully reaching the next level in my martial arts training, would have taken my mind off things. And it had, but maybe not quite as well as I had hoped. If Master David was aware of my struggles, how many others would be?

      “I was more of a Seinfeld person.”

      Opening one eye, I watched him for a moment. “It’s because you have a puffy shirt, isn’t it?”

      He shot me a look. “If I did, I’d make it look good.” When he smiled, the warmth in it almost made me open up to him. “I'm always available to talk if you need someone.”

      “I'm not sure you would be able to understand what I'm going through.”

      Master David wasn't a part of the Veil. I couldn't reveal those secrets. It would draw the attention of the knights, mages who were dedicated to protecting the secrets of the council. There were fewer knights than there had been, several of them having been lost in the attack, sacrificed as part of the Dark Council’s attempt to raise the demon king, but even though I wasn't a part of the mage world, I had little doubt that the council would try to replace those who were lost, though it might take time.

      Master David looked around his gym. “I get all sorts in here. Plenty of kids think to escape the inner city, wanting to learn karate so they can defend themselves against bullies. Quite a few are disappointed when I teach them the first rule of self-defense.”

      “Run away,” I said.

      Master David smiled. “Running is always the best course of action. It’s better to stay away from a fight and regroup. Most of the time, you can avoid a battle. There are times when that option isn’t available, when you have to stay and fight. When you’re young, it can be hard to tell the difference.”

      “Are you saying I’m young or that I can’t tell the difference between the need to run and stay and fight?”

      “I wasn’t saying anything. You’re the one putting meaning behind my words.” He nodded to the heavy bag. “Keep punishing it if that’s what you need. There are others here if you find a different need.”

      When he was gone, I contemplated beating on the heavy bag a little longer, but I’d been in the gym for nearly an hour and my rumbling stomach warned me that it was time to eat. One of the problems with working shifts in the ER was the upheaval it caused in my daily routine, disrupting meals in particular. Gorging myself in my condo when I got home wasn’t good either.

      I grabbed my things and nodded to Master David as I made my way out of the gym. From here, it wasn’t a long walk back to my home, just as it wasn’t a long walk to the gym from the hospital. That was the advantage of the location. I tried to walk as often as I could, enjoying the sounds of the city around me. There was something relaxing about it and tonight was no different, regardless of how chilly the air might be.

      When I reached my complex, I hurried up to my condo, fishing the keys out of my purse. Movement behind me caught my attention and I spun, keys flashing out, my body tensed and ready for an attack.

      At least I’d only prepared myself using my martial arts training and not magic. That might have been a disaster.

      Derek held his hands up, watching me with wide eyes. “Hey. I just thought that the two of us could talk.”

      “You thought to surprise me and force me to talk?”

      He shook his head. “Not force, but after the kind of day we had, I knew you’d need to unwind and I figured you could use the company.” He glanced down at my gym bag for a moment. “I didn’t realize you did tae kwon do.”

      “Karate,” I said. “I’ve been doing it since I was a kid. It was a way of redirecting my rage.”

      “Your rage?”

      I cocked my head at him, holding out my keys as if to stab him. “You don’t think I have rage?”

      Derek smiled widely. “After the way you were talking to the mage councilor today, I guess I’d believe anything.”

      I stared at him before turning to my door and quickly unlocking it, pausing as I stepped inside. “You can come in for a little bit.”

      He followed me in, closing and locking the door behind himself.

      We’d known each other the last two years, but we’d never seen each other outside of work. There was something different about having Derek in my home that changed the dynamic between us.

      I studied him a moment. “Do you want something to drink?” I asked as I headed for the kitchen.

      “What are you going to have?”

      I paused and looked back at him. “Maybe a bottle of wine?”

      He laughed, following me into the kitchen, his gaze sweeping over everything. “A bottle? Was it really that kind of day?”

      “You know, I usually come home and have a bottle or two by myself while I cry myself to sleep.”

      “That’s…”

      “I’m kidding, Derek. Lighten up. I just wanted a glass of wine after a hard day. Don’t tell me you never do.”

      “I’m not much of a wine drinker. I’m more of a beer person.”

      I nodded toward the fridge. “I might have some beer in there too.”

      “No. I’ll have a glass of what you’re having.”

      I grabbed a bottle and made quick work of uncorking it. If nothing else, Gran made certain I knew how to open a bottle of wine. They might not have managed to teach me how to use my magic very well, but they made damned sure I knew how to do other things. This was more practical, anyway.

      After pouring two glasses and raising it to a half-hearted cheers with Derek, I took a sip before resting my hands on the counter and looking at him. “What do you expect me to tell you?”

      He paused with his glass at his lips before setting it down. “You were starting to tell me something when you stopped. I thought—”

      “You thought I’d open myself up to you and you could save me? I know my grandparents asked you to watch over me, but I don’t need you to keep me safe, Derek.”

      He shook his head. “That’s not it at all. I want to know what kind of magic you were using. It’s not the same as mine, and I might not know as much about magic as your grandparents, but I saw the power you used. What was that?”

      The question was loaded, and he knew it. I took another drink from my glass, setting it down on the counter when it was nearly empty. He deserved an answer, only, I still didn’t know if he deserved the answer. What would he do with that information?

      Maybe he’d only go to my grandparents, and if he did, seeing as how they already knew, it might not matter. What would happen if he thought to go to someone else on the council?

      It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Derek.

      “I never knew my father,” I started, choosing my words carefully. “My mother was a mage, and considering my grandparents, I suspect she was reasonably powerful, but I didn’t know my father. Whatever strangeness there is to my magic comes from him.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “What part of it?”

      Derek took a drink of his wine and set it down, considering me for a long moment. “All of it? I’m surprised your grandparents aren’t able to identify what type of magic your father had.”

      I looked down so that I didn’t look any more suspicious than I already did. “Yeah, well, it doesn’t matter. I don’t have much control over it, and whatever the other type of magic I have is unusual enough—”

      “That you think you need to hide it.” When I looked up, Derek met my gaze. The compassion that he showed with all of his patients shone in his eyes. “I didn’t understand it before, but I think I do now. You have talent. The kind of talent the council wouldn’t have ignored—and certainly not your grandparents. That tells me there’s some other reason for you to hide your abilities.” He studied me for a long moment. “You think it’s dangerous. Or they’ll think it’s dangerous. And when the mage councilor appeared, you were nervous.”

      Derek was smart. I’d known that from working with him. Not only did he have a quick mind, he was decisive. There were times when I thought he’d make a good doctor, but we needed compassionate nurses like him, and I didn’t want to insult him by telling him that I thought he could be something else.

      “I don’t know who my father was, but I worry that my magic is dark magic,” I said softly, lowering my eyes.

      There. I’d said it. If Derek intended to report me to the council, then there might not be anything I could do anyway. Besides, it seemed as if he had already determined some of what my issue was, so what I was telling him now wasn’t news to him. It only confirmed it.

      “That’s why you wanted to help Tony?” he asked.

      I looked up. “What? I wasn’t trying to help him because I knew him or anything. I was trying to help him because he was my patient.”

      “Kate—I’ve seen you with patients you want to help. You’ve never used magic on them before. There was something about this guy that was different.”

      “Magic had been used on him. Nothing more than that.”

      Derek took another drink of his wine, finishing it and setting the glass on the counter next to mine. “What did you determine from him?”

      “Nothing.”

      “It wasn’t nothing. If it was, you wouldn’t have paled the way you did when the councilor appeared. What was it?”

      I was this far in already; what was a little further? Besides, having someone near me who understood who—and what—I was wouldn’t be a bad thing. It’s not like Aron, the only other person besides my grandparents who knew anything, had been around. Maybe Derek could be my confidant.

      “Whatever happened to him was intentional. I don’t know how I know that, only that I do. And when I pushed back against the magic I detected within him, I felt as if I could pull it off.” Had I only another moment, I might have managed it. I had been so close.

      The wheels were spinning behind Derek’s eyes and he gasped softly. “You think you could undo the spell the council used to burn off his magic.”

      “That’s just it, I don’t know. I’m not even sure his magic was burned off. It seemed more that he simply didn’t have a way of reaching it.”

      “Were you hoping that you could figure it out so that you could remove it from yourself?”

      I sighed. Damn, but Derek did have a quick mind. “Like I said, I didn’t know what I was doing. When I pushed against the spell, I didn’t even know what it was. I’m still not certain about what I detected. It’s possible it’s not even the council’s spell.”

      “What else would it be?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. And maybe it’s best that I don’t.” I met his eyes and felt as if he might swallow me up with the warmth in them. Were it another time, I might yearn for something more with him. “I chose this life for a reason. I don’t want to get involved with the magic on the other side of the Veil. I like taking care of patients, seeing them improve, saving those I can.”

      “I get it. You know that I do. But are you sure that you chose it, or was it more that you feel you had to hide from the council? Because if you chose it, then that’s great. I understand that feeling. If it’s that you feel you have to hide from the council…”

      That was the heart of the issue, and it was one that I thought I’d settled long ago. I’d been hiding who I was—and what I might be—for so long that the idea of getting to choose otherwise seemed impossible.

      “Since I don’t know what my father is, and the council has little tolerance for alternative magic, it’s safest for me to keep it hidden. And I like what I do, Derek.”

      “What about the other guy?” he asked.

      I remained silent at first. How was I supposed to answer that question? I knew who he meant—Derek had been with me when Aron had been hurt, and he knew Aron had magical ability. “I haven’t seen the other guy in a while.”

      “I thought…”

      Forcing a smile, I looked up at him. “It wasn’t what you thought. He had me working with him for a little while, nothing more than that.” That’s not to say that I couldn’t want more than that. With Aron, it was hard to deny the attraction. He might not have been my usual type, but the intensity within him was hard to ignore. Somehow, he managed to draw power out of me that I didn’t know I had.

      Derek watched me for a long moment, and I wondered if he was going to challenge me on that, but he only smiled. “I’m glad your grandparents asked me to watch over you.”

      “Really? You don’t think I’m more trouble than I’m worth?”

      “From what I’ve seen, you’re definitely trouble, but you stand up to the turds and you keep the job interesting.”

      “The job is always going to be interesting. That’s the nature of what we do.”

      “That’s not quite what I meant. Other than you, I’m not terribly impressed by the other residents in your year.”

      “Don’t say that to Jen.”

      “She’s fine—”

      “And don’t say that to her, either.”

      Derek ran his hand through his hair, laughing. “I should probably let you get back to finishing that bottle.”

      “You could stay and have another glass with me if you want.” It surprised me, but there was a certain easy comfort between us and I didn’t necessarily want him to leave.

      “Another time, Kate. When do you work next?”

      “Tomorrow, same time, same place.”

      “Then I’ll see you tomorrow.” He started to leave, heading out of the kitchen, but paused. “Hey. You should let your grandparents know about the visit today. They’ll want to stay informed.”

      I nodded. I’d already tried to call Gramps but got no answer. I’d want to try again, if only to figure out which member of the council had graced me with his presence. “That’s my plan.”

      He paused with his hand on the door, looking back at me. “Good.”

      If it was good, why did he look worried?
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      When I heard the sound near the door, I jerked awake. How long had I been sleeping? Long enough that I still felt like I was out of it. The couch could sometimes suck me in, especially after a long day working, and even more so after a glass—well, two—of wine.

      After rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I sat up, trying to figure out what it was that had caught my attention. Noise in the hall didn’t usually wake me. The walls were solid enough here that it wasn’t that I heard every sound, and my neighbors weren’t the type to have loud parties. If anything, I was usually the one keeping them up, not that they’d ever tell me that.

      I sat fully upright, looking around. The Fresh Prince danced across the TV screen on Nick at Night, giving me some idea of time, not that I would admit that to anyone. My head throbbed more than it should from the wine and my entire body ached, something I suspected came from the magic I’d drawn earlier. It had been that way the last time I’d used any significant magic.

      No other sounds came. What had startled me?

      Maybe it wasn’t anything more than one of my neighbors. Marvin kept odd hours at the post office, but since the DVT I’d help diagnose, he’d stuck to a more normal schedule. None of the others would have reason to come all the way down the hall. That was part of the advantage of this unit: I didn’t have to worry about people wandering past my door on their way out. It wasn’t an issue during the night, but with as many overnights as I worked, I needed to be able to sleep during the day and didn’t want anyone keeping me awake.

      Could it have been nothing more than a dream? I didn’t often recall my dreams, but there were flashes of something that drifted to mind, almost as if I should remember what I’d dreamt. Dreams lately had consisted of visions of the demon king trying to cross through the Veil, and every so often I could feel a reflection of power, as if the demon king searched for me. Those weren’t dreams at all, but nightmares.

      The sound came again, more distant this time.

      There was no mistaking the fact that there was a sound there, but it was muted, almost as if whoever was out there was trying to make an effort to remain hidden.

      My heart started pounding, sending adrenaline through me, waking me up more than a cup of tea would and burning off the last little bit of wine.

      Then I felt the surge of cold along my spine.

      Someone was out there.

      Not only someone, but someone able to use magic.

      Could Derek have waited behind, thinking to protect me? I didn’t get the stalker protective-type vibe from him, but he did see himself as watching over me, and since he’d gotten the assignment from my grandparents, I wouldn’t put it past him to do whatever he thought was necessary to keep tabs on me. But staying near my door and using magic? That seemed too much.

      That left another possibility.

      The mage councilor had warned me that he would watch me, and I had the distinct sense he didn’t believe Derek had been the one to use magic. There was something about him that made me uncomfortable, and that was why I’d tried to get a hold of Gramps.

      With my heart racing, magic began to seep up from deep within me, almost unbidden.

      Most of the time, I would have fought it, but if it came down to figuring out how to resist having my powers burned off, I might use it.

      My door handle moved.

      It wasn’t much, but enough to test it to see if it would turn. After Derek had left, I’d locked the door. The complex was safe, but we were still in downtown Minneapolis.

      Shifting off to the side of the door, I watched, waiting for notice whether someone was just passing along the hall and deciding to check my door, of if there was something more afoot. If only I had a weapon. The sword I’d taken from the demon remained safely tucked away in the back of my closet. I didn’t want to look at it, not needing the reminder, but at the same time, I didn’t want to give it to someone else, especially after learning that there was something unusual about my ability to even hold a demon’s sword.

      Cold raced along my spine again.

      My mind raced through all the different types of approaches I might use when confronted by someone, and in none of them did I have to worry about the kind of spell they might throw at me.

      As I watched the door handle, it didn’t move again.

      The cold eased away from me, fading.

      Maybe the mage on the other side of the door decided to back off.

      I couldn’t be that lucky, could I?

      Power exploded, my door slammed open, and cold surged along my spine at the same time.

      Without waiting to see who might poke their head through the door, I spun, driving my heel through the doorway. If anyone outside my door was supposed to have been there, they wouldn’t have destroyed my door.

      My foot connected.

      I dropped, taking a moment to survey the hallway. Three men created a half-circle around the door, each of them ready. Power surged off all them.

      Mages.

      None looked like the guy who’d come to the ER.

      That troubled me.

      What troubled me more was how much power I could feel them using. It filled the hallway, practically enough to overwhelm me. Not just magic, but unfamiliar magic. Dark magic.

      I’d been frozen by a dark mage before, forced to stand motionless under the power of that kind of magic, and I didn’t want to be subjected to that again.

      It meant that I would have to go on the offensive.

      Which meant magic.

      As much as I didn’t want to use magic against them, what choice did I have, especially if I wanted to survive? There was no question they were here with an intent toward violence, but what could I do against them?

      The power that burned within me started to bubble up. I focused on it, trying to hone it rather than letting it unleash in a torrent of power, and targeted the guy nearest me. He had a plain face and a goatee, making him look even more evil, almost comically so.

      My spell struck and my foot followed.

      I drove my elbow into his temple, not wanting to leave him with even the chance of getting up. The man collapsed and I turned, staying low as I swept my foot around in an arc, trying to attack.

      The others were quicker. Either that or the fact that I’d struck the lead guy rattled them. They backed away, giving me space.

      That gave me a moment to survey them. Both were taller than me, which meant that I’d be forced to figure out some way of using their momentum against them. The one on the left carried something in his hands I couldn’t quite see, but given the icy sensation along my spine, I worried it was something magical. The other guy eyed me like you would a dangerous animal.

      Whatever else happened, I didn’t have much time to linger.

      Movement at the end of the hall caught my attention.

      Others were coming.

      Now this was getting more interesting than what I wanted.

      I let the magic flow, no longer resisting the way it welled up within me, burning through my core. What was the point of fighting it? If they caught me, they’d likely destroy me anyway. After Lexy had died, I thought my exposure to dark mages over, but what if I’d revealed myself trying to help Tony?

      Figuring the guy who was holding something was the more dangerous of the two, I unleashed my magic on him first.

      It exploded out of me, swirls of deep purple power that struck him in the chest.

      Derek had been able to see the magic I’d done before, something I knew was unusual enough, but each time I used magic like this, I was able to see it. There was always the same deep purple coloration to it, something that had made me even more certain it was dark magic. Only… maybe it wasn’t.

      I followed the spell with an attack, sweeping my leg low, trying to knock him down.

      The other guy grabbed me from behind.

      Damn, but he was quick. He gathered my arms behind me, pulling them tight behind my back and pinning them. A hard jerk wasn’t enough to free myself and anything too hard might dislocate my shoulder.

      Keeping my arms rigid, I dropped to the ground.

      And then screamed.

      I thought that I might be able to pull my way free, using leverage to get my arms out, but I’d misjudged, and he now held my arms upright, with me kneeling on the ground.

      This was an even worse position.

      I couldn’t move.

      Anything that I might do left me helpless. Pain shot through my body, and too late I recognized the spell building.

      When it struck me, I really couldn’t move.

      The mage dragged me into my condo and threw me onto my couch. The other dragged the fallen mage into my home and picked the door off the ground and shoved it into the frame. Surprisingly, it mostly fit. The hinges would need to be repaired and the wood around the frame had split, but it wasn’t a total loss.

      Why was I thinking about that?

      What I should be thinking about was how I was going to get out of this spell.

      It was familiar to me. The last time it had been used on me, there had been a demon summons. Somehow, I’d managed to get free then, though I don’t know if that was because of adrenaline or whether I had figured out some way of countering it. More likely than not, it had been luck.

      “You do have some power,” the mage who had grabbed my arms said, staring down at me. He didn’t even bother to keep his distance, but then, why would he? I wasn’t a threat lying on the couch, body frozen and unable to move.

      “We were told—”

      The guy shot the other a hard look. “Careful.”

      “She’s not going anywhere.”

      “She nearly managed it once. You saw what she did to Bill.”

      “Bill was foolish to get too close to her.”

      Bill? What kind of evil mage’s name was that?

      It was probably the guy I’d dropped in the hallway who now lay motionless on the floor. The kick to his sternum might have broken something, and I imagined a pneumothorax but would need to examine him to know with any certainty. Maybe it wasn’t the kick that had dropped him. The magic I’d unleashed on him had been potent enough to hurt.

      The spell holding me eased off, but only a little.

      They wanted me to talk.

      “If you let me go, I—”

      “You’ll what?” the mage said, leaning close to me. “You won’t kill us? With this spell, you won’t be able to do anything anyway.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “If you’re what we think—”

      “It doesn’t look like you do much thinking.”

      It was hard getting the words out, but I wanted to insult them. Angry men made mistakes. If I could get them upset enough, I might be able to move. From here, I would race back to my room, grab the demon sword out of the closet, and use that to help me completely escape.

      That was too many steps.

      Even as the plan came to mind, I knew it was unlikely to work. They had me outnumbered, and there was still the piece about the mage holding something I suspected to be magical. What if that was some way of holding me?

      Angering them might only end up with me getting hurt worse.

      “Let me place the bindings so we can get out of here. I don’t know how long we have before we draw their attention.”

      “They won’t detect us here.”

      “How do you know?”

      The first mage glanced down at me. “There has to be some sort of protection placed on this home to prevent the council from detecting her. I can’t tell what it is, but there is subtle magic here.”

      Shit. Could Gran and Gramps have thought to protect me from the council by doing something like that? It wasn’t hard to believe, and I wouldn’t even be aware of it. They likely wouldn’t have expected me to need to draw the attention of the council, thinking instead that they would use it to keep me safe from notice.

      “And if there’s not?”

      “Then place it on her so we can get going.”

      The taller guy approached, holding out something that looked like a glowing net that stretched between his hands. The binding.

      Not just any net, either. The magic coming off that sent ice along my entire backside. Whatever they had was powerful. And I very much didn’t want it to reach me.

      I might not be able to move, but could I find a way to use my magic?

      Not terrified like this. It was hard enough to focus on my magic when I wasn’t scared, but all I knew right at this moment was terror. Everything in my being screamed out, almost as if it recognized that binding as a specific kind of danger.

      As much as I tried, I couldn’t tap into my magic.

      I was trapped.

      Power continued to build, and another power joined it.

      I flicked my gaze to the first mage, trying to figure out what he was doing. He had to be adding something to the first spell, but what? It wasn’t that they needed even more magic to hold me. What they had summoned already was enough, and more than what I could overcome.

      There was something in that power I recognized.

      It didn’t come from either of these mages.

      And then I remembered the movement I’d seen along the hall.

      I had thought they had others with them, meaning that I was truly captured, but what if they had already drawn the attention of the council and those who served it?

      The familiarity gave me a different sort of feeling.

      Aron?

      The taller mage reached me with the binding, holding it over me. “You’re not going to like the way this feels, but after what you did to Bill, I think that’s fine.”

      I blinked. “You’re not going to like what comes next.”

      He hesitated. “What was that?”

      If I was wrong, then what he planned might hurt. What the hell was this binding that he brought to me? It looked like nothing more than a net, but the magic radiating off it told me that it was something much more than that.

      The door to my condo exploded inward for the second time tonight. Thankfully, it hadn’t been fully reattached, but it still pained me to see my home destroyed like that.

      An unfamiliar woman stood on the other side of the door. She was short and compact, with chocolate brown skin and dark eyes. Her mouth quirked in an amused smile. “Hey, guys. I thought I’d crash the party.”

      The taller guy with the binding turned toward her. “Lupita.”

      Power exploded toward her, but she simply waved her hand. Whatever they threw in her direction bounced off, careening toward my wall.

      The two men ignored me, heading straight toward Lupita.

      “One knight for the two of us?” the shorter guy asked.

      A knight?

      I had met a few knights over the last year, but none of them had been anything like Lupita. Then again, I didn’t have much of a chance to interact with them while they were awake and upright. For the most part, the knights had rolled into the ER, either dead or dying from attacks meant to weaken the protections around the city. None of them had been like her.

      It wasn’t only the magical power she exuded, it was the confidence and the way she simply dismissed their spells as if they were nothing.

      Knights were trained to handle dark mages, but I hadn’t realized that they were so gifted. Even Aron had struggled when confronted by the dark mage.

      “I think one is enough.”

      “Then you would be wrong.”

      A spell built, and I heard her gasp. From where they’d thrown me on the couch, I couldn’t see much of anything, but each spell sent a pulsing of cold along my spine, practically numbing it.

      With their focus diverted, would I be able to get free?

      The shorter guy had already relaxed the spell he’d used on me so that I could talk. All I had to do was figure out how to unravel the rest of it.

      My martial arts training kicked in. Focus. Start with breathing.

      That was the first part. Somehow, I had to calm myself and find a way to focus. If I could do that, then I might be able to draw upon my magic.

      I needed Lupita to distract them long enough for that to happen.

      Without being able to see what they were doing, I didn’t know how much time I had.

      Which meant that I’d have to work quickly.

      I closed my eyes, trying to push back everything that was happening around me. There wasn’t anything I could do about it until I managed to get free anyway. The sense of magic was there, burning deep within me. I had to welcome it, let it fill me, but the blocks that I’d placed upon myself all these years made it difficult.

      I hadn’t wanted to reach for that magic all that often, and I certainly hadn’t tried to get it when scared. Before recently, the only time I’d really been scared had been when applying for graduate school. Without medical school and the promise of that life, I hadn’t known what I would do with myself. And with that, I had very much wanted not to reach for magic.

      It was there, buried deep within me.

      How could I reach for magic when other spells exploded around me?

      Focus.

      I took a few steadying breaths, connecting to my breathing. Doing so let me push away thoughts of what might be happening around me. With each breath, I found myself more centered, and I let that draw me in.

      Another few breaths.

      There.

      The power burned. It was so different than the cold I felt when others used magic around me, different enough that I knew my magic didn’t have a mage origin. No, mine was demon magic.

      The thought nearly unsettled me.

      More breathing.

      With each breath, I continued to reach for that place of focus, a place deep inside me where the magic existed. I knew it was there, if only I could reach it.

      For me to use it—to really use it rather than to simply let power explode from me—it had to burn within me. That much I remembered.

      Pain seared within me, burning.

      That was the sensation I needed.

      I could draw upon power, and I could draw upon power.

      Getting free from this paralytic spell required the latter.

      Fire crawled through me, starting within my stomach. It worked through me, building with intensity.

      The first thing it did was push away the cold along my spine. I could still detect the spell used outside my home, but it didn’t feel like an icy grip anymore. The heat continued to spread, moving out from there to fill my arms and then legs. Movement returned. I waited, letting the magic flow all the way through me until it reached my head.

      Then I jumped up.

      Maintaining this connection to magic was the key. I wasn’t going to let one of the dark mages use their strange paralytic spell on me again, and the only thing that might protect me was holding onto my power in this way. The idea of going for the sword and using that against them was tempting, but if I did, I ran the risk of Lupita knowing that I had a connection to demons, and I wasn’t interested in having her turn on me when she finished with the dark mages. If she finished with the dark mages.

      That meant I’d have to be careful with my magic.

      I kicked Bill, making sure that he was still down as I stepped out of my home. It wouldn’t do for him to get up and come after us. He didn’t make a sound as my foot connected.

      Magic filled the hallway.

      It flickered out in streaks of power that hammered against me. Power from Lupita struck the dark mages, but each time it did, they managed to deflect it. They attacked her, sending spells flying toward her, and she deflected those down and away.

      I’d never witnessed a fight quite like this before.

      The battle with the demon king had been brutal, but it had mostly been about confining him, keeping him from crossing the Veil. This was skill and power, a different kind of fight that almost reminded me of watching two high-ranking black belts spar at the gym.

      I wanted to throw myself into that?

      It might not be entirely clear what was taking place, but Lupita needed my help. Each attack forced her back a step, and with each attack, her ability to deflect the dark mages faded.

      Without giving it much thought, I raced forward.

      I could slam into the nearest mage and maybe knock him down. I didn’t need to reveal myself in the attack. Magic filled me, burning within me, begging for release, but I refused. I needed it for protection.

      The taller man turned toward me and flung his hands out.

      I threw myself to the side of the hall.

      The binding—that strange magical net that he’d been carrying—went flying past me. The air whistled with power, and electricity from it made the hairs on my arm stand up.

      What would have happened had that connected to me?

      I very much didn’t want to know.

      He threw a spell at me that struck me in the chest, sending me staggering back. Had I not been filled with magic as I was, it might have been too much to withstand. It still hurt, knocking the wind out of me, but the power burning within me acted as something like a shield, deflecting the worst of it.

      The tall guy stormed closer to me, a frown on his face. “You are more trouble than you might be worth.”

      Another spell exploded from him. This time, I ducked. It slammed into the hallway where I’d been standing.

      I glanced over at the door. God, if Marvin was home, I prayed that he didn’t open the door. I didn’t need him poking his head out to see what commotion might be in the hallway, but that was just the sort of thing he’d do.

      The tall mage neared and I launched myself at him, throwing my shoulder into his stomach. He doubled over, dropping to the ground near me. I dropped my elbow onto his head and he stopped moving.

      That left the other mage.

      When I had first been attacked, I hadn’t thought the other mage had been the one I’d need to worry about. He had a look about him that screamed harmless, but he was anything but.

      A spell bounced off Lupita and whatever shielding she used. Had I not been paying attention—and not had the ability to detect the use of magic—I might have been hit by it. I managed to roll out of the way and it struck the wall, practically melting it.

      I tried to roll over, but something held me.

      The other guy had a hold of my leg. Power from whatever spell he planned built.

      “I don’t think so.” I pushed out with magic, keeping it tightly bound together so that I could strike him with it. Power punched out, catching him in the hand where he’d grabbed me.

      The mage screamed, jerking his hands free.

      Apparently, my kicks hadn’t been enough. Taking this guy down would require a different approach. Could he withstand a magical punch to the chest?

      Using the same spell that I had used on the first attacker, I unleashed my power, slamming it into him.

      Wrapped up as I was in the power, having it burning through me, I didn’t judge just how much magic I was able to pull on nearly as well as I should have. It streaked out of me, slamming into him, throwing him back. When he hit the wall, purple streamers of color started winding around him, working off his arm and racing down to his legs, twining around his ankles. He shrieked in pain, a sound unlike anything I’d ever heard a man make before.

      The chill of death built within me.

      I watched, unable to take my eyes off what was happening, powerless to stop it.

      The magic worked almost on its own, turning inward, dragging through the mage, eventually quieting his shrieks. All the while, the cold grip of death clung to me.

      Strengthening me.

      That was the part I hated the most. It was the part I tried to avoid.

      When the man died, taking his last breath and finally cutting off his screams, a strange power hummed within me.

      I finally managed to pull my attention away from him, looking for the other mage. Nausea rolled through me, but there would be time to deal with that later. For now, I had to get through this fight.

      They watched me.

      Not only the dark mage, but Lupita watched me, a spell held out in front of her that prevented an attack, her eyes narrowed as she regarded me like she was trying to piece together a puzzle.

      And the only answer to that puzzle was something dangerous.
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      The last dark mage smiled at me, a dangerous gleam in his eyes. I hadn’t realized it before now, but we had made it almost to the end of the hallway. Much farther, and they would have reached the stairs. From here, there would be nothing to stop them. Lupita continued to hold her spell, the energy of it sizzling off her, and as much as she held her attention on the dark mage, almost as much of it remained fixated on me.

      The mage darted off to the side before shifting, taking a step back and diving toward the wall, a spell held out in front of him.

      What was he doing?

      When he struck the wall—what had always appeared so solid to me—he passed through. Like a ghost. The only thing on the other side of that wall was the outside.

      I didn’t have to think too hard to figure out why he would have jumped through the wall. He’d seen the kind of power I wielded, and he must have recognized it.

      Lupita glanced at me before diving after him, her spell shifting so that she somehow passed through the wall the same way that he did.

      That wasn’t anything I could do. I’d be lucky if my magic didn’t simply blow a hole in the wall, so trying to phase through it like something out of a movie was out of the question. There had been enough destruction in my complex tonight—and I had no idea how I would be able to hide that from all the other residents. Considering everything that had happened here so far, I’d probably have to move. And I liked it here, even with Marvin so close. It was close enough to the hospital I could walk to work, and the building didn’t have anyone that I couldn’t stand, which probably meant I was that person.

      The stairs led down and into the lobby. They were simple stairs, concrete all around with metal railings, and I thundered down them, leaping onto each landing until I reached the door leading out and into the lobby.

      When I reached the lobby, I slowed. It was late enough that there wasn’t much activity, and I hurried outside.

      A cold wind struck me.

      I was underdressed, but that didn’t matter. The magic burning inside me kept me warm, giving me the opportunity to ignore the chill. How long would that work? Probably not long enough to stave off frostbite, though it wasn’t quite that cold. I hoped it was enough to let me ignore the weather and find the missing dark mage and Lupita.

      As I reached the corner of the street, looking up to see where they would have passed through the wall, I hesitated. Should I even try going after them? Would it matter? Lupita had it in hand, and after what she’d seen of me, I didn’t think I wanted her to find me after the battle.

      Magic surged and I turned toward it, everything in my being ready for another attack. I still held onto my magic, prepared for the possibility that I would have to use it but hoping I wouldn’t. After what I’d done to the mage, I didn’t know whether I could trust myself or not. Would I lose control of my spell like I had before, melting someone else? And then there was the strange thrill I’d felt when he’d died, as if I had somehow pleased death.

      No—it was that death enhanced my power.

      That might have been the worst of it.

      A pair of mages stood near the entrance of my building.

      If they went in, they’d come across the destruction and likely end up tearing through it, looking for who caused it and how it had happened. My neighbors didn’t deserve that.

      They didn’t have the look of mages of the council, which suggested they were rogue mages—maybe dark mages. And if they were, I didn’t have to wonder why they had come.

      Me.

      “Hey, guys!” I started toward them, trying to play it cool. I wasn’t dressed for the night and it would only take a moment for someone with keen eyes to notice I didn’t really fit.

      The nearest of them turned toward me. He was dressed in a navy wool jacket that hung to his knees, and his neatly combed dark hair seemed to ignore the occasional gust of wind. Flat eyes watched me.

      As they did, the pull of the magic within them slowed my steps.

      The paralytic.

      One of these days, I’d have to learn how they did that spell. There were times that would be useful. It wasn’t just that it kept me from moving, but the spell limited my ability to reach my magic. Would it do the same for others, or was it only my inexperience?

      The only way I knew to counter the spell involved focusing on my magic. As I had already held onto it, not letting go of it, it still burned within me.

      I let it flow outward.

      It burned away the paralytic and I raced toward the nearest mage.

      His eyes narrowed and the cold of his attempted spell practically burned me, but I ignored it, throwing myself forward.

      If only I had the sword now.

      Having the sword would have been useful several times tonight. Not only to help me reach for my magic—and somehow, the sword augmented my magic so I could more easily reach it—but also as a weapon. I’d rather cut a guy down and leave him with the possibility of recovery than melt him with a blast of uncontrolled magic.

      At least I had my martial arts training.

      The other mage slid forward, blocking my jab with a fluid movement. I darted back, resetting my footing, and kicked. He blocked again. A smile parted his mouth, spreading to his eyes.

      “Shorin-ryu?” When I nodded, his smile deepened. “I have been studying it since I was twelve.”

      I kicked, sweeping my leg up in an arc that he managed to catch, throwing me off to the side. His reflexes were quick, and I still had to deal with the other mage.

      Where was he?

      Darting back, I surveyed the sidewalk again. The karate mage was at least as proficient as me, and probably better. There was more fluidity to his movements, something Master David had been training me toward, but I still had never managed the simple ease of movement. Mine was forced, power going into each blow.

      And if I had to deal with the possibility of another mage using a paralytic spell on me, I would be outmanned.

      Where was Lupita?

      I could use her help about now. I could use anyone’s help about now.

      The karate mage slid toward me and I deflected his kick, dropping and moving off to the side. As I did, I pushed out with my magic. There wasn’t anything controlled in what I did, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I somehow find a way to get the spell out.

      It unleashed toward him. A full blast. Body melting.

      And missed.

      Had he known what I was going to do?

      The smile on his face deepened and he darted toward me, power exploding from him as he punched.

      Without my ability to detect magic, I don’t know that I would have known the combination was coming.

      I didn’t even try to block, which was a good thing. Had I tried, his spell would have slammed into me. There was enough force in it that I heard the sound of rock shattering behind me.

      Movement behind me alerted me to the other mage.

      I spun and unleashed my magic.

      It was too much.

      The spell—or whatever it was, since it wasn’t so much a spell as it was merely a release of power—bounced off a barrier of magic. He’d been ready for it.

      And when my magic was gone, it left me vulnerable.

      The paralytic took hold.

      I hated the spell. It had been used on me so often that I wanted to cause pain to the mage who created it. And I couldn’t tell if it was karate mage or the other. Either way, my magic wasn’t fast enough—or strong enough.

      “I will watch her. Go check on the others,” karate mage said.

      The other mage nodded and started off.

      Magic built with sudden power.

      Why would they use a spell when they’d already captured me?

      The spell exploded. The other mage came flying, slamming into karate mage.

      The spell holding me failed and I managed to free myself.

      If I could only reach for my magic, I might be able to stay free, but I wasn’t strong enough and I’d already used it too often tonight. There were limits to my power, though I didn’t necessarily know them.

      I should run, but someone had taken out the mages. Could Lupita have returned? If she were skilled—and powerful—enough to do that, then I didn’t want her to catch up to me. Maybe I should run.

      But I wanted to know what had happened.

      There was that sense of magic I’d detected before, the familiar sense that I’d thought was Aron but had only been Lupita. Could he be here?

      Unless all I had detected was the power of a knight and not Aron.

      “Dr. Michaels, you might want to step back.”

      I turned and very nearly slammed into Aron.

      Relief swept through me, along with irritation that I should feel that way. I didn’t need some man to come save me, but then, Aron wasn’t simply some man. He was a powerful mage, an archer for the council, able to take on demons with his power.

      What were a pair of dark mages to someone like him?

      He glanced down at me, too briefly for me to let him know how much I appreciated his being here, before turning his gaze to the two mages.

      “Archer.” This came from karate mage. He’d managed to get to his feet, already recovered from the initial attack. The other guy still lay motionless, and with the force Aron had used on him with the spell, he might not get up anytime soon. “Aren’t you supposed to be off chasing demons? From what I can tell, there aren’t any here for you to concern yourself with.”

      “Fortunately, there aren’t,” Aron said. “Which means I can participate in this little excursion, Darvish.”

      “Darvish?” I laughed. “Now that’s an evil mage name.”

      Karate mage Darvish glanced over at me and a sudden chill lanced along my spine. I ducked and rolled off to the side before a spell could hit me, and when I got to my feet, Darvish just looked at me as if I were crazy.

      Turning to Aron, I frowned. Had it been his spell that I’d detected? If it was, then I was crazy. Worse, I would have revealed myself to Darvish, if I hadn’t done so already.

      “What is she to you, Archer?” Darvish asked.

      “What makes you think she’s anything?”

      Even though I knew he said it for Darvish, the dismissive way he said it still stung. It wasn’t that I wanted something between Aron and me—at least, I didn’t think I did—but I didn’t want him to toss me aside.

      But wasn’t that what he’d already done?

      When the battle with the demons had ended, Aron hadn’t come back to me. If anything, he’d been more distant, enough so that I didn’t think he wanted anything to do with me. Not that I could blame him. Aron had nearly died at least once, and he probably didn’t want the reminder that an untrained mage had been needed to save him.

      “I can see it in your stance. You protect her.”

      I glanced at Aron. His tight pants accented his ass, but there wasn’t anything else in his stance I could pick up on. Was Darvish trying to goad Aron into admitting something?

      No… he was delaying.

      “He’s stalling,” I said, joining Aron.

      Aron nodded. “Then he’s a fool.”

      Darvish grinned. “Am I? You come to protect a rogue and you tell me that I’m the fool? You play a dangerous game, Archer. It’s one you can’t win.”

      His spell struck faster than I could react.

      But not faster than Aron.

      He raised a shield, sweeping it out in front of us, a powerful blast of magic that pressed out from his hand, blocking Darvish’s spell from hitting its target. From what I could tell, that target was me.

      Darvish lunged forward, swinging in an impossibly fast roundhouse. Aron was distracted with the blocking spell.

      I kicked, catching his leg with mine.

      It wasn’t the most effective block, and pain shot up my leg as ours connected, but I wasn’t about to let him get a cheap shot on Aron. I swung my elbow around and it cracked into his shoulder. Not a clean blow, but it would hurt and maybe make him think before he attacked again.

      Darvish darted back, a smile pulling at the corner of his lips. “You’d be an interesting one to spar with. There aren’t many mages who think to train their body along with their minds.”

      He feigned another attack on Aron but ducked back. With a blast of magic, Darvish disappeared.

      “Where did he go?”

      Aron shook his head. “He’s gone.”

      “How can you be certain?”

      “The tracing of his spell.”

      “What does that mean?” I didn’t feel anything other than the familiar surge of cold when magic was used on me. There wasn’t anything from that sense of cold that would tell me where he would have gone.

      “It means that his spell is meant to mask where he’s gone,” Aron said. He spun, his gaze sweeping along the street. “It’s not that he has no skill. Far from it. Darvish has been running from the council for years.”

      “You know about him?”

      “Most who work with the council know about him. He is a particularly skilled dark mage. With the attempt to summon the demon king, most thought Darvish the one responsible for it. I’m still not convinced he wasn’t a part of it.”

      A powerful dark mage who seemed to be a master of martial arts. It was like me, only in an alternative life. “Like Kramen?”

      “Much like him.”

      “Where’s Lupita?” I asked.

      Aron searched the street, but there wasn’t any sign of her. Had she been injured in the attack? That would bother me if true. She might not know what I was, but she had protected me just the same. Without her, Darvish and the other dark mages would have grabbed me and brought me to their lair. Or whatever it was they called it.

      “I have heard nothing from her.”

      “She saved me,” I told Aron.

      “They didn’t want to harm you.”

      “It sure felt like it. The attack seemed like they wanted to harm me. They used the paralytic spell on me.”

      “Paralytic?”

      “Sorry. Medical term. The spell that makes it so I can’t move. I’d love to know how they do it so I can counter it.”

      But then, I had countered it, only it had taken a connection to my magic that I rarely allowed. What would happen if I delved into that connection more often? Would I be able to avoid getting trapped by the paralytic?

      A troubling thought came to mind. What if I could learn from someone like Darvish?

      That was what my grandparents feared. They never said it, but I know they worried about what would happen if I was turned by a dark mage, or taken as they had attempted. The last time, they had wanted me so they could summon a demon. What would happen if they learned that I might have a connection to demons—that I might be one.

      “There are ways to protect yourself from their magic, but you have to be willing to learn.”

      “Did my grandparents tell you to say that?” When he arched a brow at me, I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter. I know they’ve been trying to work with me all these years, but they’ve also been afraid of what would happen if they did. And now they have even more reason to be afraid.”

      “You don’t know that to be true, Kate.”

      When he said my name, I wanted to melt. Derek might have compassion in his eyes, but there was something so powerful to Aron when he said my name. It was electricity, a different kind of magic. It was the kind of appeal I knew I should avoid. Spending too much time with him was bound to get me drawn into the magical world more deeply than I wanted. It already had nearly done so—and nearly gotten me killed.

      “I know what I felt,” I whispered.

      Lupita rounded the corner, dragging a man behind her. A grim smile spread across her face. The man didn’t fight. Did Lupita have some paralytic spell too? Could that be where the dark mages learned it?

      “You finally came,” she said.

      “I told you I would.”

      She glanced from Aron to me before looking back at him again, appraising him. “What does she have?”

      Aron shook his head.

      “Listen. She had nearly a half dozen dark mages attack her tonight. There’s something she has that they want. What is it?”

      At least Lupita believed it was something I had rather than something I was. It was better that way. Not any easier to hide, though. And if she made a circuit through my home, she might discover the demon sword. That would draw attention.

      “She was there during the last attack,” Aron said. “They probably want to know what she saw and how she survived since she’s not a part of the magical world.”

      Lupita grunted and threw the man on the sidewalk at Aron’s feet. He wasn’t bound—at least not with anything I could see—but he didn’t move, either. Whatever it was that she used to hold him managed to keep him from doing anything.

      “This one won’t talk,” she said. “But I’ll get him to.”

      “And if he knows nothing?”

      Lupita looked over at me. “He’d better come up with some answers before the council burns away his dark magic. After that, he might not be able to say much.”

      I shivered. I didn’t want to, but after having seen Tony and the effect of having magic burned off, I couldn’t help myself. If that happened to me, I don’t know what I’d be like. Not myself. Not a doctor. Would I end up in the ER, treated by a resident—maybe even Dr. Roberts—talking about how a once-promising doctor had cracked? There had been others. Usually they were surgeons. The lifestyle involved in surgery burned through more than its share, though not as many as psychiatry. Most of those who were salvageable went into primary care, thinking that it would be easier. And maybe it was.

      “Let the council decide what to do with him. Make sure they know what happened.”

      “I know how to do my job.”

      Aron shrugged. “It was a suggestion.”

      “An unnecessary one.”

      She grabbed the dark mage and started to drag him away. For me to drag a guy like that would take about all the strength I could summon, but she simply pulled him along the street as if he were nothing more than a piece of luggage. A large and ungainly piece of luggage, but luggage just the same.

      “What was that about?” I asked softly.

      “She can be somewhat impulsive,” Aron said. “I thought a reminder of what she needed to do would be helpful.”

      “Not that. What she said.” I looked up at him. His icy blue eyes seemed to see through me. Aron was one of the few who suspected what I was, and as far as I knew, he hadn’t said anything to the rest of the council, but that didn’t mean that he wouldn’t. He was an archer. That meant that he had to serve the council, preventing demons from crossing over the Veil. He had a responsibility to do so. And if I could be used against the Veil, would he end me? “They were after something. Did it have anything to do with the visit from the council today?”

      Aron frowned. “You had a visit from the council?”

      “Well, there was a guy who came into the ER today. He… he was affected by magic.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I cocked a brow at him. “I can tell when magic is used, if that’s what you’re asking. I made the mistake of trying to help him.”

      “I assume you mean that you tried to use magic on him?” When I nodded, he asked, “What happened?”

      I shrugged. “That’s just it. Nothing really happened. I tried to use magic on him, but I failed.”

      “Then I don’t see the problem.”

      Looking along the street where Lupita had departed, I sighed. “I think he was a dark mage that had his magic burned off. I think that’s why he ended up the way he did.”

      Aron stared at me. “Why would you think that?”

      “The spell used on him. Whatever it was had been complex. I nearly managed to peel it off, and I think that I could have if I’d taken more time.” Only, I wasn’t certain that taking that time was the right thing. I knew nothing about Tony other than the fact that he’d had magic used on him in a way that I didn’t understand. What if he was a dark mage? I didn’t want to be responsible for healing one and bringing another attack. Besides, if I did manage to heal him, the council would come looking for him and me.

      “You wouldn’t be able to undo what the council does,” Aron said.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      “That’s no insult. There are very few mages who are even capable of performing the spell involved. It would take an extreme ability for you to remove it. I suspect only a few of the fae would be capable of such a thing.”

      I thought back to what I’d felt when working my magic on Tony. There had been a sense that I could succeed, but I didn’t have enough strength—or time. Derek had pulled me away before I could finish.

      Maybe it wasn’t a council spell at all.

      What if Tony wasn’t a dark mage, but someone else?

      “I would like to see this man,” Aron said.

      I shook my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “You don’t know where he’s gone?”

      “That’s not it. It’s against the law.”

      “Kate—”

      “Listen, I’m not about to risk my job on the chance that this magical attack might be something other than what I thought. And if it’s not what I thought, then I want nothing to do with it.”

      Aron watched me. “What if they’re after you?”

      “Hell, yes, they’re after me. They came to my home, Aron! You should see my door. I don’t know that I’ll be able to stay there.”

      And if I couldn’t stay in my home, where would I go? It wasn’t that I wanted to leave my condo. I liked it there. But I wasn’t willing to stay without a door.

      “What if I can help with that?”

      “You fix doors? I didn’t realize archers were so talented.”

      “We have a great many talents.”

      Under other circumstances—and from anyone else—that might have been seductive, but I knew Aron well enough to know that he didn’t mean talents the way he could. Besides, it was possible that he did have those talents, too, but I doubted that I’d ever see them. Aron might be intrigued by me and my magic, but I didn’t get the sense that he was intrigued by me. Which was too bad.

      “Fine. If you can fix a door, you’re hired. And maybe you can do something about my hallway. I can just imagine what my neighbors will say when they wake up if they see it like that.”
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      I stared at the door in shock. Aron really did have a great many talents. When he had said that he could fix the door, I hadn’t expected him to fix it quite as well as he had. I couldn’t even tell that it had been attacked. There was probably a spell mixed into his repair, but with all the magic he’d thrown around simply hanging it back up in the frame, I doubted that I would know if there was.

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “You need to fortify your protections,” he said.

      “My protections? I don’t have any protections. I have a door and a lock like any normal person.”

      “But you aren’t a normal person,” Aron said.

      I hated the reminder, but it was true. I wasn’t normal, and the more often that I got dragged into the magical world, the more obvious that was. As much as I wanted to hide from the magical world, it might be that I couldn’t.

      “Thanks.”

      He tested the door, swinging it open and then closed before checking the locks. A tingle of magical cold worked along my spine as he did. What spell did he add to that? Did it matter? It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Aron. I did, though only to a certain extent. I didn’t think he’d harm me, but what if he placed a spell that allowed him to enter my home whenever he wanted?

      Then again, with his kind of magic, I doubted that it would be all that hard for him to enter if that’s what he intended.

      When he was convinced the door worked the way he wanted, he turned back to me. “I’ll repair the hall before I leave. Your neighbors shouldn’t even know an attack happened.”

      “Unless they heard it.”

      “I could use a spell—”

      I shook my head. I didn’t need him whipping spells around at my neighbors and causing amnesia. What would that do to them? Probably nothing good. “Just fix the damage in the hall. Don’t do anything more than that.”

      Aron crossed his arms over his chest. “You should practice.”

      “Practice.”

      He nodded. “Use your magic. Get comfortable with it.”

      “And if my practice draws the attention of the council? If another knight comes calling?”

      “They won’t.”

      “How can you be so sure? You’ll keep them away from me?”

      “If I have to, but that’s not why. I put some protections around your home. There were some already here—” that confirmed my suspicions about my grandparents placing something on my home—“and anything you do in here should be walled off. Unless you blast through those protections, you won’t be detected by the council.”

      “Why would you do that for me? Aren’t you worried that I’m a dark mage?”

      “No.”

      The simplicity of his statement almost overwhelmed me. He had been with me during the demon attack and he knew my magic was different than his, but to hear him tell me that he didn’t think I was a dark mage meant more than it should.

      “We don’t know what I am. For all we know—”

      “All we know is that your magic is different than mine. Which is why you need to practice with it. When you begin to understand your magic, then you can start to claim what type of mage you are. Until then, there’s no reason to worry.”

      That wasn’t true, and we both knew it. The fact that he had placed protections around my home told me that he worried about the type of mage I was, but it was still nice of him to make this claim.

      “I’ll do what I can to practice, but I don’t know enough about my magic to really gain any control.”

      “If the dark mages are aware of you and they think to use you, then you need to gain control, especially with the escalation.”

      “Escalation?”

      Aron nodded solemnly. “Since the attempt with the demon king, the mage council has increased their efforts with the Dark Council.”

      “Burning off magic?”

      Aron shook his head. “Discovery mostly. Capture. Like I told you, anything more is difficult. But the increased attention from the mage council is probably why they attacked tonight. Don’t let them have an opportunity to place the paralyzer on you.”

      I smiled. “Paralytic.”

      “Practice,” he said again. Aron stepped into the hall, hand on the door, watching me. There was something unreadable in his eyes. It almost seemed as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t.

      When the door closed, I stared at it for long moments, a part of me expecting that he would return, but he didn’t. I don’t know why I thought he would; I should be grateful for the fact that he had come to help at all. Without him—and Lupita—the dark mages would have captured me and destroyed my home.

      Aron was right. I needed to be ready, but that meant that I would be able to use my magic. The basics of magic were easy enough. Gran and Gramps had taught me enough over the years that I could use the basics of my power. It was trying to do anything more complex. And when I tried, I struggled. I had been lucky to escape from the paralytic, but I needed to be ready with something more than luck. If I couldn’t reach for my magic when I needed it, and if I couldn’t overcome a spell I’d faced repeatedly, what was the point of having it?

      Hopefully, he had reinforced my walls, because I intended to test whether they were stout enough to suppress magic. It was time that I tried.

      And as tired as I was, I doubted that I could sleep. With the night that I’d had, my body was completely revved up and my mind wouldn’t be able to shut it down to let me get any sleep. Maybe I should take the opportunity to practice.

      If only I had a yard to use. Regardless of what Aron had said, I didn’t like the idea of damaging my home while working with spells. There were times when I lost control of my magic, so it was possible that I’d lose control now.

      The sword might help me focus.

      I went to my bedroom and pulled open the doors to my closet, sorting through the stacks of stuff until I came to the bundle holding the sword. I’d wrapped it in a blanket before storing it, not wanting to risk cutting myself on the blade accidentally. I probably should have chosen a different blanket. The one I’d used had some sentimental value to me; it was one that my mother had apparently used to swaddle me when I’d been a baby. And here I’d used it to swaddle a sword. She would have to understand.

      When I unwrapped the sword, I stared at it for a long moment. My cat Lucy crawled out of the closet and rubbed against me. “You were hiding there?” I should have gone looking for her before now. It was a measure of my tired mind that I hadn’t even thought of her during the attack.

      She meowed and sauntered away from me, leaving me smiling. If nothing else, she lightened my mood.

      I squeezed the hilt of the sword. It was intricately carved of what looked to be bone. The first time I’d realized that, I had tried not to think what it meant. I still didn’t put much thought into it. If I did, I doubted I would have been willing to even handle the sword. After all, this was a demon sword. Not just any demon, either. A powerful demon sword. I shouldn’t even be able to hold it, let alone use it to focus my magic, and the fact that I could was enough to tell me that whatever Aron believed about the possibility of fae parentage was a lie.

      I was demon. I had to be.

      I carried the sword back to my living room, holding onto the hilt. The surface of it was smooth, though there were faint ridges within it that I noticed the longer I held it. Taking a seat, I settled the blade across my lap, staring at the surface of the blade. Lettering carved into the surface caught the light, leaving odd shadows in places. The first time I’d noticed the lettering, I’d tried writing it down to figure out what was on the blade but had never managed to determine what it was. As far as I could tell, it was in some unknown demon language.

      The strange thing about the sword was the way it connected me to my magic. If I could reach through it, I might be able to attempt to use my magic better.

      Though I was tired, I needed to try and do this.

      Since the attempt at getting the demon king across the Veil, I hadn’t intentionally practiced with my magic. I’d been hesitant, afraid that I’d draw the attention of the council, despite knowing that my grandparents likely made it so that even if the council did come after me, they would do everything they could to protect me. There was more to my reluctance than that. I hadn’t used my magic because I’d been scared.

      And why shouldn’t I be?

      The magic might be worse than what I’d believed. It was bad enough thinking I was a dark mage, but now I had the added worry about thinking that perhaps I was part demon, something that shouldn’t exist on this side of the Veil.

      More than even fearing having my magic burned off, if I was part demon, would the council force me to the other side of the Veil? If they did, I would die. There was no way I’d survive something like that. The demons I’d encountered on this side of the Veil had been scary enough, but on the other side, there would be demons and fae and other dark creatures, all with power that was more than what I could draw upon.

      The other possibility was just as bad. They could choose to simply eliminate me.

      I had to be prepared.

      Setting the sword with the tip pointing into my carpet, I held my hands on either side of the hilt, letting the pressure of the bone focus my attention. Power burbled within me, seeming to respond to the sword. I drew on that power, letting it come rising up from within the depths of myself, slowly pulling that power out and pushing it into the sword. I didn’t want to release my power, only focus it.

      Heat built around me, the energy of the magic crackling in the air. Not a spell. As much as I wanted to try and use a spell, my magic wasn’t like that.

      I let the power ease out. If I could manage this, the next step would be controlling my magic in a way that allowed me to get a handle on how to use it effectively. With what I’d been through the last few days—really, what I’d been through this year—I needed to practice and be ready for the possibility that I might need to use it.

      As the magic eased from the sword, it slammed into my floor. I tensed, worried that it would destroy something, but the spell bounced back, dissipating again. Aron had placed protections around my home, and not just on the walls, as I had thought. If even the floor was protected, I wouldn’t need to worry nearly so much.

      The only problem was that I still didn’t know any spells.

      Even if I could reach my magic regularly—and that wasn’t a given—I didn’t have the necessary knowledge about how to use it effectively. I’d never be able to form a spell like the paralytic, or even anything more basic than that.

      I set the sword down, resting it on the floor, not concerned about damaging the carpet. “What are you thinking?” I whispered to myself.

      Drawing on magic was one thing, but the other part of it involved having the necessary knowledge about how to use it. And that was what I didn’t have. Gran and Gramps had tried teaching me in the past, spending countless patient hours trying to get me to understand how to manipulate my magic in the ways they knew, but I’d struggled. If they couldn’t teach me, there probably wasn’t anyone who could.

      Maybe I should have asked Aron for help. He might not be able—or willing—to tutor me, but I suspected he knew whom I could go to and ask.

      Without having the right kind of knowledge, all I could do was practice reaching for my magic. That would be valuable in defending myself, even if it wasn’t something I could easily control.

      As I practiced, reaching for the sense of magic deep within me and then releasing it again, it did become easier. I should have done this long ago, but then I’d always been afraid of what would happen if I reached for it. I’d never had the freedom or peace of mind to simply try reaching for magic until now.

      Even with Aron’s reassurance, I still didn’t feel completely at ease.

      Worry crept into my mind. What if he hadn’t really sealed off my home to protect me from others identifying my magic? I knew it was crazy—what reason would Aron have in lying to me? If he had wanted to report me to the council, he could have done that long ago—but I couldn’t shake those worries. What if it didn’t work the way he thought? He tried sealing off my home from dark magic, but my kind of magic was different. It was possible that he couldn’t separate my kind of magic effectively.

      I leaned back, letting the sword rest against my couch. At some point, I drifted off, only waking when I heard a sound at my door.

      Jolted awake, I grabbed the sword and headed toward the door. I must have slept, but I didn’t feel refreshed. Magic surged into me, though I knew I should be more careful. What if reaching for magic only alerted them to my presence?

      A knock came.

      That was what had jostled me awake in the first place.

      The dark mages hadn’t knocked. They had blasted my door open with magic.

      Magic.

      I didn’t detect anyone using it now, which wasn’t a guarantee they weren’t mages, but the lack of a chill working along my spine at least made it less likely. And there was the almost polite knock.

      The peephole hadn’t been destroyed and I leaned in carefully, ready to send a blast of magic through the door if necessary.

      I recognized the bushy eyebrows and the balding head that was much tanner than a man in Minnesota should be at this time of year. It was only Marvin.

      My neighbor was older and nosy and needed help every so often. He would watch over my home whether I wanted him to or not, but he meant well.

      Had he heard anything last night? I presumed it was morning, otherwise he wouldn’t knock. Marvin might be odd, but he wouldn’t come calling in the middle of the night.

      After setting the sword behind my door, I pulled it open. “Hello?”

      Marvin blinked, looking at me with a strange expression. I realized how I must look. Not only had I not gone to bed, but I’d been in a fight and probably had the remains of that fight still on my clothing.

      “Kate? What happened?”

      I looked down. Sure enough, blood splattered on my scrubs. “Rough shift.”

      His eyes widened slightly, and then he nodded knowingly. “I’m sure your patients appreciate everything you do for them.”

      I looked past Marvin and down the hallway. There was no evidence of damage. Aron had somehow completely cleaned up everything. That was the kind of magic I wanted to learn. If I could pick up my home with magic, maybe I could get a little more sleep. It wasn’t that I left my place messy—there wasn’t really the time for it—but too often dishes piled up in the sink and I needed to vacuum better than the stupid Roomba could do.

      “Some of them do. What can I help you with?” I tried not to sound too tired or annoyed, but all I wanted was to rest and I didn’t think I’d get that. Depending on what time it was, I needed to get to work. I might already be late.

      He glanced along the hall. “I’m just checking to see how everyone is doing. I heard some strange sounds last night but…”

      “What kind of sounds?”

      “Well, I don’t know. I didn’t have my hearing aids in last night, but it sounded like explosions. I wasn’t expecting any fireworks nearby, so don’t know what it might be.”

      “I didn’t hear anything, if that’s what you’re checking on.” At least, nothing that I’d admit to him. Marvin couldn’t know what really happened. I think it might kill him.

      Marvin glanced back down the hallway. “Ah, well that’s good, Kate. You get some rest. You look like you need it.”

      I closed the door, ignoring the last part of his comment, mostly because it was true. I did need sleep, though how much time would I have before I had a chance to get some?

      The demon sword seemed to stare up at me, almost taunting me. It was time to put it back to bed. I didn’t need to have the feeling of a demon sword watching me. That was probably only my imagination, but if it wasn’t, I didn’t intend to deal with whatever magic the demons might place in their weapons.

      When I’d wrapped it and stuffed it back into my closet, noise in my kitchen caught my attention. It wasn’t Lucy. She had followed me back into the bedroom and sat on the bed, looking over at me with her judgmental blue eyes.

      “You know, you could go check on it,” I said to her.

      Her ears twitched and she settled her head back onto the bed, closing her eyes.

      “You might be better were you a dog.” At least with a dog, I’d get a warning. Lucy might warn me—if she felt like it. Which never happened. She was far more content to sleep.

      There had been a sound in the kitchen, but with the protection placed on my home, there shouldn’t be anyone inside. Aron had made certain of that.

      I debated grabbing the sword again but decided against it. That didn’t stop me from reaching for my magic. The practice had helped me get more confident with reaching it so that I could delve toward it without fear that I wouldn’t be able to reach it.

      Then I started toward the kitchen.

      After the attack last night, my heart hammered. It was probably nothing more than my imagination and I’d end up blasting my kitchen with magic when I should be cleaning up. There was a pile of dishes that weren’t going to clean themselves.

      Stepping into my kitchen, half convinced that I’d imagined the whole thing, I nearly blasted Gramps in the face. “Gramps? What are you doing here?”

      I let out the connection to magic, and it sizzled away, hitting the floor. Thankfully, the protections Aron had placed managed to catch that magic and it didn’t go anywhere. I’m not sure what I would have done otherwise.

      “Katie, you are home! Cyn—she’s here,” he called out.

      Gran appeared from the living room, a pair of wine glasses in hand. “Katie? What happened to you?”

      I looked down at my scrubs again. I really had to change them. I didn’t need everyone seeing the blood splatter on them. All that did was lead to questions. “What are you doing here?” Could they have heard about the attack last night? Probably. They served the council, so it wasn’t too surprising that they should get word on attacks like that, but I had hoped to keep it from them a little longer. And how had they gotten in?

      “Council business, dear. That’s all.”

      I arched a brow. Gran could be so dismissive with me. I hated that it annoyed me, but it did, probably more than it should. “That’s the reason you came to my home and broke in? If there’s something you need, you could just tell me what it is. I’m a big girl and can take it.”

      Gramps looked at Gran. “You shouldn’t keep things from her, Cyn.”

      “When it comes to council business, you don’t get to tell me what to do, Veran.” There was an edge of heat in her voice. I’d learned to respect that edge when I was a kid, knowing that it was better to avoid her when she got like this. I didn’t want to be the target of her wrath.

      “Why are you here? Does it have anything to do with what happened last night?” Just like when I was a kid, it was best to admit the truth.

      “See? She can handle it.”

      “If she can handle it, we wouldn’t have needed to send knights to protect her.”

      “You sent the knights?”

      “There were dark mages, Katie. They follow that magic. Besides, you know we couldn’t let them—”

      I rounded on Gramps, cutting him off. “Did you know they would target me? Aron seemed to come awfully fast.”

      He glanced over at Gram, frowning. “Aron was here?”

      I nodded. “Because you sent him, I’m sure.”

      “We didn’t send him.”

      “So he’s gone rogue again?” During the demon attack, there had been a belief that Aron had gone rogue. I had a hard time imagining that. At all. He was nothing if not the obedient servant of the council. Other than when it came to me. If he were so obedient, he would have reported me to the council—and maybe he thought that he had by telling my grandparents.

      “Not rogue. The archers are given a certain bit of freedom,” Gran said, waving her hand dismissively. She took the glasses to the sink and began to rinse them. I thought she might put them away, but instead she found a bottle of wine and poured a glass, offering it to me.

      “It’s morning, Gran.”

      “Morning or not, there’s always time for a glass of wine.”

      “Not when you have to work.”

      Which I did.

      And forgotten until now.

      Shit.

      “Listen. It’s great the two of you are here, and I’d love to hear more about why you felt the need to send knights after me, but right now I really need to shower and change and get to work.”

      “You’re going to work even knowing what happened?”

      I turned to them and the frustration of the night along with my tiredness came out. It wasn’t that I wanted to snap, but after everything that I’d just been through, it seemed the only option I had was irritation.

      “And what happened? As far as I know, there were dark mages who showed up at my house because of something that happened at work the council should be aware of. From what Aron said, the council has increased their attacks on the dark mages since the demon king summons.” I glanced from one to the other. “They shouldn’t even know about me, not with what happened to Lexy.” The words lingered in the air. Gran made no point of looking away, so I sighed and shook my head. “Thank you for sending the knights to protect me, but I wish you wouldn’t have needed to. All I want is to have a normal life.”

      I had started to turn away when Gramps grabbed my arm. “Why should the council be aware of what happened at work?” His voice was soft, gentle, and broke through my irritation.

      “Because someone from the council came to my work. A patient came in and I thought he had been magically attacked and before I knew what I was doing, I was trying to help him.”

      “Help him how?” Gramps asked.

      “I don’t exactly know. It’s not like my magic works the same way as yours. There was a spell on him and I started to peel it away before realizing that it had been placed by the council.” I didn’t want to meet their eyes, but I needed to. “He was a dark mage and his magic had been burned off. I think that’s why the council showed up.”

      “Oh.”

      I looked up. “Didn’t they?”

      Gran stared at the glass of wine as if it might give her answers. “No one from the council has come to the cities before today. There’s no reason. You wouldn’t have been able to peel away the spell used on someone like that. And that’s even if the council had been burning off magic—which they haven’t.”

      It was the same thing Aron had claimed, but I knew what I’d felt. “Are you sure?”

      “Quite. It’s difficult enough to burn magic off a dark mage, Katie. There would be no reason unless they were actively using it.”

      I had a hard time imagining Tony using significant magic. “This guy sure seemed like he was from the council.”

      She took a drink of wine. “Damn,” she whispered.

      “Gran?”

      “We were wondering why you were attacked last night,” Gran said.

      “Then what is it?”

      “It seems, Katie, you have drawn the attention of the rest of the Dark Council,” Gramps said.

      “You stopped Lexy before she could report back to the rest of the Dark Council. That’s what you said.”

      “That’s what we thought. And maybe we were right, but if we were wrong, we need to keep you safe. They’re dangerous,” Gran said.

      I thought it had been bad enough when I thought I was a dark mage. Now to go from worrying about being the child of a demon to fearing that a dark mage council would be after me was worse. “You might want to keep me safe, but if I don’t get to work, I might lose my job.”
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      My entire body felt as if I’d been in a car accident. Considering I had been in an accident before, this was a feeling I knew all too well. It was fatigue and I knew that—I’d lived through medical school and now residency, so I knew what fatigue felt like—but that didn’t change how awful I felt. It left me angry with every person who came into the ER for a minor complaint.

      “You have a mild sinus infection,” I said to the man. The way he’d whined, you would have thought him still a boy, despite the fact that his chart clearly told me that he was twenty-six. “I’m going to give you an antibiotic that will clear it up.”

      I probably didn’t even need to do that. I’m sure Dr. Givens, my infectious disease attending from a previous rotation, would have a problem with me giving out an antibiotic for a mild sinus infection, especially since he’d only been symptomatic for the last week. Most of the time, it would go away on its own. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t have prescribed him, but I needed for him to leave the ER. His complaining made my headache worse.

      “Mild? It don’t feel mild. It feels like my forehead is throbbing and my vision starts to blur.”

      “I’m sure it’s uncomfortable, Mr. Jacobson. Ibuprofen can help with your discomfort.”

      “It’s more than discomfort. My head hurts!”

      And now mine hurt worse. I forced a smile, not feeling particularly empathetic with this guy. He really did have mild symptoms. With the way he carried on, he would have me believe he was dying, but then I suspected what he was really after. At least he didn’t come in complaining of tooth pain. Most narcotic seekers used that or back pain. Either complaint was easy enough to fake. A sinus infection wouldn’t be quite as likely to get pain meds with it.

      “Ibuprofen has been proven to work just as well as anything more potent when dealing with your symptoms.” I doubted he’d believe me, but one thing he wasn’t getting from me was a prescription for Percocet.

      The man glared at me. I waited for the explosion of anger, bracing myself for it.

      “I can’t take ibuprofen,” he said.

      Yeah. Shocking. “No?”

      He patted his stomach. “Heartburn. Got a bleed a year ago from taking too much and ended up here for nearly a week.”

      I grunted, letting my surprise show. Had I taken the time to review his chart better, I would have known that. “Why would you need to take so much?”

      “Can’t you see it in my record?”

      The computer screen beckoned me, but I suspected that any attempt to stare too long at it would leave my head throbbing even worse than it already was. “I can, but thought I’d ask you.”

      “Hip dysplasia. I’ve had it since I was a kid. It acts up from time to time, especially when I’m working.”

      Shit. Now he had a real diagnosis. “What kind of work do you do?”

      “Construction.”

      “Why would you work construction with a bad hip?”

      “What other job would you have me do?” He huffed, shifting on the cot so he could sit up and stare at me. “These questions make a difference in how much you’re willing to help me?”

      “I am here to help you.”

      He leaned forward. “I can see the way you’re looking at me. You’re trying to figure out how many pills I’m trying to scam off of you.”

      “Are you?” This wasn’t my normal approach when dealing with drug seekers, but this wasn’t the normal kind of seeker. Maybe he really was only after the Percocet, but I had to wonder if he wasn’t telling the truth.

      “I’ve dealt with pain my entire life. I can handle a little ache now and again. This—” he tapped his forehead and winced—“just hurts. At least tell me what’s going on.”

      Resisting the urge to snap at him, I took a deep breath. “I told you what’s going on. It’s—”

      “Yeah. A mild sinus infection. And I’m telling you there’s something else. That’s why I’m here.”

      The door opened behind me and Dr. Allen entered. He was youngish, probably mid-thirties but with his floppy brown hair had a boyish quality about him that made him look younger, and one of the smarter attendings in the ER. He also had the terrible habit of interrupting residents as he tried to see each patient.

      “Hey. I’m Dr. Allen, one of the attendings.”

      Mr. Jacobson stared at me for a moment. “Two doctors?”

      “Well, Dr. Michaels is a resident. A physician in training. I’m her attending.”

      Considering how recently Dr. Allen had completed residency, it always surprised me that he could be oblivious to the way his interruption demeaned the relationship with the patient, especially someone like Mr. Jacobson.

      I gave my report, filling Dr. Allen in on the symptoms and my exam findings, all with Mr. Jacobson watching.

      “Headache and blurred vision?” Dr. Allen asked. Mr. Jacobson nodded. “Cold for a week beforehand?” Another nod. “Any fevers?” He shook his head. “Weight loss?”

      Mr. Jacobson grunted. “I’ve worked outside all summer. You lose weight. I’ll pack it on again over the winter.”

      Dr. Allen nodded. “It’s probably a sinus infection as Dr. Michaels suggested, but before I send you home, I want to do another test.”

      “What test?”

      “Just a scan that will help me better evaluate your sinuses.”

      A CT for sinusitis? What was Dr. Allen getting at?

      Mr. Jacobson leaned back on the bed, grimacing again. “You don’t believe me.”

      Dr. Allen nodded to me and I quickly logged onto the computer, fumbling with the password they made us change every sixty days. “It’s because I believe you that I’m ordering it,” he said.

      I put in the order for the CT. Now I would get the blame for over-ordering CTs, not Dr. Allen.

      “One of us will be back when the test is over,” he said.

      I followed Dr. Allen out of the room. “Why the CT?”

      He paused as he reached the next room. “A hunch.”

      I smiled. “A hunch? That’s not what the algorithms would suggest.”

      “Medicine is more than algorithms. The guidelines provide a framework, but sometimes you have to veer off that framework if something doesn’t feel right. It’ll probably be nothing more than frontal sinusitis, but I’ll feel better knowing that.”

      He knocked on the door, pausing a moment before sweeping inside.

      He’d feel better, but I wouldn’t.

      There wasn’t a whole lot that would help me feel better, not without sleep. My mind felt like it was stuck in mud. A few minutes off. That’s all I needed. After leaving the room, I headed toward the lounge. I wasn’t really in the mood to talk to anyone, but I needed to sit and close my eyes for a moment. The ER wasn’t too busy today, so it shouldn’t upset too many people.

      Other than Roberts.

      He sat up on the couch and smirked at me. Irritation worked through me. The bastard couldn’t even be bothered to get off his ass and work? I had been here for a few hours and hadn’t seen him, which told me he’d probably been sitting back here the entire time. He was great at making it seem like he did work, and he had a way of schmoozing the attendings that I almost envied.

      “Michaels. You look like hell.”

      “Thanks. You really have a way with women.”

      He smiled and rested his head back. “I do well enough.”

      I glared at him, but his eyes were already closed. And he wasn’t lying. Jen had always called him the ER Joey, equating everything to Friends, but that wasn’t quite fair. He didn’t have the same sweet charm and wasn’t dumb at all. It might have been easier on me if he were.

      “You can’t be bothered seeing patients?” I took a seat on the recliner, much closer to Brad than I wanted.

      “Not much action in the morning. Not here, at least.” He sat up and winked. I shook my head and closed my eyes. “I figured I’d let the interns take the easy stuff. You know, for educational purposes.”

      “You’re an ass.”

      “You have to learn to delegate, Michaels, if you ever want to be an attending.”

      God. The idea of Roberts as one of my attendings chafed. Since he was a year ahead of me, it was possible, especially since the other attendings all seemed to think he was the perfect resident. Worse, he’d made it clear he wanted to do a fellowship. That would probably make him even more insufferable, and he’d finish at the same time that I did.

      “What makes you think I want to be an attending?”

      “You’d rather get out in a community hospital and work?”

      “You say that like it’s a bad thing.”

      He sat up and fixed me with his deep blue eyes. “It’s not a bad thing. We need good outstate ER docs. You’ve seen some of the shit they send us. Barely able to stabilize before sending them our way, or sending things the dumbest intern could handle. But you’re smart enough to stay within academics.”

      I almost didn’t know how to respond. Was Brad complimenting me?

      “Yeah, well I don’t have a problem with seeing patients.”

      “You know what most smaller ERs end up being?” When I didn’t answer right away, he grunted. “Urgent care. Snotty kids. Tooth pain. Bladder infections.” He shook his head and rested it back. “Give me something good.”

      There wasn’t any point in arguing. Wasn’t that my issue with some of the people I’d been seeing in the ER? Most of them needed a primary doctor, not an emergency medicine trained doc. I could handle traumas but too often saw the very things he derided.

      “We see enough of those things here.”

      “Yeah. We do. The attendings don’t have to. They get to come in for the interesting cases.”

      “Dr. Allen seems to think he should come in on all cases.”

      “That’s because he’s only a few years out,” Roberts said. “Soon enough he’ll be like Locks.”

      I said nothing, leaning back on the recliner and drifting for a little while. With as tired as I was, even a few moments of sleep would do me good. Every time I started to drift off, I kept seeing visions of the attack the night before and I’d wake up, my heart racing. Worse, I even started reaching for my magic without meaning to. It would be just my luck to blast Roberts with my dark magic. How would I explain that?

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I stirred and sat up. Roberts was gone, leaving me alone in the lounge until Val interrupted me. The rest had helped, which made me worry about how long I’d been out. “What is it?”

      “Your CT is back.”

      Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I glanced at the clock before heading out of the lounge. I’d been asleep for nearly an hour. I didn’t know whether to thank Roberts for letting me sleep or worry that he might use it against me.

      I could look at the images in the lounge, but I’d been out long enough that I needed to make an appearance, so went to the nurses’ station to pull them up on the computer. The light hurt my eyes and I cocked my head off to the side, squinting at the screen.

      “How did you know?” Val asked.

      “Know what?”

      I couldn’t see anything on the CT. It was too hard to get my brain focused. With the kind of night I’d had, it would have been better to have just called in sick. That was frowned upon, especially since the residents were the workhorses of the ER, but it would have been better than risking patient safety because of my tiredness.

      “To order the CT. How did you know?”

      I looked over at Val. I must’ve worn my confusion plain on my face.

      “When he came in, I thought you’d send him out with antibiotics, but why scan him?”

      It dawned on me that she must have seen the report. Which meant there was something on it that was more than a sinus infection. What had Dr. Allen suspected?

      “Scan who?” Dr. Roberts made his way toward us, a smirk spreading across his face when he saw me. “Dr. Michaels has been too preoccupied to be bothered seeing patients.” He mimed resting his head back and snoring.

      One of the newer nurses nearby laughed. She probably thought that doing so would get his attention. And it might. Roberts was a pig and had slept his way through enough of them.

      “The patient in Room Eight,” Val said.

      Brad leaned over my shoulder, staring at the images. He grabbed the mouse and started scrolling, stopping on a particular image and zooming. “Well, shit,” he breathed. “What did he come in with?”

      “Headache. It sounded like a sinus infection.”

      “And you got a CT?”

      “It didn’t fit,” I said. That sounded better than admitting Dr. Allen had wanted the test.

      As I stared at the image, I made out what had caught his attention. The tumor in his frontal sinus was likely what caused his headache. Much longer, and it would be pushing into his eyes. That probably explained his blurred vision at times.

      “Good thing you stuck to the ABCs of emergency medicine,” Roberts said.

      “The ABCs?” the new nurse asked. She was pretty, with dark hair and a little too much makeup. Her sneakers told me she was probably a runner. Roberts would be all over her.

      “Yeah. Airway. Breathing. CT.” He shot me a look as he started away, new nurse trailing after him.

      “She’d better be careful,” I said.

      “She’s young. She’ll learn,” Val said. I arched a brow at her and Val shrugged. “What can I say? I was young. And I learned.”

      I shook my head, turning my attention back to the CT before logging off the computer and standing.

      “You going to go tell him?”

      “He needs to know. Can you call ENT and have them come talk to him too?” I didn’t know the statistics, but a tumor like that had to be rare. The ENT residents would probably be excited to see it, not like the patient I was about to spring it on.

      “It was a good catch,” Val said.

      I nodded and turned away. I didn’t deserve credit for it, and had Dr. Allen not come by, I would likely have sent the guy out and his tumor would never have been detected.

      When I reached the room, voices inside caught my attention. I pushed the door open and saw Dr. Allen with a chair pulled up to the side of the bed, one of his hands holding Mr. Jacobson’s. He was speaking softly, and Mr. Jacobson had tears in his eyes.

      I should have gone in, but I didn’t deserve to do so. This was Dr. Allen’s patient now.

      Instead I watched.

      Somehow, he managed to still find compassion. After a tired day, I had lost mine. What would happen if I had a tired week? A month? Would I end up like all the jaded ER docs I railed against?

      When Dr. Allen stepped away, I closed the door and waited in the hall. He nodded to me. “You saw the report?” he asked.

      “I saw the images.”

      “Good. You looked at them yourself.”

      “How did you know?” It had been more than a hunch. Dr. Allen had pieced something together I had missed.

      “The symptoms didn’t completely fit, and there were enough red flags for me to justify the CT. Had it only been the cold and frontal pressure, I probably wouldn’t have gotten it. Pay attention to the things you can’t see, Dr. Michaels.”

      He headed down the hall, whistling softly under his breath. I could only watch.

      Dr. Allen had known there would be something on the CT. He might not have known what he’d find, but he had enough sense to realize there would be something.

      Would I ever get to that point?

      It wasn’t that I doubted my medical knowledge. I’d graduated near the top of my class, but there were things that books didn’t teach. Watching him with Mr. Jacobson, I don’t know that I would have had the same ability to sit and console the patient. I probably would have told him what we’d found on the CT and that an ENT would come down to evaluate, leaving it at that. I knew I was supposed to have empathy, but time within medicine—especially emergency medicine—had started to steal that from me.

      As much as I tried to deny it, I knew it was happening. I could feel it. Every time a drug seeker came into the ER, I felt the lack of empathy. Every time someone came in with back pain, I felt it.

      And I shouldn’t.

      Those people came to us—to me—for help. They might not know what kind of help they needed, but wasn’t that part of my job to help them figure it out?

      “Kate?”

      I turned to see Derek, dressed in navy scrubs, standing at the end of the hall. His stethoscope dangling around his neck was a bit off-kilter and he flashed a concerned smile.

      “Everything okay?”

      I took a deep breath, staring at the room again. Everything was fine for me, but it wouldn’t be fine for Mr. Jacobson. He’d already been dealt a shit hand with the hip dysplasia, likely setting him up for a joint replacement by the time he was forty, and now he had a rare cancer.

      “Just feeling sorry for myself,” I muttered and headed toward the nurses’ station. It was time to find another patient and force myself to care the way I once did. Somehow I needed to reclaim that optimism.

      “Why yourself?” Derek joined me as we made our way to the desk.

      Val glanced at him, a playful smile on her face as she nodded to me. Derek only shook his head. In that way, he was so different than Dr. Roberts. Both were good looking, but Derek didn’t seem to care, and certainly didn’t use it to sleep his way through the ER. I’m not sure he would have enjoyed the working relationships if he had. Nurses could be a little petty.

      “Remember how you once warned me to be careful about letting myself get too jaded?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “I just had another reminder.”

      Derek took a seat on the chair next to me and spun to face me. “What happened?”

      “Sinus infection that’s not a sinus infection.”

      “What is it, then?”

      “Sinus cancer.”

      “Shit. How old?”

      “Thirty.”

      Derek glanced down the hall, his eyes going distant. “Dr. Allen?”

      “How did you know?”

      He shrugged. “When he’s on, we always seem to catch the strange things. He’s got a gift for it.”

      “That’s the kind of gift I’d take. Better than mine.”

      Derek scooted his chair closer to me. “You don’t know that. You don’t know anything about your magic,” he said, his voice lowered.

      “I know enough to fear it.” I looked around, but the other nurses had given us space. They probably thought Derek and I were some sort of item. We had become friends, but nothing more than that. Having a friend like Derek made working in the ER better. I’m not sure what I’d do if I didn’t have someone like him. “My home was attacked last night,” I whispered.

      “It was what?”

      I nodded. “Attacked. Dark mages. A bunch of them. Knights showed up”—for some reason, I didn’t want to tell Derek that Aron had come—”and fought them off, but during the attack, I… my magic killed one of them.” That had been bothering me far more than I realized.

      Derek looked at me with warmth in his eyes. He reached for me as if to hug me before pulling back his hands. “You know that’s not your fault, not if you were attacked.”

      “I know. It’s just…” It was different attacking demons. Fighting creatures that shouldn’t be here wasn’t as much of a problem, but killing someone? I was a physician—a healer—and I had harmed and killed. “It’s why I don’t want to use it anymore.” A thought came to me. “Wait. Did you have any problems last night?”

      He shook his head. “I wasn’t at home last night. If they were dark mages, how are you… knights?” When I nodded, he whistled softly. “And you think they’re after you because of Tony?”

      “My grandparents think the mage from yesterday was on the Dark Council.” It would explain how powerful he was, but not why he hadn’t simply grabbed us then.

      “You got ahold of them?”

      “They’re in town. They stopped by this morning.”

      “At least that explains something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Why you look exhausted. You should get some rest. I’m sure I can figure out a way to cover for you. I’d make up a trauma or something.” He flashed a smile and shrugged. “Or I’d claim you were suturing. That can take a while.”

      “Thanks, but I got a little rest while waiting for the CT. I think I need to have some patient contact.”  I scanned the patient list and saw someone with a headache in Room 7. That seemed like a perfect penance for nearly missing Mr. Jacobson’s cancer.

      As I clicked into the chart, Derek shook his head. “You don’t want that one. There’s a guy in Room One who would be better.”

      Room 1 had been someone in with heart failure. I could help, but so could one of the first-year residents. I needed someone to force my empathy. “I’ll take this one, thanks.”

      “Kate—”

      I glanced over. “Why don’t you want me to?” As I read through the complaint, I thought I understood. “That’s why you came looking for me, isn’t it?”

      “That was before I heard about your attack and what happened. You shouldn’t risk yourself.”

      “I’m here. How is that risking myself?”

      “Because I know what you’ll do.”

      Derek followed me toward the room. “What do you think I’ll do?” I glanced over, and he shook his head. “There’s something magical about this, isn’t there?” I asked.

      “I don’t know, but it’s suspicious.”

      “Why don’t you want me to evaluate the patient?”

      “I did, but…”

      But now he worried that doing so would draw more attention to me. Or maybe he worried about the fact that my grandparents had come to town. Either way, he didn’t want to risk me. That was his assignment, after all. He was to protect me. Even if that meant protecting me from myself.

      We stopped in front of the room. It was on one of the side halls, and there was only one other exam room down this way, so we had a measure of privacy. I’m not sure that mattered to Derek. “What do you know about the patient?”

      “Kate—”

      “It’s Dr. Michaels,” I said.

      He shot me an annoyed look that I ignored. Even without any mage ability, I was still a doctor, and this was still a patient in our ER. He might think there was something magical about the patient—which meant there probably was—but that didn’t mean I couldn’t attempt to help them. And I might be the only one who could.

      “Dr. Michaels,” he snapped, “the patient presented with a severe headache. Probably a migraine.”

      Some of my irritation with him faded. “Why do you think it’s something magical, then?”

      Derek glanced at the door. “She claims to see flashing lights and swirls of color. And she had no migraine history.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything. There are plenty of people without migraines who develop them in their—”

      “Fifties.”

      That wasn’t as common, but I’d seen it in women going through menopause. The withdrawal of hormones could be a real bitch, and some women really struggled.

      “There’s more to it.” There had to be. Derek was a good nurse, which meant that he would have recognized when a migraine variant presented. And he’d know when there was something else. “Why did you come for me?”

      “She’s wearing a charm bracelet,” he said, lowering his voice. “The charms are meant to symbolize different kinds of power. I’ve seen them before.”

      “A charm bracelet?”

      Derek nodded. “Not the kind you get from the jewelry store.”

      “Do you think she’s a dark mage?”

      “Kate—”

      I didn’t correct him this time. “The last guy who came in was a dark mage. And mages of the council don’t typically come to the ER.” No. They had other ways of getting care. Most of the time, magical healing was enough to take care of almost anything. It would certainly have been enough to have healed a migraine. Which meant there was some other reason.

      “I don’t know. It’s odd. And after Tony left AMA—”

      “Wait. He left?”

      Derek nodded. “Got up and walked out after his psych evaluation. Police went looking for him, but couldn’t find him.”

      That was unexpected. Could the Dark Council have come for him?

      If so, how could he be so important at such a young age?

      Derek and I locked eyes for a moment before I turned and knocked. There wasn’t an answer, so I went in.

      The patient had curly black hair down to her shoulders. Her cheeks were reddened, almost as if she’d been slapped, and her brown eyes stared up at the ceiling.

      “Ms. Jones?” I asked, stepping into the room. “I’m Dr. Michaels. I hear you’ve been dealing with some headache issues?”

      I made a point of keeping the memory of my failure with Mr. Jacobson in mind. If I nothing else, I was determined to learn from that experience. I needed to keep an open mind when it came to her symptoms and be ready to help in whatever way I could.

      While I waited for her to answer, the steady cold burn of magic along my spine made me stiffen. I glanced at Derek but doubted it was him. Could it be from her?

      “Ms. Jones?”

      “You can’t do anything to help me.”

      “Then why are you here?”

      She turned her head toward me, and her eyes retained a distant expression. “What choice did I have?” She jerked on her arms and cuffs I hadn’t seen attached to the side rails jingled.

      “She was brought in by the police?” I asked Derek.

      He nodded. “She was getting violent, so they brought her in for evaluation.”

      “Violent where?”

      “At the station.”

      “Is she under arrest?” If she was, where was the cop? They should have stationed someone by the door. That was their protocol. It was for the patient as much as it was for our protection.

      “Apparently, they plan on picking her up after she’s released.”

      I’d seen them play that game before. It was a way of avoiding paying for the medical evaluation. Most of the patients they brought by didn’t have any insurance, so the hospital was stiffed. The ER couldn’t turn anyone away. Laws prevented it even if our own sense of right didn’t.

      I made my way to the head of the bed. “Why don’t you want to be here? Derek tells me you’re having a migraine?”

      The chill along my spine worsened. Someone was using magic, but where?

      I glanced at the door, half expecting to see someone come barging into the room with a spell blazing, but there wasn’t anything.

      Derek didn’t seem as if he was aware of it. Maybe that was my gift. I was lucky enough to feel the sense of magic used near me, even if I didn’t want to.

      “I don’t get migraines. I don’t know what this is, but it’s not a migraine.”

      “Can you tell me what you’re experiencing?”

      “I doubt you care.”

      “I care. Let me see if I can help.”

      She turned to stare at the ceiling, looking away from me. “There’s nothing someone like you can do to help.”

      She knew it was magical.

      And she knew medicine wouldn’t make a difference.

      “Why were you at the police station?”

      “I turned myself in.”

      “For what?”

      She looked at me with annoyance and for a moment, I thought she might actually answer, but then she turned her attention to stare back at the ceiling. “Don’t worry your pretty little head about it.”

      “I’m here to help.”

      “Are you? It seems you’re here to annoy me. You can send me back. At least there I’ll be safe.”

      “You don’t think you’ll be safe here?”

      “No offense, but I don’t think there’s anything you can do that will offer me any sort of protection. At least the cops have prison. It’s almost as hard to break into as it is to break out of.”

      I motioned to Derek and we stepped out into the hall. “Do we have any reason to hold her?”

      “Hold her?”

      “You know, a mental health hold.”

      “Kate, you can’t be serious. She’s telling you that she doesn’t have anything wrong with her. You can’t go holding someone without a proper diagnosis.”

      “I know that, but it seems she’s having delusions.”

      “What if she’s not?”

      “You think she’s telling the truth?”

      “I think she believes there’s danger for her. And I worry about that danger getting to us here. Something happened to her and I have no idea whether it’s magical or not.”

      “It is,” I said softly.

      “Are you sure?”

      “There’s definitely something magical happening in there.”

      “Happening? As in it’s not over?”

      The cold burning along my spine told me that it was still happening. “As far as I can tell.”

      “Ah, shit.”

      “What?” It wasn’t like Derek to swear. He was one of those types who preferred not to swear. It only made him more appealing to some of the other nurses.

      “If something is still happening, then it’s only going to get worse.”

      A sudden scream burst from the room.
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      “I know you don’t want me to try and help her magically, but I don’t know that there’re any other options.” I stared at the monitor angled over the bed, watching her rhythm. It was solid and regular. Her blood pressure was up, but only a little, unsurprising considering she was in the ER.

      I glanced around the rest of the room. This was one of the smaller ER rooms, and I always felt claustrophobic in here, especially compared to the spaciousness of the trauma bays. It was one of the mental health rooms, designed to be easily locked, and a screen had been rolled over the cabinets, locked into place. The counter was bare, leaving nothing for the patient to harm herself with. With her arms in restraints—or handcuffs, in this case—there wouldn’t be any way for her to harm herself.

      “You’re a doctor, Kate. Not a mage. Treat her like any other patient.”

      The continued buildup of magic told me that she wasn’t like any other patient. Whatever was happening was getting worse. If I did nothing, it would continue to build and then… then she’d end up like Tony.

      Was that what this was?

      Could she have been attacked by the council, an attempt to burn off her magic?

      After the attack the night before, I had a little more experience with dark mages, and she didn’t strike me as one.

      Even though I’d lost control with my magic the night before, I had to know.

      Once fully back in the room, I could practically taste the sense of magic in the room. It was nearly palpable. I could practically taste it. I stopped at the head of the cot and looked down at the woman. A sheen of sweat coated her brow and she writhed on the bed, the cuffs holding her in place. Without them, she might have wiggled off the cot.

      “What hurts?” I asked.

      “Everything.”

      “Can you tell me more than that? I want to help you—”

      “I told you,” she panted, “you can’t help me.”

      “Even with magic?”

      I said it carefully and was prepared to deny it if she didn’t have any magic, but thought I was right. She had to be afflicted by some spell.

      She turned her head and stared up at me. “What was that?”

      “You heard me. Are you a dark mage?”

      I’d gone far enough with this that I wouldn’t be able to deny what I’d said. Derek stood behind me, and I could practically feel his gaze burning on my back. I knew what he must be thinking, but I needed to know before I attempted to do anything.

      “What do you know about them?” she asked through gritted teeth.

      “Are you?”

      “No. I want to stay as far from them as possible.”

      “That’s why you went to the police,” I asked as it dawned on me. “Why would you think they could protect you?”

      There were other places for someone who has a connection to the other side of the Veil to go, places where mages would be able to offer their assistance. Whatever reason she had for not going told me that she either didn’t trust the people she could go to or she wasn’t nearly connected enough.

      “Do you think they can prevent them from attacking you again?”

      “It’s too late for that,” the woman said. “They brought me here.”

      “Why would that be an issue? There’s no one here who will hurt you.”

      “Are you so sure? Tell that to my son.”

      “Who’s your son?”

      “Anthony Drasen.”

      Anthony.

      Tony.

      “Tony is your son?”

      “You know him?”

      Tony was an adult, so I couldn’t tell her anything about his case without his permission, but I could admit that I knew who he was.

      “What happened to him?”

      “He got into something he shouldn’t have. Idiot pulled me in, too.”

      “Dark magic.”

      She looked up at me, and I couldn’t tell if she was in pain or if she just didn’t want to answer. Maybe it was both. “Magic he shouldn’t have been messing with. That’s all that matters. The council don’t want anyone with that kind of power.”

      “Dark magic is dangerous.”

      “Only to them.”

      “Why is that?”

      She started to scream, keeping from answering me.

      I turned to Derek and found him watching me as much as he had been watching the woman. “We have to do something.”

      “You could give her a pain medication.”

      “I don’t think morphine helps with a magical attack.”

      “You don’t know that’s what this is.”

      The steady pressure from the magical spell pushed on me. Derek might not feel it, but I knew that was what she suffered from. If only I knew of some way to reverse it. I didn’t have enough control over my magic to make it work.

      “That’s what it is. Now are you going to help me or are you going to report me to my grandparents?”

      “Both?” he asked, offering a hint of a smile.

      With her wrists in the cuffs, there wasn’t any way she could hurt me, but the longer she screamed, the more attention she’d get from others in the ER. We didn’t want her to draw too much attention, especially if I was going to try to reverse what had happened to her.

      The only problem was that I was tired. Everything still hurt from the night before, and even if it didn’t, I didn’t have enough control of my magic for me to think that there was anything I could do.

      “At least give her something to take the edge off,” Derek said.

      She was writhing on the bed, and it would make whatever we would have to do incredibly difficult, if not impossible. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to maintain my focus with her like this.

      “Fine. Give her a milligram of Ativan.”

      Derek nodded and hurried out of the room, leaving me alone with Ms. Jones.

      There weren’t many patients I felt uncomfortable around. When I was first learning medicine and still in the early days of understanding what it took to be a doctor, I had felt uncomfortable, but then, everyone did a little. That faded pretty quickly, especially once I got into residency and had to manage patients all on my own. Now there were only a few types of patients that I didn’t feel completely comfortable around, mostly those who were violent. I didn’t have the sense that she was violent, but still I felt uneasy around her.

      It was the magic.

      Everything in my body warned me against it. Were I not so tired, I would probably take time to understand why it was that I felt so off when it came to the magic that affected her, but in my current condition, I didn’t have enough focus for that. Whatever focus I did have was needed to help this woman.

      “What happened?” I asked, forcing myself to take a step closer to her. She was in cuffs, locked to the cot, and there wasn’t any way that she was going to be able to escape without significant help. I wasn’t in any danger.

      Knowing that didn’t make it any easier for me to approach.

      “What did they do to your son?”

      Maybe I’d been wrong about Tony and he wasn’t a dark mage, but if that were true, what had happened to him? I hadn’t been able to reverse it, which meant that if the same thing had been done to her, it would be unlikely for me to be able to reverse that, too.

      She screamed again and I winced, unable to help myself.

      As the scream faded, she looked over at me. Her jaw clenched with the effort she expended trying to focus on me. “You should go before they come. They’ll learn you’re involved and if they do…”

      Her body started to contort. It was something like a convulsion and strong enough that it doubled her over. The pain had to be tied to whatever the dark mages had done to her, which told me that it wasn’t anything physical.

      That didn’t mean it didn’t hurt.

      I glanced at the door to see if Derek was coming with the Ativan; I had to do something. There wasn’t the time to spend debating about how much I’d help her. I simply had to help.

      That meant magic.

      And it meant reaching into the depths of my potentially demon magic and using it even with a tired mind. Seeing her suffering like this was reason enough to try. It had to be.

      I needed to find my empathy. After nearly missing the sinus tumor, I couldn’t afford to remain jaded. I couldn’t afford to remain scared. Whatever was happening to her was something I could fix.

      And given my connection to both medicine and magic, I might be the only one who could. Wasn’t that a reason to try?

      Taking her hand, knowing that a physical connection would make it easier, I reached for the power buried deep within me, knotted up, stuffed down so that it couldn’t escape without my permission. At least, not most of the time. Since meeting Aron, that magic had taken on a life of its own.

      Ms. Jones continued to thrash, her body twisting on the bed. At least the screaming seemed to have eased, though she looked as if she would resume screaming at a moment’s notice. Sweat dripped from her brow, leaving her skin glistening.

      My magic came up slowly, as if it were molasses that I pulled through my veins. I wanted to scream and figured I probably could, as it would just be thought to be coming from Ms. Jones, but I gritted my teeth instead.

      The magic flowing through her pulsed against my own. I pushed out with my magic, wishing I knew spells or some way of controlling my magic rather than the blunt force I typically operated with. If I could use more typical mage spells, I might be able to actually help her.

      Whatever afflicted her was similar to Tony’s.

      There was a quality to it that I recognized. It was a blurring, as if whatever had been done wrapped around her, intending to erase a part of her.

      When I’d worked on Tony, there was the sense that I could peel away what had happened to him. This had much the same sense, but the strength that had gone into the attack on Ms. Jones was more than what had been used on Tony. As much as I wanted to try and peel away the magic, like drawing back the layers of an onion, there didn’t seem to be a way for me to do it.

      The door opened behind me and I glanced over my shoulder. Dr. Allen entered.

      He frowned when he saw me holding Ms. Jones’s hand. Did he feel the magic I used? Worse, could he see it? I didn’t think so and didn’t think anyone not connected to magic would be able to know what I was doing, but the way he studied me left me questioning for a moment.

      “I’m Dr. Allen,” he started, stepping forward toward Ms. Jones.

      She used that moment to scream again. Her body began to thrash, twisting on the cot. Her arm strained against one of the cuffs, drawing a line of blood where it dug into her flesh. I squeezed her other hand, holding it so that she didn’t pull so hard that she ripped her arm off.

      “She’s been like this for a little while,” I said. I explained to him how she’d come from the police, motioning to the handcuffs, and how she’d screamed for a while since I’d come into the room because of what had happened to her son. That was near enough to the truth that it was believable. “I had Derek get a little Ativan to help her relax.”

      “You think this is all part of a mental health problem?” Dr. Allen asked.

      “I haven’t had a chance to fully evaluate her. She was alert enough for me to question when she first got her, and now she’s like this.”

      “What would be in your differential diagnosis?”

      This was the part of residency that I didn’t care for, especially as I had a pretty good idea of what we were dealing with, even if I couldn’t say that to Dr. Allen. I had to focus on what had brought her to the ER in the first place, even if that meant that I might end up revealing that I hadn’t worked her up as quickly as I should have. “She presented with a headache and aura.”

      “How old is she?”

      “Fifties.”

      “First migraine?”

      “From the way it sounds. I was taking her history when she became unresponsive like this.” At least it would look like I was trying to console her, not ignoring her pain. And I wasn’t ignoring her pain, but I still needed to figure out what sort of magical attack had been used on her. I could feel the magic pressing against me, especially with the way I held onto my magic. If Dr. Allen had given me a little longer, I might have managed to determine what was affecting her.

      “And you thought to simply comfort her?” Dr. Allen stepped over to the computer and logged in. “The change in status doesn’t alarm you?”

      “There’s nothing to suggest trauma to explain this. We have no reason to believe there’s anything else physically wrong with her. And she was fully alert and answering questions only a few moments ago.”

      He glanced back at me. “You said she was brought in by the police?”

      I nodded. “They left her.”

      “It’s possible that something could have happened when they were transporting her. It wouldn’t be the first time officers became a little overly assertive in corralling someone, especially here.”

      I didn’t realize that Dr. Allen had such a negative view of the police. Considering how much we interacted with them, and how hard we knew them to work, it surprised me. “I don’t think this is police violence,” I said.

      He finished at the computer and stepped to the head of the cot, lifting Ms. Jones’s head. She strained against him more than I expected, but she still hadn’t said anything that indicated she was awake or alert.

      Dr. Allen twisted her head from side to side, examining it. I looked over his shoulder but didn’t see anything suspicious. There wasn’t any sign of bruising or swelling, and I would have expected her to have said something to me if there would have been an injury during the police transport.

      “I don’t see any sign of trauma, but if there’s bleeding or any other cause for ICP, the CT I ordered will pick it up.”

      Even as he said it, I knew he was right. I should have thought through things more carefully, looked for signs of increased intracerebral pressure. It fit her symptoms. I’d let my belief that this was a magical attack take away from the evaluation I knew I should be doing. There were plenty of causes that weren’t magical.

      But when she went to CT, I would lose any chance at trying to pull away the magic I felt working within her. And if I did, there was a good probability that whatever spell that affected her would finish. And then what would happen to her?

      I didn’t know.

      Worse, I could tell the spell still evolved, even if I couldn’t exactly tell what had happened to her. Since I didn’t believe it had been done by the council, it left me thinking this was tied to the Dark Council. And if this was dark magic, then shouldn’t one of the knights have noticed and come?

      I needed to reach Gramps. He would know if there was something the council could offer. It violated federal regulations, but then maybe the use of magic did too. I wasn’t entirely certain how much of the magical world was known by those in power, but I doubted it was very much at all. That would have to make breaking HIPAA less of an issue if it helped Ms. Jones.

      “Derek should be here with the Ativan to help calm her for it,” I said.

      Where was he? It was taking too long for him to get here, and it wasn’t like Derek to ignore a patient in need, especially since he knew there was a magical involvement.

      Dr. Allen continued his exam, ignoring me.

      I used that opportunity to step out into the hall. Separating from Ms. Jones made it harder for me to use my magical connection to her, but I was still aware of the magic coursing through her, even with the door closed. Besides, there wasn’t anything I could do to help her, not with my magical connection. Trying to use my magic with her had proven that I didn’t have nearly enough of an understanding of my magic to help her.

      Jane hurried along the hall toward one of the other exam rooms and I grabbed her arm. “Have you seen Derek?”

      She shook her head. “He was at the Pyxis, but I haven’t seen him since. If I weren’t helping Dr. Roberts…”

      I waved her away. I didn’t want her to risk Roberts, either, but now that I thought about how long Derek had been gone, I couldn’t help but feel a little worried. It was possible that he’d been sidetracked by an attending, but then, Derek wouldn’t have stayed away that long, especially since he knew there was something magical taking place in Room 7.

      Hurrying down to the nurses station, I quickly surveyed to see if he was there, but saw no sign of him. “Val, have you seen Derek? I’d asked him to grab some Ativan for the patient in Seven, but he’s been gone for a while.”

      Val shook her head, barely looking up from the computer where she tapped away at her note. “Haven’t seen him since the two of you went off to evaluate her. What’s she got, anyway?”

      “Probably nothing,” I muttered, looking around the ER. Why was there such an anxious feeling rolling through me all of a sudden?

      The chill along my spine. That was why.

      Death.

      When I felt it, I couldn’t help but feel unsettled. Most of the time, I made certain to get involved with whatever patient might be affected, but I didn’t think I could get there in time. Someone else would have to work through the patient who was dying. I wasn’t the only ER doctor here, even if I made a point of trying to be there with every patient who died.

      “Hey, if you see him, remind him to log out of the computer before going down to a patient room. You know how IT gets if you don’t do that…”

      I turned away from her, ignoring the rest of what she said. While I understood the need for security, all the logging in all day grew annoying. Everyone tried to leave their computer logged in if they were only going to be away for a moment.

      One of the housekeepers, an older man named Lawrence, pushed a cart filled with bedding through the hall.

      “Hey, Lawrence. Have you seen Derek?”

      Lawrence looked over, a broad smile on his face. He usually smiled, flashing his three missing teeth, and shook his head. “Nah, Doc. I haven’t seen him. Anything you want me to tell him if I do?”

      I shook my head, turning away from Lawrence for a moment before turning back to him. “Have you seen anything different this morning?” I asked. The housekeepers often saw things that others didn’t. Most didn’t pay any attention to them, but without their work making sure the rooms were cleaned, the ER wouldn’t flow nearly as well as it did. “Anyone who shouldn’t be back here?”

      I didn’t like the idea of that happening and didn’t think I’d missed anything, but if the Dark Council was involved, there was the chance that they would go on the offensive. It wouldn’t be the first time the hospital was attacked.

      Not the hospital. Me. I’d been attacked here, a place where I should be safe and able to help those in need. The dark mages wanting to raise the demon king had come here, and if the guy who had come after we’d helped Tony had been a part of the Dark Council, they already knew how to find me.

      “There’s always strange stuff that comes through here,” Lawrence said with his loopy smile. “I get used to it, and I try not to make nothing of it.”

      “Well, thanks.” It was worth a shot, even if Lawrence hadn’t noticed anything.

      Maybe the chill along my spine was nothing. And maybe I was wrong about Ms. Jones. While it could have been a dark magic attack, maybe it wasn’t related.

      Then again, I had a hard time believing that.

      Checking the lounge to make sure Derek hadn’t stopped in there, I made a circuit of the ER before ending up back outside of Room 7. I listened for a moment, double checking that Derek hadn’t returned while I was gone, but didn’t hear anything that would indicate he was in there.

      I pushed the door open just a little.

      Ms. Jones was gone.

      Had they taken her to CT already? That would be fast for radiology, especially on a weekday. And where was Dr. Allen?

      I paused at the next room, peeking inside. There he was with Dr. Roberts, talking to an elderly man lying with his gown open and his chest exposed. They spoke loud enough for me to hear through the door.

      “You’re filling up with fluid,” Dr. Allen practically shouted. “As you get older, your heart doesn’t pump as well as it used to. We have to keep you in the hospital to help get rid of that fluid and run some more tests.”

      Heart failure. That was the other patient that Derek had wanted me to see. The man was obviously hard of hearing, so that would have been a fun visit too.

      If Allen wasn’t with Ms. Jones, then maybe she really had gone off to radiology, though I found it difficult to believe they would have managed to get her so quickly.

      Another burst of cold surged along my spine.

      It wasn’t magic. If it was, I thought I might manage better. This was the cold grip of death.

      Worse, it was potent.

      Most of the time death squeezed my spine, it was cold and nauseating, but not incapacitating. This time, it struck me and doubled me over, forcing me to fight against the urge to vomit. I’d felt a powerful connection like this before, but that had been when demons had attacked knights. I hadn’t given much thought to it at the time, but I suspected that magic users influenced my connection to death.

      Could that mean a magic user was dying?

      I forced myself to stand, wiping my arm across my mouth. Hold on and don’t vomit. There were enough rumors about me the way it was that I didn’t need any others getting out, especially not if they’d claim I was pregnant. Dr. Locks had enjoyed spreading that rumor.

      If it was a magic user, could it mean something had happened to Derek?

      “CODE BLUE, RADIOLOGY. CODE BLUE, RADIOLOGY.”

      The overhead intercom jolted me into action. Radiology meant Ms. Jones.

      Shit.

      Was I already too late?

      At least I wouldn’t get the blame for her. Dr. Allen had been with her last, so if anyone would have recognized what was happening, it should be one of the attendings.

      Racing toward radiology, I followed the stream of nurses and one of the interns through the door. I wasn’t the tallest of people, but I could see we were heading toward one of the CT suites.

      I pushed forward. Most of the nurses let me past, though a few glared at me. To some of the older nurses, I was just a resident, even if I was known for jumping into traumas.

      “What happened?” I asked when I reached the CT room, fighting to ignore the cold along my spine and the nearly overwhelming sense of nausea pushing through me. Ms. Jones lay on the cot, unmoving.

      As I asked, I knew what happened. Dr. Allen had been right. Too much pressure in the brain. That was what he’d been looking for with the CT, and my intent to focus on magic had detracted from finding some other way of helping her.

      A CT scanner was little more than a narrow bed that slid through a massive ring shaped like an enormous donut. It was open, so those with claustrophobia didn’t have to suffer the same way they would in an MRI, and it was fast, which made it ideal for ruling out head bleeds—the reason Dr. Allen had ordered it.

      One of the techs, dressed in her purple scrubs to indicate the radiology department, shook her head. “I don’t know. We started her through the machine and she just arrested.”

      I checked for a pulse, not surprised there wasn’t one. “Val. Help with CPR.”

      Val stepped up to the cot and started compressions. One of the other nurses grabbed an oral airway, placing it before she began bagging her, giving her breaths.

      “This your patient?” Val asked between compressions.

      “Headache. No history. She was screaming and went unconscious.”

      “You think it’s a bleed?”

      “A bleed. Herniation. All sorts of badness, probably.”

      A monitor was connected to her and we confirmed she was in asystole. No heart rhythm. Flat line.

      “Epi,” I said.

      The cold grew more intense and I looked at the monitor as the epinephrine was infused. There wasn’t much that could be done with asystole. Forcing myself to slow down, to think of something other than magic, I thought through the underlying causes, thinking about the Hs and Ts I’d been taught in school and my ACLS courses. The only thing that fit was a magical attack, but how would that have caused this?

      Val continued CPR and we repeated the epi, but I knew it wasn’t going to make a difference. “Should we try shocking?” she asked, stepping back as another nurse took her place.

      “It’s not in the protocol.”

      It was possible it was fine ventricular fibrillation, but unlikely. And I had the advantage that I knew nothing we’d do would change the outcome. I could feel it. Worse, power came with that sense of death, a kind of power I tried to ignore.

      Death would win and would claim her, regardless of how long we continued CPR.

      Minutes stretched out, five, then ten, and then fifteen. Even if she survived, she’d be brain dead, too deprived of oxygen for any real function. I was doing her a favor by calling the code and stopping CPR.

      I glanced up at the clock. “Time of death is 14:06,” I said.

      There was still another four hours of my shift. And I had no idea what had happened to her. Worse, I had no idea what was going on.

      I stared at Ms. Jones. There had to be some way to learn what had happened to her, but I had a strong sense that a traditional autopsy wouldn’t make a difference.

      Was there any way to understand the spell now that she was dead, a sort of magical post-mortem? If Derek were here, there might be, but I still had no idea what had happened to him and the longer he was gone, the more uncomfortable I felt.
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      I still hadn’t managed to find Derek.

      It made me uncomfortable, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. I tried calling his cell, but there was no answer. If he was still at work, that wouldn’t have been too surprising. There wasn’t enough down time to answer the phone most days. When an hour passed, and then another, and still no sign of Derek, I did what I thought needed to be done and went to his manager.

      Elaine was in her fifties and had once been a good ER nurse from all reports, but time in administration had changed her. I didn’t have a lot of interaction with her—residents didn’t really deal with administration—but enough that I knew she got caught up in the minutiae and could sometimes miss the big picture. That was what I needed today.

      She faced her desk with her back to the door, her office just off the main part of the ER. It was a shared office, and there were two others in it with her. I knocked.

      “What is it?” Elaine asked without looking up from her computer.

      “Hey, Elaine. I’m concerned about one of the nurses.”

      I had chosen the words carefully. I didn’t know how much she would be concerned about her nurses, but if one of them suddenly seemingly abandoned their shift, it had to raise some red flags.

      She spun in her chair, looking over at me with pursed lips. Her expression told me how little she cared for a resident interrupting her day, but I didn’t really care. “What happened?”

      “It’s Derek. He’s—”

      Elaine started to turn back around. “If you and he got into some romantic argument, I don’t want to know. You’re both adults.”

      How often did Elaine have to say the same thing? I had a sense that she’d been through it before and considering what I’d seen from Dr. Roberts and his willingness to sleep his way through the nurses, I wasn’t terribly surprised. There were others like him and plenty of willing nurses. The ER could be a tense place, and that tension often needed release. How often did that release take place at work?

      “It’s not like that,” I said. “He was here when I started my shift and we were taking care of that patient who arrested in radiology.” I figured she needed me to share that much to keep her interested. “I haven’t seen him since. I’m worried about him.”

      Elaine started to spin back toward me. “You’re saying Derek disappeared during his shift?”

      I hated the way this felt like a betrayal, but I hated the fact that he was suddenly gone. If something had happened to him, I needed to have others looking for him. “I’m not saying that. I’m saying I haven’t seen him since noon. I just wanted to know if he was okay.”

      “I haven’t heard anything. As far as I know, he’s fine.”

      It was more reason for me to be concerned. If Elaine didn’t know anything, then Derek had disappeared. We were near the end of his shift, so he should have been around, and the fact that he wasn’t… it made me uncomfortable.

      I kept thinking about the Dark Council and how they knew about me, but they also knew about Derek. If they believed that he was somehow connected to what had happened to their people, what would they do to him?

      Nothing good.

      “Are you sure he’s not still here?” Elaine asked. “It’s possible he’s off somewhere working with another physician.”

      I could see I wasn’t going to get much help from her. “Maybe that’s all there is to it,” I said. “Sorry to have bothered you.”

      When I stepped out from her office, I watched for a moment, hoping she would started calling to see if there was something that might have happened to Derek, but she just returned to her computer and began tapping away at the keys, as if I had never stopped in with word that one of her nurses had gone missing.

      There was still too much time left in my shift, but I felt the need to do something.

      I tried calling Derek’s cell again, but once more there was no answer.

      Who else could I call?

      Gran and Gramps. They should know what happened to the woman and how I was certain it was a magical attack.

      The ambulance bay was quiet. Most of the time, a rig or two was here, but today they must all be out between calls. I walked through the bay and out to the street, stepping off to the side and into an alley for a moment of privacy.

      Dialing Gran got me nowhere. She didn’t answer, but then, she often didn’t answer her cell. I left a message before hanging up and calling Gramps.

      He answered with one ring. “Hey, Katie. I thought you had to work today.”

      “I do. I am. Something happened.”

      There was a moment of silence. “What happened?”

      Which part did I tell him about first? Derek or the patient?

      The attack could wait. Until I knew what had happened with Derek, I needed to get them involved. “Derek went missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “He was working this morning. We had a patient I think suffered from a magical attack. He went to grab a medication for me and never returned.”

      “And you think something nefarious happened to him?”

      “That’s just it. I don’t know. With what happened last night…” He hadn’t been home, so if they had gone after him, they would have missed him. Would they have come after him at work?

      “What do you mean by a magical attack?”

      I told Gramps about the attack and what I thought it meant. I didn’t know whether there was anything he would be able to do, but if nothing else, he might be able to help me understand what had happened.

      “Are you sure it was the same thing?”

      I recognized the tension in Gramp’s voice. I’d heard it before. Normally, he was a pretty easygoing person, but when things started to fall apart, that all went away and he got quiet and serious.

      “It was near enough. With the other guy, I could almost pull away the effect of the magic. This time…” This time I hadn’t been able to. And Ms. Jones had died. That wasn’t my fault, but had I the strength to help, and to do more, maybe she wouldn’t have had to die.

      “It wasn't your fault, Katie,” Gramps said.

      “I know it's not. It's just difficult when something happens, and Derek was trying to warn me not to even go in with this patient. I think he was concerned after he learned about what happened last night.”

      “You told him about what happened?”

      “It didn't have any reason not to.”

      “You had an attack on you by the Dark Council. That's reason enough not to share anything.”

      “Derek has been a part of this, Gramps. When the first person came in, he was there with me. He even took the blame when the Dark Council thought to question us.”

      Could that be what had happened?

      Maybe it was my fault that something had happened to Derek. Could his willingness to step in and help be the reason that he had disappeared?

      “I just need help figuring out what happened to him,” I said.

      There was a moment of silence. It was almost too silent, and I suspected that Gramps spoke to Gran, debating what they would do. Where were they that she wouldn't answer?

      “We'll look into it,” he said.

      “Thank you.”

      “Katie, if this is the Dark Council, you're going to need more help. You can't just stay at work, hoping you’ll be safe.”

      I stared out at the street. The sound of ambulance sirens was racing toward me and I would need to get back to work, but part of me suspected that Gramps was right. If it was the Dark Council, there might not be any way for me to defend myself without help.

      “Can you call Aron?”

      “Oh, Katie.”

      “It's not like that,” I said. “If anyone will be able to help get me through this, it'll be him.”

      “I don't like it that you have been getting this close to that archer.”

      “I don't like that my life has been placed into danger lately. He was there last night, Gramps. Had he not, I don't know what would've happened.”

      Gramps breathed out heavily. “Fine,” he said. “I'll make sure that we send word to him and see if he's willing to come and assist you. I don't know that he’ll be willing—or able. He is an archer, after all. He might be off chasing demons somewhere.”

      “Have there been any reports of demons?”

      “Well, no, but… Katie, just be careful. The closer you get to this archer, the more you get drawn into things I know you don't want to be involved in.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Don't thank me yet. I'm not sure that were going to be able to find anything out.”

      “Thanks for your willingness to contact Aron.”

      “You know we would do anything for you, Katie.”

      “I know you would.”

      He hesitated again, and it made me wonder what he and Gran spoke about. I could imagine them debating with each other how much to say to me and trying to figure out if they should say anything more, so that when Gramps came back on the phone, I was ready to hang up.

      “Your grandmother made a call. I don't know if it will work to get the attention of that archer, but if nothing else, we’ve tried. If you want, we can come down there…”

      “I'd rather have you looking for Derek.”

      Gramps sighed. “You know, I would rather have you looking at Derek.”

      “Is that why you asked him to keep an eye out for me?”

      “That wasn't the reason, but he's a nice young man. We thought the two of you would get along.”

      “He is a nice young man. And a friend. So if anything happened to him, I'm going to be upset.”

      “Don't do anything too rash,” Gramps said.

      “Why would you question me about that?”

      “No reason. Only that when you're upset, you don't always make the best decisions.”

      “How often do you see me upset?”

      “Not very often, which is part of the problem. You don't know how to control your emotions.”

      I laughed. Gramps was still trying to help me, and after all these years, I still appreciated his attention. “I'm an adult and I have had the opportunity to have to deal with my emotions a time or two over the years,” I said.

      “I'm well aware that you are an adult. But you haven't had the need to deal with this kind of stress, and certainly not since your power has begun to reveal itself,” he said.

      “You think it's only now beginning to reveal itself?”

      “You had a handle on it before. Whatever's changed has made it so that you don't have the same control. That's all I'm getting at.”

      I hadn't considered that possibility before. My power had always been there, but it had always been buried, knotted up deep within me. Since encountering Aron—really since encountering the demons—that power had begun to come out of me more easily. I thought it was due to nothing more than what I had experienced, and the fact that I had been forced to use it, but what if Gramps was right? What if this change meant something else: that my power was evolving?

      If that were the case, then would it continue to change?

      And why now?

      “I'll be careful,” I said.

      When I hung up the phone, I hurried back to the ambulance bay, noting that the EMTs were pulling a young black man out of the back of the ambulance. Blood seeped out of his side and a paramedic was straddling him, performing CPR.

      “What happened?”

      “Stab wound. We thought that we'd gotten to him in time, but he arrested en route, and we've been doing CPR for the last ten minutes.”

      The boy was barely a teenager. Young enough that he deserved every chance to survive, and I thought that the lack of any sense of death meant that he would survive, but as I approached, checking his pulse and feeling nothing, I realized that he was already gone.

      “How did it take so long?” I asked, helping wheel them into one of the trauma bays. None of this mattered, but I couldn't tell them that. He was young, and if I didn't have the connection to death, I would be doing the exact same thing as them.

      “We had a traffic delay. An accident. Damned construction made us route a different way and…”

      And the boy hadn't made it.

      There was an intern who had followed us into the trauma bay, a Dr. Poulson, and he started ordering fluids and blood, things I knew wouldn’t make a difference. Had the boy not just arrived—and had he not been as young as he was—I might have intervened, but at this point, it made more sense to allow Dr. Poulson a chance to perform his assessment. He was young looking, the way that most new medical school graduates were, but even more so than was typical. He was a bright young doctor, still early enough in his career that he had to work through everything deliberately, and he talked through every step he took with the nurses.

      I turned to the paramedic. He’d given over CPR to one of the nurses. “Do you know if he has any family?”

      “There was a sister on the scene, and she was going to follow us.”

      I didn't know if I had the necessary emotional ability to let some young woman know that her brother had died, but someone needed to do it.

      Dr. Allen strode into the trauma bay. He glanced over at me for a moment before turning his attention to the dead young man and Dr. Poulson. “How long have you been coding him?”

      “Probably fifteen minutes now,” the paramedic said.

      Dr. Allen glanced over at me. “Fifteen minutes. What's your assessment, Dr. Michaels?”

      It didn't really matter what my assessment was. But then, Dr. Allen didn't know that, either. “Dr. Poulson is running this trauma,” I said.

      “I see that, but I'm asking you for your assessment.”

      “He’s been down too long, but given his age, I think we should continue CPR.”

      I could see the relief across the paramedic’s face. They didn't like to be responsible for calling a code, and the delay had probably meant the difference between this young man living and dying, enough that I suspected he'd take it personally when he discovered the boy wouldn't make it.

      “Why don’t you go and get cleaned up,” I said to the paramedic.

      He flashed me a look of relief, glancing down at his bloodied shirt. “Let me know what comes of it.”

      When he was gone, I watched as Dr. Allen wheeled the ultrasound machine over and began performing a FAST exam. It was designed to determine if there was any specific area that we could focus on, and Dr. Allen began walking me through the exam, as if he thought this would be the first time I had ever seen it. I nodded, my mind going elsewhere, and everything sort of blurred together for the next thirty minutes while we continued to attempt to resuscitate this young man.

      As I had suspected the moment I came across them in the ambulance bay, he didn't revive. There had been no change in his status the entire time, and at no time while attempting to resuscitate him had I felt the shifting cold along my spine that told me death was coming. The reason I didn't feel it was because it had already come. Death had claimed this young man before he ever reached the ER. Nothing I would do—or could do—would change that.

      Dr. Allen stepped back, peeling off his gloves. He looked over at Dr. Poulson, and I could see the pain in his eyes. Seeing Dr. Allen like this made me respect how much he cared, even if there was nothing he could do. The fact that he tried—and continued to try—was more than enough reason to respect him. There were far too many attendings who were nothing like that.

      “Dr. Poulson, I think his sister was going to be in the waiting room,” I said.

      The intern nodded. He peeled off his gloves and wiped his arm across his forehead, smearing the sweat that had beaded there. “What do I tell her?”

      “Tell her the truth. Tell her what we did, how we tried, but there wasn't anything that could be done for her brother.”

      “I'll go with you,” Dr. Allen said.

      The relief on Dr. Poulson's face was clear, and I wondered if Dr. Allen was disappointed that I didn't want to go, but I was far too distracted.

      “Give me a minute?” Dr. Allen said. Dr. Poulson started down the hall and waited. Allen turned to me. “The patient had a brainstem herniation. CT confirmed it.”

      “Do we know why?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Not now. The postmortem will tell us more, but what I’m concerned about is that you were too slow in working her up. You’re an ER physician, Dr. Michaels. You should have recognized the symptoms.”

      I could only nod. I should have. Instead, I’d been focused on the magical cause for her symptoms and might have missed an opportunity to help her medically.

      “Do better.”

      “I will,” I said. It was all I could come up with to say.

      After cleaning up, I made it through the rest of my shift without much incident, and when I reached the resident lounge, I hurriedly changed into my other pair of shoes, switching out of my scrubs and into clean ones for my walk home.

      Jen caught me on my way out. “Christ, Kate, you look like hell. Was it that kind of day?”

      “Two codes. Neither survived. I just might go home and—”

      “Drink?”

      I laughed. “A drink wouldn't be all that bad.”

      “I wish I didn't work tonight or else I’d be over there with you.”

      “I'm sure I’ll be up for another the next time neither of us works.”

      “Which isn't all that often, these days,” Jen said.

      “No, but it'll get better in time.”

      By the time we reached our third year, we would have a little bit more flexibility with scheduling, which would give us more freedom. Both of us looked forward to that day.

      “Who's on?” Jen asked.

      “I don't know who's on tonight, but I had Allen here today.”

      “Allen? I'd like to ask him how he's doin’.”

      “He's an attending,” I said.

      “Just because he's an attending doesn't mean that he's not attractive. And Johnny has been silent lately.”

      “Probably wedding plans,” I said.

      Jen tucked her hair behind her ear as she took a step back, watching me for another moment. “Something else is bothering you.”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t going to go into what had happened with Derek. If he was fine and returned to work, no one would have any reason to say anything else. If something had happened to him and he didn’t return to work, there would be plenty of stories about it, which made the fact that I had been working with him today even worse. There already were plenty of rumors about Derek and me, regardless of truth.

      “Nope. Nothing more than a bad night’s sleep and a shitty day. Nothing that a glass of wine, maybe a soak in the tub, and reruns won’t fix.”

      “Sounds like a pretty good evening, if you ask me. The only thing that would make it better would be adding someone else to the bath.”

      “I don’t really want to take a bath with you, though I suspect that would be more than appealing to Roberts.”

      Jen laughed, throwing herself on the sofa. “You might be surprised. I’d be fun in a bath.”

      “You’re not really my type.”

      “These days, I don’t exactly know what your type is. When we were in school, I thought I could pick them out, but since getting into residency, you’ve been hard to label.”

      “I’m more focused on getting through each day. The rest can come later.”

      “You still need to have a little fun.”

      “What makes you think I don’t?”

      She sat forward. “With who? Most of us think you and Derek should just stop playing around and get it over with. Hell, you could even use a call room here if you didn’t want to take him back to your place.”

      “He’s just a friend.” My voice choked up, and I couldn’t help it. “I’m going to head home,” I said.

      “Get some sleep. I’m off this weekend and saw you were too. Maybe we can catch a movie. There’s that place on the west side where they serve wine with the movies.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said.

      The walk home was cold and I didn’t pay much attention to anything around me, certainly not as much as I should. Master David would be angry if he learned how little I focused on my surroundings, but it was easier to just shut down and hurry along the street toward my condo. By the time I got near, I wanted nothing more than to shut the door, drop onto my couch, and maybe drift off if Lucy would let me. She’d probably sit on my head and force me to give her attention. It never failed that the nights I most wanted to sleep were the nights she most wanted the attention.

      A man followed me far more closely than I was comfortable with, sending me hurrying forward. It was probably nothing, but seeing as how I was no longer certain whether I was completely safe in my neighborhood, I decided it didn’t matter.

      When I reached the end of the block and turned the corner, he was nowhere to be found. Maybe it had only been my imagination. Not a mage. If it had been, I would have felt the use of magic.

      My building loomed in the distance.

      As I neared, I again felt like I was followed.

      I increased my pace and crossed the street. It would give me a chance to look to see if anyone followed. I reached a condo complex beside mine and climbed the steps, disappearing into the shadows of the entryway.

      My tiredness made it difficult for me to reach for magic if it were necessary. And it probably wasn’t. It was probably nothing more than exhaustion making me jumpy.

      The man I’d seen continued along the street, paying no mind to the fact that I had crossed the street.

      I let out a sigh. What was I worried about?

      Taking another look along the street, I hurried down and continued on my way toward my building.

      That was when I felt magic.

      It was unmistakable. A surge of tight cold that traced along my spine and something else, a stirring of a familiar sense, one I didn’t think I should detect.

      I was close to my home—so close.

      But if there was another dark magic attack and I went into my condo building, it was early enough that others would be alerted to it. It was far too easy to imagine what Marvin might do were he to realize there was an attack in the hall. He had a good heart and would come out to see if he could intervene. And die.

      Taking off in a sprint, I hurried into the alley between my building and the next. It was dangerous, but if there was going to be an attack, I’d rather keep it off the street. And from here, I thought I could still slip away. A side entrance to my building led down into the parking garage. I could run through there, head for safety…

      The sense of magic burst along my spine again.

      It was close.

      I pressed up against the building. The alley was just wide enough for the two dumpsters at the end of it. It stunk, and I didn’t want to be here any longer than I needed to be. Reaching deep into myself, I tried to finesse my connection to my magic, but it didn’t come.

      If there was a mage attack, I would be helpless.

      Waiting was the hardest.

      Moments passed and there was nothing more.

      Was it only my imagination?

      The dark mages wouldn’t return so soon, would they?

      Unless they were after something. They had known about me, and they had wanted something from me, though I didn’t know what that might be other than my probable connection to the demons. That would be reason enough to come after me.

      But then, Gran had made certain that the only person who had known what I had done and what I was had been destroyed. Lexy wouldn’t come after me again.

      I lost track of time. When no attack came for me, I headed back out to the street and to my building, unable to shake the feeling that I was missing something.
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      As I approached my door, I felt the cool tingle from magic working along my spine.

      Was it on the other side of my door?

      Could that be what I had detected?

      I stared at the numbers on my door, the paint that looked fresh but didn’t smell as if it was, and the doorframe that had been broken into a few days ago. All of it had been magically repaired, almost as if there had never been an attack. The entire hallway was like that. There was no damage, which meant that whatever I detected hadn’t forced its way in. That should reassure me but for some reason, it didn’t.

      I couldn’t blast my way into my home, even if I could draw on the necessary magic.

      There were protections on my home. Aron had placed them, so I didn’t think there should be a mage on the other side of my door, but there was the sense of magic. Why was that?

      It might only be Gran and Gramps. They had proven themselves able to get into my condo, even when I didn’t want them to. And I doubted any protection Aron placed would be too much for them to overcome.

      Refusing to cave into fear, I unlocked my door and smelled food cooking on the other side.

      Gran and Gramps didn’t cook. They were happy to pick up fast food. Even when I’d been a kid, they hadn’t cooked. We were more the microwave meal kind of family. Because of that, I hadn’t grown up with the most well-developed palate, but I could heat up anything in the microwave.

      “Hello?” I stood in my doorway, ready to run if there was anything dangerous here. The sense of magic persisted, though I didn’t know why or where it came from. If it was from Gran and Gramps, why were they using a spell?

      “I hope you’re hungry,” Aron’s deep voice called from the kitchen.

      I blinked, shutting the door behind me.

      “Aron? What are you doing here?” He stepped into the door leading to the kitchen wearing one of my aprons. I had only two, and neither fit a man like him. This one had been something of a gag gift from Jen and had the saying, “All this and brains too,” scrawled across the front. “You cook?”

      He flashed a smile. Dressed as he was in the apron, a fleck of flour on his cheeks, I found him more attractive than I ever had before. “Before joining the knights, I had been something of a chef. I never lost my love of good food, and I thought you could use something better than those frozen meals stacked in your freezer.”

      When he turned away, leaving me staring after him, I didn’t know what to say.

      “Come on. We can talk while we eat,” he said.

      I followed him into the kitchen and took a seat at the table. He’d even set it, which had happened before a total time of never, making it look as if we were in a restaurant. Where had he gotten the candle that he’d lit?

      He set a plate in front of me and I started eating, my hunger taking away my manners. Aron took a seat across from me and ate more slowly and deliberately. When I was done, I leaned back in my chair, staring at my empty plate.

      When Aron had claimed to be something of a chef before joining the knights, I hadn’t expected that he would be a chef.

      “That was amazing,” I said.

      “With as quickly as you devoured it, I hoped you were pleased, but since you barely looked up while eating, I wasn’t certain.”

      “Is that your kind way of saying I’m a glutton?”

      Aron wiped his hands on a napkin and dropped it back into his lap. “I wouldn’t make any such claims. Would you like another helping?”

      As much as I thought I could eat seconds, I thought that if I did, I’d end up with stomach pains and I’d probably pass out. “I’m fine. I’d also be fine if you want to pack it up for me to eat later.”

      “Of course.”

      I sat there while Aron cleaned up, stuffing the leftovers into a plastic tub and then into my fridge. When he was done, he joined me at the table, sitting across from me. He’d taken off the apron and was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt that emphasized his build.

      “Now that you’ve eaten, would you care to share with me why you sent for me?”

      I sighed. I didn’t want to rehash it, but at the same time, I had asked Gramps to call Aron for me. I just hadn’t really expected him to come; at least, not this quickly. “I told you about the magical attack I’d seen at the hospital?”

      “The one where you believed the young man had dark magic burned off by the council?”

      “That’s the one. His mother came into the ER today.”

      “I thought you couldn’t share with me when people came in. There was some regulation against it.”

      “There is, but with this, I think you need to know. She had been attacked the same way as him. Well, maybe not the same way, but near enough.”

      “What did you detect?”

      “There was magic, though I wasn’t able to determine what the intent behind it could be. It was an attack, and it caused her pain, but she didn’t tell me what it did to her.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Because she died before she was able to.”

      Aron stiffened. “If this was the council burning off dark magic, it wouldn’t be fatal.”

      “I’m aware of that, which was why I was concerned.”

      “It could be the Dark Council keeping one of their own from meeting with the mage council,” Aron said.

      “Would they do that to their own?” The power used on Tony—and Ms. Jones—had been significant. And with what I knew of dark mages, I couldn’t put it past them.

      “It’s possible. They might want to prevent anyone from sharing too much, especially with the current atmosphere.”

      “You make it sound like a storm front.”

      “It is,” Aron said softly. He watched me a moment. “There’s something else.”

      I took a breath. Hopefully my grandparents would figure out what had happened to Derek. Maybe it would be nothing more than he’d gotten sick and had gone home, but I didn’t think that was the case. If it were, he would have answered his phone or called me back, or he would have done something that would have let someone know what had happened to him.

      “There’s a mage with some ability who works as a nurse in the ER.”

      “This is the same one who helped me when I was attacked?”

      I nodded. “He disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “After the attack. I… I don’t know what happened to him, which makes me worried.”

      Aron sat quietly for a moment. “This disappearance, combined with the attack on your home last night, is disconcerting.”

      “My grandparents think it’s all part of the Dark Council.”

      “It could be, but the Dark Council would have no reason to be harming rogue mages,” he said.

      “Rogue? The same way they believed that you were rogue?”

      “You know I was not.”

      “I know it, but you tossing around the idea that there are rogue mages is a little funny. Anyway, how do you know these were even rogue mages?”

      “You mentioned they knew about magic and mages, and from what you’ve said, they have some ability to use magic.”

      “I’m not sure how much magic they have. It’s more about the magic that was done to them. Why wouldn’t that be something the Dark Council would do?”

      “The Dark Council is interested in power, but they’re also interested in normalizing the use of their magic. That’s the reason they fight with the mage council. They’re vying for control.”

      “Would that be so bad?”

      “You don’t have dark magic, regardless of what you believe. Your magic might be different, but it’s not what you think.”

      How much did Aron know about my magic? With what we’d been through, I thought he knew pretty much everything about it, especially considering how I used the demon sword. It had revealed who—and what—I was, that would be it. “What if it’s part demon?”

      Aron leaned forward. “We went through this following the attack. Just because you can handle the sword doesn’t mean that you’re part demon.”

      “It makes it more likely.”

      “There are plenty of people who have the ability to hold a demon sword.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “It’s more than just holding a demon sword.” My grandparents didn’t want me sharing this, but I was the one who had asked Aron to come help, so I had to be willing to open up to him, even if only a little. “Wait here.” I went back to my room and grabbed the sword, bringing it out into the kitchen with me.

      When Aron saw what I had, he jumped to his feet. “You shouldn’t have kept that.”

      “Probably not, but this is what I wanted to show you.”

      “I’ve seen a demon sword, and this one in particular is dangerous.”

      “Because it belonged to a powerful demon?”

      “The sword? No, but it is more strongly connected to their magic.”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of.” I pulled on my magic, reaching deep within me and relaxing the knot that held it in check. While using the sword, it was easier—much easier—than it had been when at the hospital, even with as tired as I felt. Power surged up through me and the sword began to glow with the deep purple light that was nearly black. “When I’m holding the sword, I have a different connection to magic. Stronger. It’s as if the sword augments my ability to reach my magic.”

      I looked up at him, half expecting him to wrap me in a powerful spell—maybe a paralytic that would prevent me from moving. I was worse than a dark mage, especially if I was part demon.

      “And you fear that your ability to augment your magic with this sword means that you’re part demon.”

      “I’m not the only one who fears that,” I said. “My grandparents are concerned about that too. They didn’t say it, but they recognize the kind of magic I have, and they said my mother attempted to work with arcane powers.”

      “There are more arcane powers than only the demons,” Aron said.

      “What?”

      He nodded. “If that’s been your concern, it need not be.”

      “What other arcane powers could there be? And what other reason would there be for me to be able to use a sword like this? “

      “There are many powers in the world that can use a sword such as that,” he said.

      “I seem to remember that everyone was surprised by the fact that I was able to hold it.”

      “That was when we believed that you are a mage. Most mages haven't learned to handle a demon sword. It's something knights are trained to do, but even the knights don't have the same expertise as the archers.”

      I looked down at the sword, thoughts rolling through my head. Ever since meeting Aron, my fear had been that my secret would be exposed and the council would realize that I was a dark mage and come after me, attempting to burn my magic off, not only changing me but possibly destroying my mind in the process. Since then, I had come to terms with the fact that I was probably half demon… but what if I wasn't?

      What did that make me?

      Gran and Gramps worried I was part demon, and they knew me better than any others, but hearing that there might be some other explanation left me with more than a little surge of hope.

      I didn't want to be part demon. The implication of that was even worse than the possibility that I might be a dark mage, and I had no idea what might come of me if that were the case. The council hunted dark mages, but seeing as how I had never heard of anyone being half demon, I didn't know what they might do in my case.

      It was possible they would simply destroy me.

      Learning that I was something else might be a blessing, but maybe it would be even worse than being part demon.

      “What do you think I could be?”

      “I had hoped that by going to Ariel, we would discover just that, but all she was able to tell me was that you weren't obviously a dark mage. She didn't recognize your type of magic either.”

      “The demon king reacted to me as if I were part demon.”

      “The demon king might have wanted you to believe that you were part demon. You weren’t the only one in that room, and his reaction might have been designed to gain the attention of others who might have some interest in you.”

      In the days since that battle, I had spent considerable amounts of time trying to think about what I had done and what it meant for me, but all I could come up with was the fact that I had used the demon sword, and in doing so I had helped prevent the demon king from crossing the Veil. Even if I was part demon, I had the hope that perhaps I had some control over that, and that control would allow me to avoid becoming something worse than what I was.

      More than that, I had wanted nothing more than to simply ignore my magic, especially now that I’d used it to kill. If I could live my life working my shifts in the ER, getting through my residency, then I might be able to disappear somewhere where my magic wouldn't get me into trouble. Most of the residents wanted to work in a busier ER when they were done with residency, where the money was better and the types of patients were generally more interesting, but that wasn't me. I wanted to find a way to stay hidden, avoid the attention of the council, and live out my life. That had always been my intention, but even more so after discovering my probable connection to the demons.

      “What others would be interested in me?”

      Aron studied me for a moment. A chill washed along my spine as he used his magic. “When I first met you, I knew you were powerfully connected to your magic. It surprised me, especially as you weren't tied into the rest of our world, but the more that I got to know you, the more I understood why you were kept away from the rest of the world.”

      “Because my grandparents feared I was a dark mage.”

      Aron rested his hands on the table, staring at me with the heavy intensity he managed so well. “What do you know about dark mages?”

      I laughed softly. “I know they access power that's dangerous, and that users of dark magic are felt to be unsafe by the council.”

      “You don't feel that way?”

      After everything that I've been through, and all of the torment that I had experienced under the dark mages, I probably should feel as if their magic was dangerous, but there was something I wasn't quite certain about. If my mother had pursued that kind of magic, it couldn't be all bad, could it? My memories of her were hazy, but what I did remember involved a caring woman who had loved me. She had loved my grandparents. And they had loved her. That wasn't the kind of person who deserved to have their magic burned off them and their entire selves destroyed.

      “I don't know how to feel about it. All I know is the council fears it.”

      “They fear it for good reason. Before I became an archer, I pursued dark mages.”

      He’d mentioned that he’d been a chef before becoming a knight, so it made a sense. What would the training to become a knight be like? How much more rigorous would it be to become an archer? “Are all archers former knights?”

      “Not all, but most. There is a particular training that one goes through while learning to be a knight that allows them to handle the expectations that come into play as an archer. When I chased dark mages, I saw the magic they wielded. I saw the way that they used it.”

      “All dark mages, or only some of them?”

      “The ones that drew the attention of the knights.”

      “What if there were other users of dark magic besides those who the knights chased? What if not all of them were bad?” I didn’t know for certain that Ms. Jones and Tony were dark mages, but the fact that they hadn’t gone to the council for help suggested that they might be. And if they were, why would the Dark Council attack them?

      “I suppose that's likely. Not all mages are good.”

      We had both seen that, but then again, Lexy had been a dark mage concealing herself from the council. Was it the dark magic that made the mages turn, or was there something in the mage that was already there that caused them to pursue dark magic?

      “And if not all mages are good, it would stand to reason that not all dark mages are bad.”

      Aron frowned, shaking his head. “I think assuming that you can somehow restore a dark mage is a dangerous line of thinking.”

      “Restore? I’m not intending to restore anything. What I’m suggesting is that there has to exist a possibility of dark mages who don’t want to use their magic for evil purposes.” I studied Aron for a moment. “What do you know about dark mages, really? You’ve chased them on behalf of the council when you were a knight, but I bet you don’t even think about them now that you’re an archer.”

      “Chasing demons is a difficult task.”

      “I understand that. But even chasing demons isn’t something you do full time, is it? That’s the reason you came with Lupita to stop the Dark Council.”

      “Since we suppressed the demon king, there have been fewer attempts at crossing the Veil. The new Carters have secured the Veil.”

      I stood up to start pacing. My kitchen wasn’t large, and certainly not large enough for me to really get going, but I could circle around the island as I paced, letting my mind focus. Despite my fatigue, I felt that I was nearly onto something, though I had no idea what that might be.

      “Has that ever happened before?” I asked, pausing to lean on the counter. An empty wine glass rested near the sink, waiting to be cleaned and reminding me of Gran. They had been here recently and I suspected they were still in the cities on behalf of the council, but for what purpose? It wasn’t because of demons this time, but could the threat of the Dark Council have prompted them to come?

      “Demon crossings come at various times,” Aron said. “This region is not as active as it often is, which gives me a chance to continue training.”

      “This region?”

      “There are others. I can’t serve in all places. The Veil exists everywhere, though it is fortified in this city. There are other similar places.”

      “Where?”

      Aron studied me for a moment. “I cannot say.”

      “Because I’m not a part of the council?”

      “That would be one reason.”

      How could I help if he wasn’t going to let me be a part of it?

      With the thought, I realized I wanted to help.

      That surprised me. For the longest time, I’d wanted to stay away from the Veil and the magic there, and I had wanted to hide what I could do, but now that there was someone who knew about me and what I could do, and who didn’t seem as if he wanted to report me to the council, I didn’t feel quite the same way.

      “Fine. You can’t tell me about the other places where there’s a closeness to the Veil, but has there been a decrease in attacks since the demon king was suppressed?”

      “The attack would have taken considerable strength for the demon king to cross. His defeat would have been such that he wouldn’t be able to easily raise another threat.”

      “But aren’t there other demon kings?” I remembered Aron telling me that there were several others, each controlling a section of the world on the other side of the Veil. I still didn’t know quite what that meant, much like I didn’t know what existed on the other side of the Veil. There was power, but I didn’t really understand it.

      “There have been three demon kings.”

      “Have been?”

      “It’s possible that the defeat of the demon king who attempted to cross disrupted things on the other side of the Veil.”

      “You think we killed it?”

      Aron shrugged. “It’s possible that we did. I don’t have much communication with activity on the other side of the Veil. Few on this side do.”

      I barely heard the last part of what he said. “I saw the demon king. Hell, I fought with it.” I couldn’t get the image of it out of my head. I tried, but most of the time I failed. When I drifted to sleep thinking of that night, I would remember the way that he’d looked at me, as if he knew me, and it left me even more terrified. Worse was the way my magic had reverberated with it, as if the demon king had known. “We didn’t kill it. Is it even possible to kill something like that?”

      Aron stood and joined me at the counter, leaning on it. “When we destroy a demon in this world, it’s more than simply banishing it back beyond the Veil. The demon is destroyed. There is no return for it. It’s why it takes such power to allow a crossing and why we search for demons when crossings are detected. With each demon we destroy, they are weakened on the other side of the Veil.”

      “You think that because we managed to fight off the demon king, he might have died.”

      “It would explain the silence on this side. If he’s gone, another will replace him. That void of power would need replacing. In time, more attacks will come.”

      “What does any of this have to do with the Dark Council? That’s why you’re here, isn’t it? It’s not just that you wanted to help a knight defend me and defeat some of the dark mages. There’s something else that you’re not telling me.”

      Aron sighed. “When you called for me, I thought that perhaps you knew something more than what you do. It was why I was willing to come. Protecting mages isn’t typically within the scope of my responsibilities.”

      “You did it with Finnaster.”

      “That was a unique situation.”

      “Only because you were implicated.”

      “Regardless, when you called for help, I thought there was a chance that you learned of something more.”

      “What more?”

      Aron met my eyes. “I mentioned the council has escalated their pursuit of the Dark Council?” I nodded. “The Dark Council has begun to push back. The assault on your home was one more example of that.”

      “And what do you think I might have known? How could I have known anything?”

      “Your unique connection.”

      “You think my magic revealed what is happening on the other side of the Veil?”

      “You have a connection that’s different than others, Kate. Whether it’s what you fear or something else, there is little doubt that you possess a connection to power beyond what mages have. I wondered if you might have detected magic that would explain what the Dark Council wants.”

      As he said it, I could feel that power bubbling up. Being around Aron seemed to be the key to me losing control of my magic, which should be reason enough to stay away from him, or maybe it was simply my tiredness. I needed sleep and then I needed to understand what was taking place and how it had to do with the Dark Council.

      Which meant that I would have to find them.

      I had been hiding from the Dark Council long enough. If I wanted to know what they were after, I suspected I would have to go after them.

      And the chances were good they were responsible for what had happened to Derek.

      “I can see from your expression that you’ve come to some decision,” Aron said.

      “I think I need to confront the Dark Council.”

      “Even if you had the necessary training—and you don’t—you confronting the Dark Council isn’t a safe plan.”

      “Even if you were there?”

      “It’s outside the scope of my role to pursue dark mages. There are plenty of knights capable of doing that.”

      “But those knights won’t help me find my friend.”

      Aron regarded me for a long moment. “What is this person to you?”

      “He’s a friend. A mage, or something like that. My grandparents asked him to watch over me in the ER and if something happened to him, it’s my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault.”

      “It would be. He took the blame for me with the Dark Council. If they think he was the one who had restored Tony—”

      “I thought you said you had tried to help but failed.”

      “I tried and failed. Or thought I did. He left AMA—against medical advice—which makes me wonder if maybe he wasn’t better. Then his mother came into the ER looking for help. And died. Derek disappeared.” I took a deep breath, wishing for a glass of wine. “Whatever happened is because of me. It is my fault.”

      “You said your grandparents have gone after him.”

      “As far as I know, they have.”

      “Then let them. This better suits their particular talents.”

      “I can’t sit back if something happened to him. He needs help and I can’t shake the feeling that something terrible has happened to him.”

      “I’m not suggesting that you don’t do anything.”

      “Then what?”

      “You need to understand your magic. If you intend to use it, then you should have a better understanding about what you can do so that you don’t keep trying that.” He looked over at the sword with distrust.

      I didn’t have the same reservations with it as he did. The sword had helped me. That much I knew. And with it, we had managed to stop the demon king. I had drawn more magic than I ever had before. It couldn’t be all bad.

      “What do you suggest? I thought you didn’t have any way of me understanding my magic? That was the reason we went to Ariel, but she didn’t know anything.”

      “She didn’t, but there’s another possibility, though it will be dangerous.”

      “Isn’t everything when it comes to magic?”

      “When it comes to your magic, yes.”

      “What is it?”

      Aron pushed away from the counter, and every sizable muscle in his body tensed, rippling beneath his clothing. Did he even know he did that? Did he even know how damned appealing it was?

      “We will have to ask for help from a dangerous informant of mine.”

      “And who is that?”

      “One of the fae.”
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      After a night of rest, I felt considerably better. Staggering to my kitchen for a glass of water, I jerked to a stop when I saw Aron sitting at the table, flipping through the newspaper. I’d forgotten that he’d offered to stay the night before.

      I quickly messed with my hair, knowing there wasn’t much I could do to make it presentable. It was straight and boring most of the time, but I was a restless sleeper and could feel the tangle of hair.

      He glanced over. “Do you feel better?”

      Taking a deep breath, I grabbed a mug and started the tea kettle on the stove to boil. Caffeine would help clear my head. I wasn’t much of a coffee drinker, though Jen had tried persuading me during medical school. The coffee shop right outside the lecture hall had made it tempting, but I never developed the taste for it. Not like tea. My grandparents always had iced tea in the fridge when I’d been growing up, and now I preferred hot tea, and black.

      “Better than I did before going to sleep,” I said. “Have you been sitting there all night?”

      “Not all night.”

      “No. You went out for a paper.”

      “There’s a machine on the street level.”

      Was there? I didn’t pay much attention. Most of the news I wanted I got online. It was easier that way. The fact that Aron had gone for a newspaper was a reminder that he was older than me, despite the fact that we looked to be similar ages. Magic users aged differently, which was the reason my grandparents looked as if they could pass as my parents. Other than a chef, what had he been before he’d gotten involved with magic?

      “You didn’t sleep?”

      “I slept, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” Aron said.

      “If you’re going to drag me to meet one of the fae, I don’t want you to be tired.”

      Aron smiled slightly and set the paper down on the table. “You need not worry about my preparedness when it comes to facing one of the fae.”

      “I thought you said they were dangerous.”

      “The fae are dangerous, though for different reasons than demons. And Solera is no exception, but she is not quite as dangerous as some.”

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

      He frowned as he looked at me. “I wouldn’t dare have a relationship with one of the fae.” There was something almost angry in the way he said it.

      “Why not?”

      “The fae can be deceptive, even when they offer their help. They are immortal, or nearly so, and their perception of the world is quite a bit different than yours or mine.”

      “But they live on the other side of the Veil.”

      “They live in a different realm, yes, and one that has been separated from ours by the Veil. Many can approach and influence events on this side of the Veil though most choose not to do so.”

      “How would they influence events?”

      “They have the ability to reach through the Veil, but most cannot cross over. There are few who are able to do that even among the fae.”

      Few didn’t mean none could.

      My tea kettle started whistling and I poured hot water over a bag of English Breakfast, bringing it up to my nose to inhale the fragrance of the tea. It helped clear my mind and I glanced at the clock.

      It was eight o’clock.

      And I was supposed to work today.

      I swore under my breath and hurried back to my room and grabbed the phone. Residents could get sick just like anyone, but there was some danger to calling in. I had nearly missed my shift yesterday, and now I was late. Calling in would require a significant illness and depending on which attendings were on, might be poorly received. If I didn’t call, there would be repercussions.

      As I punched in the number, Aron stood in the doorway, watching me. I was glad he didn’t come all the way into my bedroom. Not that it was a mess. I didn’t own enough things for my room to be a mess. It was that I didn’t know quite what to make of my feelings toward him yet and until I did, I didn’t want him here.

      “Hennepin General Emergency Room.”

      I recognized Betty’s voice on the other end of the line. The call had probably interrupted her shopping. “Hey, Betty. It’s Kate Michaels. Can you tell me which attendings are on today?”

      “Dr. Michaels? Weren’t you supposed to be here two hours ago?”

      Shit. If Betty knew, that meant others were talking about it.

      “I am. I was. I didn’t sleep well last night and think I have the flu. Can I talk to one of the attendings?” Not Locks. Please don’t let her connect me to Locks.

      There was a pause as I was patched back to the attendings station. There were several attendings who would be annoyed at a resident calling in sick, but most would roll with it. Locks wouldn’t. He’d be likely to complain about it often and loudly to the point where I ended up in more trouble.

      The ringing stopped and the phone was picked up on the other end. “Dr. Allen.”

      I let out a sigh. At least with Allen I had a chance. Maybe not as good as it would have been had I not had the interaction that I had with him yesterday, but he would understand.

      “Dr. Allen, it’s Kate Michaels. I’m going to be out today with the flu. I… I’ve had a fever over one hundred two degrees, and I don’t think I could make it through my shift.”

      There was a pause. “You were supposed to be here at six, Dr. Michaels. A call then would have been better.”

      “I know, but it’s just that I didn’t sleep well and…” I didn’t want to stand here and continue to make excuses. The simpler answer was best. “I’m sorry. I don’t have a shift until the weekend, so should be recovered by then. Thanks for understanding,” I added hurriedly and then hung up.

      “Will everything be okay with your employer?” Aron asked.

      “Probably not,” I said, staring at my phone. There were three missed calls, all from the ER. “After yesterday, I wasn’t in the best standing anyway and with this… I’m going to have to work my ass off to get back into good graces.”

      “You don’t have to remain employed in this manner. With someone of your potential—”

      I looked up from the phone. “I don’t want to use my magic like that.” That answer wasn’t entirely true, but I also didn’t want Aron to know that over the last few months, I had felt an urge to use magic that hadn’t been there before. “And I love medicine. I love helping people. I’m good at it.”

      I expected him to argue, but he didn’t. “Since you no longer are expected to be in to work today, perhaps we could meet with Solera for answers. If she answers, that is. As she is one of the fae, she can be fickle. Her particularly so.”

      Any answer we could find would be welcome. I didn’t know what to expect and felt as if sitting around, waiting for Gran and Gramps to do whatever they planned to help Derek, wasn’t the best use of my time. It might actually have been better had I been at work. At least that way I would have been able to keep my mind distracted. And distraction was what I needed.

      “Where will we find her?” I imagined him taking me out of the city much like he had when we’d gone to meet Ariel. That had been far enough outside of the city that I thought a trip like that might actually let me clear my head even more.

      “West of here,” he said.

      “Great. That means more riding in the car with you.”

      “I’m an excellent driver.”

      “You have a tendency to go a little fast.”

      Aron shrugged. “The cars I drive yearn for speed.”

      I snorted. “Where is this car?”

      “I parked down the street.”

      “Let me get dressed and we can go.” I waited for him to step out of my room and I closed the door behind him. What should I wear to go meet with one of the fae? I considered dressing up, but without knowing exactly where he would take me, I decided comfort outweighed the need to impress Solera. And there was the fact that Aron was dressed in nothing more than a t-shirt and jeans. If he could get away with it, so could I.

      After getting dressed, I grabbed the sword, wrapping it in a blanket. We were going to her so that I could learn about my magic, so why wouldn’t I bring along the sword that helped augment that magic?

      When I stepped back into the living room, Aron nodded at the bundle in my arms. “I don’t think it’s safe for you to be carrying that while we travel.”

      “You said we were going so that I could learn about my magic. If she has some way of understanding it—”

      “That sword will prevent us from reaching her,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “The demons and the fae don’t get along all that well. She would detect the presence of that sword and would refuse to come close when I attempt the summons.”

      “What if she won’t come close because of me?”

      “I don’t think that likely.”

      “What if I am part demon? If I am, she might avoid coming too close to me.”

      “Then we will have an answer.”

      I could tell from the way he said it that he didn’t believe it likely that I was part demon, but he also continued to refuse to acknowledge my connection to the sword. There was no disputing that I could use my magic through it. And he didn’t debate whether it was even a demon sword—and how could he, since we’d taken it off one of the demons? Which meant that this entire journey we were about to take was pointless.

      I set the sword back down in my kitchen, still wrapped in the blanket, even though a part of me wanted to bring it with me. Even if it deterred Solera, there was the possibility that it wouldn’t, and if it didn’t, then we would have a way for me to better understand my magic, and wasn’t that the entire purpose for going?

      I needed to trust that Aron knew what he was doing. That was why I had asked my grandparents to send him to help.

      As we reached the door to my condo, I grabbed his arm. “I know you don’t want to believe that I am part demon, but what happens if I am? What would the council do if they discover?”

      Aron didn’t look over at me. “There has never been anyone with that kind of magic.”

      “Never?”

      He set his hand on my arm. Sparks shot up it. “As far as I know, there has never been a crossing between a mage and a demon. Such a thing shouldn’t be possible, which is why I suspect you are something else, even if you refuse to believe it.”

      I swallowed. He had faith in me, but I wasn’t sure that I deserved it. With everything that I had done when it came to the demons, it seemed impossible for me to believe otherwise. Even Gran and Gramps had doubts about my magic.

      We headed out of my condo and I made a point of locking the door behind me. A flash of cold surged along my spine and I glanced over at Aron.

      “A seal. We will know if someone has tried to access your home while we’re gone.”

      “We will know?”

      He shrugged. “Fine. I will know.”

      “Does it keep me from going back inside? What happens if you’re not with me when I return?”

      He shook his head. “There would be no restriction to you gaining access.”

      “How?”

      “It’s a particular type of spell keyed to you.”

      What he meant to say was a complex kind of spell. The kind that I couldn’t do. I doubted I would ever be able to perform a spell like that. My type of magic was more about explosions and power than about finesse. There must be enough of my mother and her magic within me that it allowed me to attempt spells like my grandparents once had tried to teach, but not enough for me to be successful twisting that magic in the ways that mages did. Aron believed me to be powerful, and I might be, but I didn’t have the same capability as even a moderately powered mage. It was possible I couldn’t even approach what Derek could do.

      When we stepped out into the morning sunlight, the street was mostly empty. A car rolled past, the older driver hunched over the wheel reminding me of Marvin. It wouldn’t be him, though. Marvin didn’t drive. He made a point of walking everywhere he could or taking public transportation. The reason I knew that was because I had to walk or take public transportation.

      “Which way?” I asked.

      Aron pointed, and I started along the street but paused to look back at him when I felt a surge of cold along my spine.

      “Why are you using a spell?” I asked him.

      He frowned at me. “I’m not…” Aron spun around, unsheathing a knife and drawing on a spell. This time, I could tell it came from him. “Where did you detect it?” He searched the street, his posture coiled and ready to strike.

      “I don’t always have a directionality when I detect magic used. Last night, I thought I detected magic before I got home, but it was just you.”

      Aron glanced over at me. “You wouldn’t have detected me.”

      “I do now.”

      “Not in your home. That was part of the preparations I placed on it.”

      “You want me not to know if someone is using magic in my home?”

      “In order to protect you when you use magic, I had to.”

      A car honked farther down the street and I jerked toward it. Aron protected me, but I’m not sure I wanted him protecting me like that. I could defend myself. Most of the time, at least. “Then if it wasn’t you, there was another mage last night.”

      And if there was one last night, it was possible that person was still here.

      “Do you detect anything?” I asked.

      “I’m trying, but my ability to detect magic isn’t quite as potent as what you possess. If your grandparents were willing to use it, you could be quite beneficial to the council with this war.”

      War. I hadn’t realized what was taking place between the mage council and the Dark Council had escalated quite that far.

      The sense of the spell continued to press along my spine.

      I couldn’t tell where it came from, but it had to be nearby. There were limits to my ability to detect magic used around me, though I didn’t know the full extent of them.

      “We need to get to your car,” I said.

      Aron started down the street, gripping his knife. I can only imagine what would happen if we encountered a police officer. Would he be arrested for brandishing a weapon, or did Aron have some way of avoiding the police? When he had been here the last time, he had carried a sword with him and hadn’t bothered to hide it. Maybe with the right spell, Aron would be able to mask the fact that he carried it.

      If he could, then why couldn’t I?

      I couldn’t shake the sense that I wanted—and needed—to be armed the same way. With the demon sword, I would be able to not only defend myself it came to it, I would have an ability to augment my magic and draw it out more freely than I could otherwise.

      If there were members of the Dark Council, I’d rather have a weapon than simply depend upon my magic, especially if the karate mage appeared.

      We neared the end of the street. We had to wait for the light to change, and as we did, the sense of cold along my spine intensified.

      “It’s getting stronger,” I said.

      “See if you can focus on it.”

      “Focus on what?”

      Aron glanced over at me. “Focus on the magic you detect. If you can use that and connect to it, you might be able to determine which direction the magic is coming from.”

      “Draw on a spell,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because I need to see if there is a distinction I can pick up on when you use magic. It doesn’t have to be anything complex, but since you’re standing here, if there is any way for me to determine where I am detecting something, I need to have something to compare it to.”

      Without him saying anything, cold tingled just under the surface of my skin. It was faint, at least compared to the blast of cold I felt from the other spell.

      I focused on the two sensations. They were separate, distinct, and I tried to get a sense of whether I could pick up on how they felt different, but there wasn’t anything obvious to it. While I was aware of Aron and the way he held onto his spell, I couldn’t tell any sense of direction from it.

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. Maybe Solera will be able to explain my magic better.”

      “She may provide answers, but I doubt she will be able to help train you on the use of your magic.”

      “Then how will I learn it?”

      Aron had started to turn toward me when an invisible force struck him in the chest, sending him into the street. He staggered to his feet, his eyes wide as he looked for signs of the attacker.

      My magic surged. Proximity to Aron—and fear—helped me plunge into the knotted sense of my magic. I raced toward him, helping pull him to his feet.

      Cold burst along my spine again.

      “There’s another attack—”

      I didn’t have a chance to finish. It struck, this time slamming into Aron again, but it came from behind him. He went flying and landed on the ground where we had just been, motionless.

      “Aron!”

      I ran over to him, checking for a pulse. It was still there, strong and steady, and he rolled his head toward me, his eyes glazed.

      My mind began to work through the treatment. He’d been hit twice, and both times the force of the impact would be significant, enough that it would resemble a car accident. The first one had not been so much that he had struggled with it, but the second one had caught him off guard—or possibly without any protections in place.

      He must’ve hit his head, so I anticipated at least a concussion, but with as hard as he had slammed into the ground, it was possible that he had some internal bleeding. And there was no telling what had happened to him where the magic struck him.

      I needed some way of better evaluating him, but first I needed to get him off the street. I didn’t know where the attack came from, only that it came from two separate directions.

      The sense of magic surged again.

      I sprung to my feet, looking around. As I did, I managed to reach deep within myself and grab onto that sense of magic. I loosened my control over it, letting it flow freely, and it bubbled up within me. There was some danger in relaxing my control over it so completely, but there was greater danger in letting the mages of the Dark Council continue their attack.

      And it had to be the Dark Council.

      My grandparents had taught me basic spells, and that was what I returned to. Some of those spells were useful. I could lift things with magic, or I could move them. Some of them had been less useful at the time but now were much more valuable to me.

      Such as a barrier spell.

      Twisting my magic into a barrier was tricky, mostly because it didn’t want to be manipulated in the same way that my grandparents described using their magic. I needed a wall, a way to protect both Aron and myself, to avoid whatever attack the mages planned.

      The spell came together, though it was a clumsy attempt. It might not withstand much force, but hopefully it would be able to avoid me getting blasted by these dark mages.

      Grabbing Aron under his shoulders, I dragged him. He was mostly unconscious but awake enough that his head rolled from side to side.

      “We need to get out of here, Aron. If you can wake up at all, use that magic to heal yourself.”

      I had seen him recover from much worse injuries in this, but it took time. How much time did we have before the Dark Council revealed themselves?

      Aron moaned, all the response I got out of him.

      Where could we go? I thought about dragging him back to my apartment, but that involved taking stairs or the elevator, even if I wanted to expose my home to another attack, and I doubted I would be able to drag him that far without help. Aron was too heavy for me to lift, even enhanced as I was with my magic.

      His car.

      We had to be close. He had mentioned that the car was only a block or so away, and we had been heading in this direction.

      I paused and looked around. There was still no sign of the mages who had attacked and there hadn’t been any pressure on my shielding, so either they were regrouping or they were coming at us in a different way.

      Once I got Aron to the other side of the street, I reached into his pocket, searching for his car keys. I found them. Another BMW. Why wasn’t I surprised? I scanned the street, looking for any BMW that might be parked here, but saw nothing.

      I tapped the unlock and lock button, hoping for either a flash of lights or a chirp, something that would indicate where the car had been parked.

      When I heard it, my heart sunk.

      It was too far down the street.

      I could drag Aron, but I didn’t know how long I’d be able to pull him before the mages decided to attack again.

      I had to try.

      I pulled him, dragging as quickly as I could. Where were other people on the street? It was almost as if it had emptied, though I shouldn’t be surprised by that. There was something about magic being used that caused non-magical people to avoid it, almost as if there was a part of them that knew when magic was used and told them to steer clear.

      For once, I wished it didn’t work that way. No cars made their way along the street and there were no pedestrians out.

      I had made it barely two dozen steps when something slammed into my shielding.

      It sent me staggering. Holding on to Aron was the only reason I didn’t get thrown off my feet. The shield might have protected me, but it wouldn’t prevent them from using enough force to overpower me.

      Something struck me from the other direction.

      I turned, looking for where the mage attack came from, but still saw nothing.

      How could they be attacking me from the street level without revealing themselves?

      What if they weren’t at street level?

      I glanced up. One of the dark mages was crouched on one of the nearby buildings, a hood covering his head, and he glared at me. He wasn’t alone. He couldn’t be, not with the type of attack that had hit me. There had been one from the other direction, too.

      I spun around, looking for him. The buildings here were all of varying heights. Some were only two stories while others rose five stories, high enough that if there was somebody there, he would be difficult to see easily.

      I couldn’t see any of the other mages, but there had to be at least two, and if they knew Aron was with me, I doubted that would be the end of what they sent.

      Aron moaned again. Hopefully he was already coming around, his magic restoring him in ways that traditional medicine would not be able to, but even when he came around, I didn’t know if he would be strong enough to help fend off the attack.

      I pulled on my magic, trying to add it to the spell, using that to create a protection around us. If I could fortify it, maybe we could reach the car. With the attack coming from above, it should be possible for us to drive away. I might not be quite as crazy a driver as Aron, but I could get us away from here, go searching for my grandparents, and… Then what?

      Where were the knights of the council?

      With as much dark magic as these guys had been throwing around, they had to have drawn attention to themselves, so where were the knights? Lupita had come during the last attack, and that couldn’t have been a coincidence. She must have detected the attack, which meant that the knights had some way of picking up on the dark mages and getting here quickly.

      And she had mentioned that Aron had come because she’d asked.

      There was no movement, certainly nothing that would give me hope that any knights would come. Whatever happened would have to be on us.

      I could see Aron’s car. As I dragged him, another burst of magic struck from above.

      This one forced me to my knees. It was practically directly overhead, and now they were using enough force to crush me. Without my shield, I suspected I’d end up like Aron, though my magic wouldn’t be able to restore me quite as well as he had managed so far.

      The attack paused for a moment and I staggered forward again, getting space between me and the dark mage. If I could keep him from crushing me, I could at least continue to make my way along the street.

      The car. That was all we needed to reach.

      I hurried forward, making it another dozen steps, and stopped.

      Standing before me was the karate mage. Darvish.

      He raised his hand and a blast of power struck my shielding. It didn’t penetrate, but it did force me back, keeping me from getting any closer to the car.

      He smiled at me. “Release the archer.”

      I hazarded a glance along the street. There was still no one out. How was that even possible?

      “You know I won’t.”

      “I know you think you can’t, but he can’t help you. We can.”

      “Is that right? You think to instruct me in the ways of your dark magic?”

      Darvish smiled at me. In any other situation, he might be handsome. He had that lithe, athletic build, the kind of muscularity that made him so dangerous as a martial artist.

      “There is much you could learn from us. Don’t fear what’s inside you.”

      “There’s no way that you’re getting inside of me,” I said.

      His grin spread wider. “That could come later, if you so desire.”

      “Gross.”

      Darvish shrugged. “Release the archer. We will finish him off quickly. Mercifully. More so than the council has been with our kind.”

      “As I said, I don’t think so.”

      “We have you surrounded. You aren’t going to escape, and this time there aren’t any other knights who will come to your defense.”

      He said it in a way that suggested they knew there weren’t.

      The battle with the council.

      Darvish must know about a different attack.

      Were Gran and Gramps safe?

      I needed to push those thoughts away and escape. The car was tantalizingly close, but with Darvish in front of me, I didn’t think I’d be able to reach it, not without changing the focus of my magic.

      “What makes you think I need knights to come to my defense?”

      He smiled. “You aren’t prepared for this. But you could be. The council would protect you from what lives within you.”

      “There you go again, talking about things that are inside me,” I snapped. There was no point in delaying. Even if I managed to take more time, there wasn’t anything that I could do to get away from him. He was right. I was surrounded, and because I was surrounded, either I had to wait for Aron to come around—and considering how slowly that seemed to be happening this time, I doubted that would make a difference—or I had to come up with some way for us to escape.

      Delaying gave me a chance to try to think things through, but answers didn’t come.

      “I can see that you are aware of the fact that you have no escape here.”

      “Try me.” I continued to pull on my magic, but all that did was feed into the barrier. I would need to shift the way I used my magic, and maybe I could summon enough of a blast to push back Darvish long enough to reach the car.

      Movement behind me got my attention and I glanced over my shoulder.

      Another dark mage approached.

      The blast would have to be in both directions for it to be effective.

      I wasn’t sure that I had enough control over my magic to pull that off.

      If I failed here, they would kill Aron.

      That thought gave me strength and power, and it motivated me to try harder, to reach deeper within myself, to attempt to draw on more of my magic.

      It flowed through me, but I couldn’t help but feel as if I would be much more effective with the sword.

      The dark mages continued to press their magic upon me. Pressure built, squeezing upon my barrier, constricting it. If I continued to hold it like this, they would overpower me, and then what?

      I didn’t like the odds at that time. It was unlikely that I would be able to hold onto my magic well enough to change from my defense to an attack. The longer that they forced me to hold onto this barrier, the harder it was for me to maintain it.

      I looked back over at Darvish. He seemed to wait, as if he knew my situation was hopeless.

      It was hopeless for me—the dark mages would take me—but if they did, maybe I could figure out what had happened to Derek. Some good could come out of it, and I doubted they knew enough to prevent me from reaching my magic, even if they held me with the paralytic.

      The fact that I might be half demon should be helpful.

      How was I going to protect Aron?

      If I could shift my spell to direct him rather than to create a barrier, maybe I could push him out of the way.

      It would be a sacrifice, but it was one I was willing to make for him.

      He grabbed my leg and looked up at me with more clarity in his eyes than he had since the attack had begun. “No, Kate.”

      “Are you strong enough to help?”

      Aron rolled his head to the side, looking over to see Darvish. A faint trace of cold trailed along my spine, nothing nearly as strong as it should be.

      Aron shook his head. “No,” he said.

      “Then this is the only way. I can’t hold onto this barrier for much longer, and when it fails, they are going to kill you. I don’t… I can’t…”

      I didn’t finish. I shifted from holding onto the barrier to blasting outward.

      The attack used every bit of strength I had, but I feared that if I didn’t, I wouldn’t be strong enough to get Aron to safety. That was all that mattered now.

      There was a scream behind me. Maybe my attack had done more than move Aron.

      Weakness washed over me, the effect of expending more of my magic than I could handle. I dropped to my knees, looking along the street to see Aron hiding underneath a nearby car.

      At least that had been effective. They wouldn’t get to him. Hopefully he had enough strength that he could create some sort of concealment spell around himself, preventing them from realizing he was there.

      Darvish approached. The magic that radiated from him was intense and forced itself upon me. I wouldn’t be able to withstand it for much longer, but I watched, hoping he would keep his attention on me rather than looking over to see where Aron had gone.

      “Do you really think that will help you?”

      “I didn’t need to help me,” I said.

      “We’ll find him. And when we do—”

      Magic surged again, close. The only way I could tell that it was close was by the strength radiating out from the spell.

      Darvish jerked around. “Knights,” he sneered. He raised his hand and I was jerked to my feet, held in place by the paralytic spell and unable to move otherwise. He dragged me along the street in that way, and though magic pulsed behind me, I couldn’t see where it came from or who wielded it. All I knew was that knights had appeared, but they had done so too late for me.
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      When the van stopped moving, leaving me to guess we were at our destination, I still hadn’t managed to break through the effect of the paralytic. It held me, preventing me from moving, and I couldn’t reach into my magic well enough to overcome the effect. There was no pain, just an inability to move.

      Darvish pulled the back of the van open and lifted me with his magic, dragging me out. I didn’t know where they’d brought me, but we’d been driving for nearly thirty minutes. In Minneapolis at this time of day, we could travel quite a ways through the city in thirty minutes. If it were later, traffic would be at a near standstill all around the downtown area, but mornings weren’t bad, certainly not like what I’d experienced when I’d visited my grandparents in Chicago.

      “You’ve been fighting,” he said, smiling at me.

      Could he tell that I’d been trying to reach for my magic—but failing?

      The paralytic spell eased up a little, enough for me to be able to move my lips. “Where am I?”

      Darvish only smiled wider. “That will become evident in time. For now, you will accompany me through here.”

      I could move my head a little, enough to see that we were in a massive warehouse. That didn’t give me any clue about where they had brought me. The ground was hard cement, and his boots thudded along it. I made no sound as he held me in the air, dragging me as if I were a child. Compared to his control over his magic, I supposed that I was.

      There didn’t seem to be anyone else here. The warehouse was open and spacious, with pillars interrupting the openness in places. Skylights overhead let in dirty light, not enough for me to see very well. Musty air spoke of disuse.

      Darvish reached what looked to be the back of the warehouse and stopped, lowering me to the ground. A sliding door separated this space from something on the other side. A spell built, surging into the doorway, and the door slid off to the side. Without the proper spell, I doubted anyone would be able to gain access to the other side.

      Why wouldn’t he have just driven there if that’s where he intended to take me?

      Light bloomed from the other side of the door. Computer screens flickered atop rows of tables, and the sound of machinery whirring came from deep within the room. Darvish left me lying on the ground as he entered. Voices sounded from the back of the room, one of them Darvish’s, before he returned to the doorway and raised his hand and, with it, me.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “No more questions,” Darvish said. His voice was tight and as he pulled me deeper into the warehouse, the sense of magic intensified. It didn’t come from Darvish, but who was it?

      “I thought you were the leader of the Dark Council?”

      Darvish glanced over his shoulder. “You should be more careful with what you’re saying.”

      “Why? You’ve already attacked me and there’s not much more that you can do to me.”

      “Do you really believe that?” With the question, pain surged through me. It was almost as if it were added to the paralytic, that whatever he was doing to me burned deep beneath the surface of my skin. I tried to cry out, but he’d shifted the effect of the paralytic, making it so that I couldn’t even do that.

      The pain prevented me from seeing anything. My eyes watered with it, blurring them, and I couldn’t even blink to try and clear them. With the pain, I couldn’t think about attempting to reach for my magic.

      That was a mistake. Wasn’t that part of the lesson Master David wanted me to learn? If I could maintain focus when everything was falling apart around me, I would be more formidable. Most failed to do so, and because of that, they failed entirely.

      I wouldn’t fail. I couldn’t.

      Ignoring the pain, I tried to focus on my magic. It was there, even if I had just used almost too much of it. The time spent driving wherever they had brought me would have given me the rest I needed to recover my stores of magic, if only a little. If I could use that, maybe I could pry myself away from the paralytic, and then I could fight.

      For how long?

      Even if I managed to get myself free from the spell they used, it wouldn’t matter. They held me and there was at least one other person with magical power here. From what I had felt of the magic they drew, it was considerable. If I escaped from Darvish, I would be left with someone else to deal with.

      But if I escaped from Darvish, I might be able to get away long enough to figure out where they had brought me. Then I could call for help.

      What about Derek?

      Darvish and the rest of the Dark Council had to be responsible for what had happened to him. I was certain of it.

      Darvish dragged me to a part of the room where the light didn’t quite reach. There were no computer monitors here, and no tables. It was simply a darkened section of the warehouse. He dropped me on the ground, his magic no longer lifting me, and I stared up at the ceiling. I couldn’t move my head, not well enough to be able to figure out where he’d brought me, and I saw nothing other than the ceiling until he loomed closer to me.

      “You will know pain before you agree to work with us,” he said.

      I wanted to shout, to cry out that I had no intention of ever working with him or whoever it was that he served, but with the paralytic holding me, there was no way to do so.

      He left me there and I waited, losing track of how long it was. Minutes stretched into hours—at least, it seemed that way. Nothing else changed around me. There came the continual sound of machinery, but it wasn’t the sound of computers. This was something else, something that I couldn’t fully determine.

      Why did they have this setup here? It seemed a strange place to have computers stretched around, and if he was working with the Dark Council, why did they use this place?

      As I lay there, I continued to focus on my magic. If I could reach it, maybe I would find a way of pulling free of what they had done to me, but it was almost as if my attachment to magic was not nearly strong enough.

      With nothing else to do, I focused.

      Magic was there, buried deep within me. I had always known about my magic, at least ever since I was young. My grandparents had never made any attempt to hide the fact that we were connected to magic. It was a part of me, and though mine was different than theirs, and though I had grown up thinking that I was a dark mage, I had always known I had magic. As it always was, it remained buried within me.

      If pressed, I would’ve described a knot, my entire being tying it off and burying it deep within myself. What other choice did I have, especially since that magic was dangerous? Or so I had always believed. And it was dangerous, especially if that magic was half demon.

      I teased at the knot, trying to loosen it. What had I done when they’d attacked my home? I’d managed to escape that time, but couldn’t find the necessary connection this time. Somehow, I would free myself from the paralytic. I hated the feeling of helplessness I had when it slammed into me, and feeling it made me angry.

      Most of the time, I managed to keep my temper in check. Attacked like this, I didn’t think I could.

      Strangely, the connection to that anger helped me reach for that magic more effectively. It was almost as if allowing myself to lose control, to let go of the regimented practice that years of medical training had instilled upon me let me access it.

      And maybe that medical training had suppressed my connection to my magic. That had been the goal, even if unintentionally. Masking my magic, concealing it even from myself, was always the goal.

      As I reached for the knot, it began to loosen.

      It reminded me of what I’d felt when facing the demon king. With him, there had been fear. I had released my magic in order to survive, and while I wasn’t certain what the Dark Council would do to me, I didn’t think they would keep me, though I wasn’t entirely certain. They had wanted to kill Aron, but they viewed Aron as a threat because he was an archer. Either they didn’t view me as a threat or they needed me for something else.

      And if they believed that I was part demon, I knew what they would want to use me for. Tearing down the Veil.

      Slowly, my magic began to return.

      It crept through my body, washing over me, but it did nothing to release the effect of the paralytic. There was power, and I felt connected to it in ways that I wasn’t normally, and it seemed almost as if I could reach that power, and that I could use it, but as I tried, a face appeared before me.

      “You’re the one,” the man said.

      He had a long face and a sharp nose. Brown eyes glared at me. I couldn’t see anything else about him. Magic surged from him, crawling along my spine.

      The paralytic eased enough for me to speak.

      It was nothing that I did, I was certain of it, which made it even worse. The fact that I could reach my magic but could do nothing to free myself from the effect of what they were doing to me left me feeling helpless in ways that my capture had not.

      “What do you want with me?”

      “You are the one with power.”

      A shiver worked through me. That was what this was about. They wanted my power, likely to go after demons. That was what I had seen from the Dark Council already, and I wasn’t going to be the reason that more demons crossed the Veil. I wasn’t going to be the reason that another demon king managed to cross. Too much had been lost during the last attempt and I would refuse, even if it meant a sacrifice.

      “I don’t have any power.”

      “That’s not what Darvish tells me.”

      “Darvish is mistaken.”

      “Possibly. It wouldn’t be the first time he made a mistake.”

      Did they mean Derek? If that’s what he implied, did it mean that Derek was gone? Could they have killed him because he wasn’t what they wanted?

      The man grabbed me and jerked me to my feet. I could see him now and realized he was the same man as had come to the ER. He studied me a moment before pulling me easily through the warehouse. He guided me to a different door where there was nothing but darkness on the other side. I trembled, trying to fight, trying to use my magic to resist and escape, but unable to do so. I could reach that magic, but it wouldn’t help me. It didn’t free me from the effects of the paralytic.

      “Resisting will not succeed,” he said.

      “Who are you?”

      “I am control. I am power.”

      I started to laugh, unable to help myself. The Dark Council obviously took themselves too seriously. “You might have power, but thinking that you are power? It doesn’t work like that.”

      “You put too much faith in your council.”

      “They aren’t my council.” He had dragged me into a darkened corridor and led me to another doorway. From there, I hung, suspended and unmoving, waiting for him to decide what he was going to do with me. “But if you think they will allow the Dark Council to succeed, you’re mistaken.”

      “We have already succeeded.”

      “Have you? It seems that your attempt to raise a demon king failed.”

      “Yes, that. That was never our endgame.”

      I frowned. “If raising the demon king wasn’t what you wanted, then what are you after?”

      “You believe that raising the demon king was what we wanted?” The man glanced over at me, an unpleasant smile on his face. “There were some among us who felt such a thing to be important, but those of us who understand know the truth.”

      “And what truth is that?”

      It wasn’t sure that I wanted the answer, especially as while he bragged about being control and power, the fact was that he and Darvish did have me completely controlled and there wasn’t anything that I could do to escape.

      “The truth that the mage council is not quite as powerful as what they would believe. They have been weakened, and the attempt to summon a demon king will not be the last attack.”

      He stopped at a plain-looking doorway and pressed his hand on the surface, sending a surge of magic through it. The door opened and gentle light bloomed out from within it.

      He dragged me into the room.

      It was nothing like the other rooms in the warehouse. A hospital-style bed filled most of the space. A younger man lay on the bed, his eyes closed and a peaceful expression on his face. A monitor beeped nearby, reminding me of the hospital. The paneled walls were the only thing that took away from the image of the hospital.

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      “Someone who doesn’t matter to you.”

      “Why did you bring me here?”

      Did they want me to help him? Was this going to be the same thing as what had originally happened with Aron?

      The idea that I might have gained a reputation within the magical community as someone to help with non-magical healing left me troubled, but how could I not help?

      The strange restraints holding me relaxed, allowing me to move. I dropped to the ground and staggered over to the bed, my medical training kicking in immediately. He was younger than I had initially thought—probably no more than eighteen. I watched him, noting that he was breathing regularly. I checked his pulse, which was strong and steady. If I had a stethoscope, I would have listened, but as I didn’t…

      There was one hanging on the monitor to the left of the bed.

      It was a cheap style, the kind we used in isolation rooms when patients came in with potentially communicable illnesses, but it was better than nothing. I grabbed it and began to evaluate the man, listening to his heart and then his breathing, moving onto his abdomen to listen for bowel sounds. As I finished and started to work my way through my exam, the other man grabbed my wrist, turning me to face him.

      “Isn’t this why you brought me here?” I snapped.

      “Do you think that we would need you here for this? We would’ve been able to find any number of medical specialists. You are far too much trouble to bring here for this.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” I might be trouble, but at the same time, I was plugged into the magical world, so it wouldn’t be revealing anything to someone who shouldn’t know. But then I didn’t think the Dark Council cared all that much about the rules the mage council had established about who could receive information about the magical world. “If that’s not why you brought me here, then what do you want with me?”

      “You will heal him.”

      I shot him my sternest look, but it did nothing. I should know better, especially considering that if I failed at whatever they asked of me, I fully expected the paralytic to settle over me again, preventing me from moving, leaving me trapped. “That’s what I was trying to do.”

      The man shook his head. “Heal him.”

      I blinked, understanding what he was after.

      They wanted me to use magic.

      It meant that whatever had happened to this young man was magical in nature and they thought I could help him.

      Tentatively, I reached into my stores of magic and pulled some from deep within myself, pushing it out over the man.

      A spell held him, binding him, the same as had been over Tony and Ms. Jones. This was heavier, the pressure settling upon him much more solidly than even what had been used upon Ms. Jones. Considering I hadn’t been able to help her at all, I doubted there would be anything that I would be able to do for this man.

      “I don’t know that I can do anything.”

      “You were the one to heal the other. We have learned it was you.”

      That meant that they did have Derek. “I did, but I’m not exactly sure what it was that I did to help him. There was another who came in, and she died before I could help her.”

      The man’s gaze turned to the boy, and for a moment, a hint of warmth flickered across his eyes. He cared for him. Was he his father? “There was another?”

      “The first guy’s mother.”

      The dark mage never looked up. “You will help him.”

      “Or what?”

      He lifted his gaze and fixed me with a powerful stare. “There is no or.”

      He straightened and started to the door. Once he left, I would be alone in the room with this boy, nothing but my magic to help heal him, but not having any real idea about what was required.

      “Where is Derek?”

      He paused with his hand on the door. “That would be your friend?”

      “He’s the one you took first.”

      “Only because he led us to believe that he was responsible.”

      At least it confirmed what I had feared. “I need his help. He was with me when I helped Tony.” When the man frowned, I went on, “He’s the first person I healed.”

      “You need this man to help you?”

      “I need him to help me make sure that this man survives. He’s a nurse and I’m a doctor. We’re kind of a pair.”

      I hoped they wouldn’t know enough about medicine in a traditional sense to know whether or not Derek was really necessary for what I might do. Most of the time, those who grew up in the magical world were somewhat clueless when it came to the intricacies of day-to-day life outside it. That involved understanding the role of doctor and nurse, especially as people within the magical world could heal themselves and didn’t really need traditional medicine.

      “I will see what I can do.”

      He stepped out of the door and closed it behind him. A burst of magic surged against me and I instinctively pushed against it, but as I suspected, I was sealed in here. I doubted I would be able to open the door with my magic, even if I knew how to try.

      It left me alone here with the young man. I continued my exam of him, looking for any signs of injury as I rolled him from side to side before performing a neurologic evaluation. Even without any specialized imaging or lab evaluation, I could tell there was probably nothing physically wrong with him. He was young enough that there shouldn’t be. And there was what I felt with the magic.

      Someone was responsible for this, and if it wasn’t the mage council and it wasn’t the Dark Council, who was placing this spell on people? Whoever they were had considerable power.

      Aron had believed that it was the Dark Council and that they had placed the spell as some sort of punishment, but the fact that they had brought me here, wanting me to help restore this man, said otherwise.

      I focused on my magic. Without any other way of helping him, I would have to rely upon that, even if I wasn’t sure whether it was enough. The spell surrounding his mind was different than that I had detected over Ms. Jones. Hers had been thick, almost as if the spell had been squeezed into her mind, spreading across it in a way that made it difficult to tease apart. That had been different enough from what had been done to Tony that I was able to help.

      This was as different as what had been done to Tony and Ms. Jones. It was almost as if the spell evolved with each iteration. Could whoever placed the spell be gaining strength?

      It was possible it was not so much a gaining of strength as it was skill.

      At least with Tony, I had been able to feel the edge of the spell, and I was able to peel it away. With Ms. Jones, I hadn’t even been able to do that, struggling to reach for the edge. Dr. Allen had come in before I had a chance to continue to try, but there would be no one here this time to prevent me from using magic. There would be no attending coming in to try and save me.

      It might’ve been better if there were.

      Continuing to push on the spell, I reached for an edge of it, straining to see if I could find one, but if there was one there, I wasn’t able to detect it.

      It took a step back, letting out a breath. How long would they give me, forcing me to stay here? And what would happen if I failed?

      The door opened and I jerked my head around. Derek was shoved into the room, stumbling forward. I raced over to him, grabbing him to keep him from falling. The door shut with a loud crash and the magical seal was replaced.

      “Derek?”

      “Oh, Kate. They got you, too.”

      “What happened?”

      “When we were working on the patient, someone came to me and said they had family in the waiting room, and I went out to let them know what we were doing. They grabbed me and dragged me out of the waiting room. Out of the hospital.”

      “How did no one see it?” I asked.

      Derek shook his head. “I don’t know. Someone should’ve seen.”

      “Unless it was masked.”

      Aron could have done a spell like that, which meant that any mage of considerable power—which the Dark Council contained many of—would have been able to do the same thing.

      “They brought me here, the same way as you. When I wasn’t able to help…”

      I looked at Derek. Really looked at him. Traces of bruising worked along his cheeks. Considering the fact that he had some talent as a mage and would therefore be able to heal himself, I suspected the assault had been severe.

      “What did they do to you?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      I traced my fingers along his cheek, feeling for any signs of fracture. Derek didn’t move, standing there and letting me evaluate him. He watched me as I did, and I wondered what he was thinking.

      “Did you have any fractures?” I asked.

      There hadn’t been anything obvious, no deformities or step offs, nothing that would let me know that he had been more injured than what he looked like now, but with his ability to heal himself, it was possible that he could have an injury that I wouldn’t have been able to pick up.

      “It doesn’t work quite like that, Kate.”

      “I don’t really know how it works. I want to know how badly they injured you.”

      “It was bad. If there’s anything that you can do to avoid the same thing happening to you, you need to do it.”

      I looked over at the man. “They want me to restore him.”

      “Like you did with Tony.”

      “And like I tried to do with Tony’s mom, but…” I realized that Derek wouldn’t have known that Tony’s mom had died. He would have been abducted by then, and he would have missed out on the resuscitation and everything else that had gone into that. “She didn’t make it. Whatever was done to her caused her to arrest when she was in radiology.”

      “A head CT?”

      I nodded. “Allen thought he needed to have imaging to ensure that we weren’t missing anything.”

      “He’s usually pretty good about that.”

      “I know. I have a little bit of experience with it.”

      “Why did she arrest?”

      “Herniation. Too much pressure on the brain. We weren’t able to save her.”

      Derek breathed out, muttering something I couldn’t hear under his breath. “If we don’t save him, I don’t want to imagine what they’re going to do to you.”

      “I can defend myself.”

      “I know that you can, it’s just…”

      I squeezed his arm, wanting it to be reassuring but not certain that it was. “We have two options here. Either we help him and remove whatever was done to him, or we look for a way to escape.”

      “There is no way to escape. I’ve been probing along the barriers they’ve placed and can’t find anything.”

      “That’s because they’re using dark magic.”

      “And you think you should be able to bypass dark magic? You don’t have any training, so even if you knew how to get us past this, and even if you had enough strength, what makes you think that you would be able to get around dark magic like this?”

      Derek deserved an answer. He was a friend, and I trusted him certainly more than I trusted many people. But did I trust him enough to share with him the possibility that I was part demon?

      He’d already asked the question once and had me refuse to answer. Would I do the same to him again?

      I couldn’t. He deserved better.

      “What reason did my grandparents give you for keeping an eye on me?”

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Quite a bit. They asked you to watch me. Did they tell you why?”

      “They said you had potential, but you didn’t want to use it. You didn’t have enough training and they wanted to make sure that you were okay. You were working in a non-magical world and it’s one they don’t know about.”

      That wasn’t the only reason. It couldn’t be. I knew Gran and Gramps well enough to know that they would have more reasons and I should have asked Derek about this before. “That’s not all there was to it.”

      Derek met my eyes. “They wanted to make sure that if you used magic that you didn’t expose yourself.”

      I nodded. “Did you learn why?”

      He shook his head. “It didn’t matter to me. I owed them a debt, and I was happy to repay it in this way. There are plenty of people with potential who refuse to use their magic. I didn’t expect you to be quite so powerful, but considering their abilities, that wasn’t really a surprise.”

      “What kind of debt did you owe them?”

      He looked down at the ground. “It doesn’t matter.”

      There was something to what he hid from me. The only way I could get him to open up was by being honest with him.

      “For the longest time, I worried I was a dark mage,” I said, starting slowly. Derek looked up at me. “My mother was a mage, but I don’t remember all that much about her. She died when I was young, leaving me with my grandparents. And I know nothing about my father. When my powers began to manifest, it was clear that my abilities were different than our typical mage.”

      “How?”

      “It doesn’t matter how. All that matters is that when my grandparents tried to teach me basic spells, things didn’t work out quite the way they expected.” Even those basic spells had gone awry. Most of the time, it was nothing more than a failure on my part to complete the spell as they were trying to demonstrate. Sometimes, though, the spell had different effects than what Gran and Gramps wanted. Those were those times it became obvious that my magic was different. “Over time, they began to suspect my magic came from my father’s side, and they suspected that I was a dark mage.”

      “That’s why you hid your abilities.”

      I looked over at the comatose boy, staring at him. “This could have been me. If the council had learned of me, if they had learned about my magic, they would have burned it off. It would’ve changed me. I had heard enough stories as I was growing up about dark mages who have their magic burned off to know that it changes people, most of the time in ways that leave them a shell of who they were. I didn’t want that. Thankfully, my grandparents didn’t want that for me, either.”

      “The council wouldn’t have done that, not without good reason.”

      “Are you sure? What constitutes a good reason for the council?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “It doesn’t matter. After the last attack, I apparently drew enough attention.” I looked over at Derek. “That’s the reason that we’re here. It’s my fault.”

      “I was the one who claimed it was me using magic.”

      “You did that to protect me and I appreciate it, but it wasn’t necessary. It might’ve been better for you to have stayed out of this.”

      Derek didn’t bother to hide the hurt on his face. “Better for me? Or better for you?”

      “I don’t want to be a part of this, either. I don’t know how to end this, and I’ve tried to get help, but even that wasn’t enough.”

      “The man who came into the ER. That’s who you went to for help. The archer.”

      “If anyone was going to be able to help with this, I figured it would be an archer.”

      “I never asked—or maybe you never answered—why was he in the city anyway?”

      “Why would an archer ever come?” I asked.

      “There were demons in the city?”

      “From what I can understand, there are always demons in the city. They always try to cross, and it’s the role of the archers to ensure that they aren’t able to stay.”

      Derek didn’t know about the demon king and I wasn’t going to tell him that, not when doing so would raise questions about how I had managed to survive the attack. I had managed to avoid questions from the council about that and I didn’t need to have them from Derek.

      “Until recently,” I went on. “Apparently, since the last attack, demon crossings have been less frequent.”

      “Do you think the Dark Council has anything to do with it?”

      “I did, but I don’t know who’s responsible for what happened to these dark mages. It’s not the council, and if it’s not the Dark Council getting revenge for something, then I don’t know who it is or why they’re doing it. Either way, the Dark Council and the mage council are at war.”

      “War?” Derek breathed. When I looked up, his eyes were wide. “I’ve heard rumblings, but didn’t know what to make of them. With what you’re saying…”

      And if it didn’t end, more mages would be injured. If that happened, I would be caught in the middle, maybe held here while they continued to try to use me, though I didn’t know that my magic was enough to save those who had been attacked.

      “They blame the council for this,” Derek said.

      “I blamed the council at first, too.” Who else would have been responsible for trying to burn off a mage’s magic? It didn’t make sense, but maybe it wasn’t supposed to make sense. “But what happened to Ms. Jones wasn’t the council.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I can be. My grandparents told me it wasn’t the council, and I believe them.”

      “It’s more than about your grandparents.”

      “Aron didn’t think it was the council, either.”

      “The archer would protect the council.”

      “He would, but I’m not sure he would lie to me about it. If the council was involved, there wouldn’t be any reason for him to hide that from me.”

      “Unless he’s concerned about what they might do to you.”

      I didn’t think that was the case either. Aron might be concerned about what the council would do to me, but it was for a different reason. Neither of us believed I was a dark mage, not anymore. And if the council learned I was half demon or whatever I was, I didn’t know that burning off my magic would be effective. How could they burn off a part of me? No—they’d have to kill me.

      “I don’t think that’s it.”

      Derek wanted to say something, but he bit it back. “What other reason would there be? Attacking dark mages like this—more than what the mage council had done—would only anger them. Why would somebody want a battle between the Dark Council and the mage council?”

      That was it. I had been trying to figure out who might have been responsible for the attack on Tony and his mother—and now this man—but I hadn’t given much thought to why there would be an attack. I had assumed that it was because they were dark mages, and no other reason than that, but what if Derek was right? What if this was someone trying to instigate a war between the Dark Council and the mage council?

      The mage council had already been on edge after the business with the demon king. They had continued to attack the dark mages, but if Gran were to be believed, they hadn’t done this.

      “Who would benefit from that?”

      “No one would. The council doesn’t go after everyone they consider to be a dark mage. They don’t have the resources.”

      I found that hard to believe. Everything I had heard told me that the mage council went after those they believed to be users of dark magic. But then, how would the council know if someone was a dark mage if they didn’t use their abilities? They might not want people to reach for dark magic, but if they weren’t using it in a way that drew the attention of the council, there wouldn’t be any reason to go after them.

      “There’s always been an uneasy position between the Dark Council and the mage council. Because of that, the Dark Council has remained hidden, avoiding the possibility that the mage council might burn off their magic, but they don’t do that with everyone.”

      “How do you know?”

      Derek looked away from me, shaking his head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter, especially if we’re dealing with the possibility of someone trying to instigate a war among mages.”

      Derek sighed. “I told you that I owed your grandparents.”

      “What do you owe them?”

      “My safety. My life. My mind.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Your grandparents found me when I was fifteen. I was young, newly discovering my magic, and playing with something that I shouldn’t. I knew that I shouldn’t, but the temptation was there, and it felt as if it were natural.”

      “What are you saying, Derek? Are you…?”

      Derek nodded slowly. “I’m saying I can use dark magic.”
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      A heaviness hung in the air, but Derek met my gaze, refusing to look away. I didn’t know quite how to react. If he was a dark mage, he was nothing like what I had expected.

      But then, for the longest time, I had believed I was a dark mage.

      My grandparents helping him made a certain sort of sense. It was around the time that I was thirteen or fourteen that my magic had begun to evolve, becoming clear that whatever I had was different than what my grandparents could use. It was at that time they began to suspect I had dark magic.

      I remembered all too well the conversations we had, conversations centered around what exactly dark magic was and why that kind of magic was dark. They didn’t have answers then, and I doubted they had any answers now.

      It wasn’t difficult for me to believe that they would have helped Derek, especially if they saw in him the same things that they saw in me.

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing happened, at least nothing like I’m sure you’re worried about. I didn’t use dark magic in a way that controlled somebody or harmed them, not like the stories of dark magic users I’ve always heard.”

      “How did you know it was dark magic?”

      “It’s different than that of mages. It’s different enough I wouldn’t even consider it the same thing. I remembered my parents trying to instruct me in the way to use magic, and every time they tried, I was able to reproduce their spell, but it didn’t work quite the way they wanted.”

      The way he described his dark magic was the same as my experience with my magic.

      Maybe Derek wasn’t a dark mage at all. Could he be like me?

      It would be hard to believe he would be part demon, but maybe he had another magical half to him and wasn’t a mage at all.

      “Are you sure that both of your parents are mages?”

      Derek looked at me strangely. “I’m pretty sure. I’ve known they were mages since I was young. My sister is a mage, and my younger brother is already progressing through his training. He’s gone off to the Academy and will become a full-fledged mage much like my sister and my parents. I’m the outlier.”

      “Your parents know?”

      “My parents think my magic is not sufficient. When it came time for the testing, I was passed over, but your grandparents identified something else in me, and they asked me to help them.”

      “Wait a minute. My grandparents were part of some testing?”

      “They serve the mage Academy.”

      Why was it that I didn’t know that?

      Why was it that Derek did?

      “You didn’t know.”

      “Is my face the face of someone who knew?”

      He smiled. “I guess I just assumed that you would have known. I’m not sure why your grandparents would’ve hidden that from you.”

      “They said they worked for the council.”

      “That’s not entirely untrue. The Academy is a part of the council. It’s a funnel, a way to train more mages. When I was growing up, I thought I could join them. It was all I ever wanted. When I failed my testing, I didn’t know what I was going to do. And by then I had begun to worry I might have some other kind of magic, forbidden magic, that I should fear. When your grandparents came and offered me an alternative, I took it.”

      “The alternative was to keep an eye out for me?”

      “The alternative was to be a part of something they were establishing, a way to observe the non-magical world. And when you went into medical school, they asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      I stared at Derek. “Wait. You went into nursing because of me?”

      Derek shrugged. “I did it because of your grandparents, but the more I got to know you, the more I didn’t mind.”

      I didn’t know whether to be thankful or disturbed by the fact that Derek had been a part of my life much longer than I had ever known. “What would you have done were it not for my grandparents?”

      “Since I failed the testing for the Academy, I don’t know. Others like me have turned to their dark magic, and I suspect I would have had it burned out of me, so I probably would have become something else. Not myself.”

      I didn’t know quite how to take what he was telling me, but now wasn’t the time to work through it. There would be time later for questions, and I had plenty of them. Most of them were for my grandparents. They had been keeping things from me, and while I appreciated the fact they tried to protect me, they had done it deceptively.

      “We need to get back to what we have been working on. We either need to escape or we need to help this man.”

      “We can’t help him. If he’s a dark mage—”

      I frowned at Derek. “Didn’t you just tell me that you believed yourself to be a dark mage? Why wouldn’t you want to help someone else who suffers from the same issues? They can’t all be evil. Unless you are too.”

      Derek glared at me. “Kate, we don’t know whether we can even help him. And if we do, we don’t know what he might do to us.”

      “We help him, he’ll owe us. And if we don’t help him, I have a pretty good idea about what they might do to me. Do you have enough control over your magic to help?”

      “I’m not a fully trained mage. It’s why I haven’t been able to help you when you have tried saving people in the ER.”

      “You were able to recover from your injuries.”

      “That’s not something I control. That’s my magic flowing through me on its own. It’s sort of a protective feature. From what I’ve learned, all magic users have it.”

      Would I?

      I’ve never been seriously injured, though I could have been. When I was younger, I’d been in a car accident while riding with a friend of mine and her parents and had come away unscathed. The car had been totaled and Becky’s father had fractured his pelvis and had taken nearly a year to learn to walk again. Her mother had ended up with fractured ribs and a broken arm, and I remember how she had been casted for a long time. Becky had been hurt, too, though her injuries had been different than her parents. A ruptured spleen that required emergency surgery. I was the only one who hadn’t been injured.

      It had hurt. I remembered the pain from the accident and the way I had ached for days following it, but I hadn’t suffered anything more significant than a few scratches, and even those had faded pretty quickly. Could that have been my magic healing me, even though I hadn’t known it at the time?

      “Why don’t you see if you can figure out a way out of the room. If they placed a spell using dark magic, and if you have the same connection, you should be able to figure out a way out of here.”

      “Kate—”

      I shook my head. “Just try, Derek. I’m going to see if there’s anything that I can do to help him. Do you even know his name?”

      “His name is Rory.”

      “I take it he’s the son of a man who has me captured?”

      Derek frowned. “That would be Barden.”

      “You say that as if I should recognize his name.”

      “He’s quite well known within the mage community. He’s a high-ranking dark mage and has been believed to be on the Dark Council for years, though no one has been able to prove it. I haven’t heard anything I could attribute to him.”

      I arched a brow at him. “How is it that you know all of that?”

      “That’s part of my assignment. That’s what your grandparents have asked me to do. It’s not only that I watch the non-magical world, but they also wanted me to keep an eye out for dangerous magic users.”

      “Not just dark mages?”

      “They didn’t really specify. They’ve even given me a list of mages they were concerned about, and pictures, and I was to keep track of them if I saw them. In Minneapolis, we’re so close to the ley lines that it brings quite a few magical users into our area.”

      I already knew that, having seen it myself with Lexy and whatever her plan was with the Mississippi River to defeat one of the Carters so she could summon the demon king. “Did you know Kramen?”

      Derek stiffened a moment. “He’s dangerous, Kate. You don’t want to get involved with him. He’s even worse than Barden, and Barden has some sort of underground organization he runs.”

      Was that what I’d seen back near the entrance to the warehouse? “Kramen is dead. He was killed during the last attack.”

      “Oh, Kate. I’m sorry you’ve been through this.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut. “I never wanted this. None of it. Now that we’re here, I need you to see what you can do. I’m going to see what I can do.”

      I began to focus my magic, pulling on it. There was something freeing about using it around someone else, not worried about what they might think or say. I’d used my magic around Derek before, but when I had, that was still at a time that I believed him to be an underpowered mage and not able to recognize what I was doing. I wondered how much he had been able to determine. He probably wasn’t nearly as weak as I believed, which meant he probably knew exactly what I had been doing.

      Knowing that the spell was on Rory didn’t make it any easier for me to peel it away like I had done with Tony—and had tried with his mother.

      Was there some way that I could burrow beneath the spell?

      I wished I had my sword. It was my sword, regardless of how I had come into ownership of it, and with it, I knew I’d be able to remove the effect of the spell.

      Pressing my hands on either side of Rory’s shoulders, I sent magic flowing into him. I let it run through him, not focusing on the spell it all but choosing instead to focus on just letting the magic flow. It seemed safer that way, and if I could do it, and if there was some way for me to send that magic through him, then maybe it would let me find a way to peel off the effect of the spell.

      I just had to find the edge of it.

      That was what I had done with Tony, but that spell had been simpler than this one. It had seemed focused only on his mind, whereas this one didn’t seem quite so focused.

      I held on to the connection to my magic, and it continued to roll through him.

      As it did, I felt something different. There was something like a ridge, and I reached for it. I wasn’t sure how I did it, only that I was able to reach for that distinction and slipped my magic beneath it. There was no spell for what I did.

      Spells weren’t my forte anyway.

      This was more the way my magic worked. I was able to reach beneath the effect of the spell, and it didn’t require any real finesse or manipulation, not the way spells I had been taught to use would have.

      It was nothing more than brute force.

      I pushed.

      The effect of the spell seemed wrapped around the entirety of Rory, and as I held onto the spell with my magic, it pulsed and stretched, trying to slide over me.

      If I held on to this for too long, there was a possibility the spell would attack me, sliding onto me and separating me from my magic.

      If that happened, there wouldn’t be anyone who would be able to save me. Who would try? I wasn’t supposed to have magic, certainly not any magic that mattered.

      I had to push.

      I continued to strain against the spell, slamming magic underneath it. As I did, it rippled, pressing against me.

      Would there be some way I could protect myself?

      The barrier.

      I had created a shield and had used that to protect myself against the dark mages, but could I do the same thing with this spell?

      “Kate?” Derek asked.

      I couldn’t answer. I didn’t dare divert my attention from what I was doing. If I did, I feared that I would lose control and the spell would snap back upon me, trapping both Rory and me within it.

      If I could curve my magic, maybe curling it into a ball, I could trap the spell within it. It required a measure of control, but I had already done something similar.

      That had been different. That had involved trying to protect myself and Aron, while this would be trying to keep something confined within it.

      I continued to force my way beneath the spell, straining against it.

      The magic that had gone into the creation of the spell was incredible. Whoever had been responsible was quite skilled, which left me even more convinced that someone wanted to create conflict between the Dark Council and the mage council.

      With a grunt, I finally tore the spell free from Rory.

      It tried to snap back on me. I could feel it writhing, almost as if the spell itself was something alive, and it worked to snap upon me, but I fought, pushing out and creating a tight ball around it. I sealed the spell within the ball and was able to withdraw, retreating from what I had done.

      I sagged, dropping to my knees.

      Derek was there, and he helped me stand, supporting me.

      “What did you do?”

      “I think I pulled it away from him,” I said.

      “What do you mean?”

      The ball of magic remained in the room, and it took an effort of will on my part to hold it. What would happen if I released it?

      “There was a spell overlying him, and I pulled it free. I have it wrapped in magic, but I don’t know how long I can hold onto it.”

      “You’ve wrapped a spell off?” I nodded. “What even made you think of doing that?”

      “Something my grandmother did when I was attacked the last time. She caught a dark magic spell and wrapped it with her own magic, sealing it off.”

      At the time, I had been impressed by her power and control, but now that I was the one holding onto a ball of magic, I understood why she had forced it into Lexy. If she hadn’t, she would have needed to hold onto it.

      “Did you figure out some way to get out of here?”

      “From what I can tell, there isn’t. The spell they used has completely sealed us off. There isn’t any way for us to escape.”

      I looked over at Rory. His color might be better than it had been when I first came to the room. Taking a moment to examine him, I couldn’t find anything wrong with him but couldn’t tell whether my effort to remove the spell had made any real difference.

      How long would I need to hold onto the spell?

      The door to the room opened suddenly.

      Barden stood watching me. “You’ve been given enough time.”

      “You’re going to let us go,” I said. He wasn’t holding onto a spell, at least not from what I could tell, and I maintained my connection to the sealed-off spell. I would hold it as long as I could, but seeing Barden, a thought had come to me.

      “I think not. You see, if you failed with him, then there is no reason to let you go. And if you succeed…”

      I shifted the ball containing the spell, placing it between Barden and me. “I’ve pulled the spell off of him. I don’t know if you can tell, but I have it contained within a spell that is directly in front of you. The moment I release it, that spell will cling to you. The same attack will strike you. Unless you release us.”

      I tried to keep my face neutral.

      “Such a thing is not possible.”

      I shrugged. “If you don’t believe it, then try me. You brought me here because you believe that I could do this. And I have, so I’ve fulfilled my side of the bargain. Rory will recover. Now you are going to fulfill your side of the bargain and release us. If you don’t, then you will get to see whether I’m telling the truth or not.”

      Cold surged along my spine and I suspected he used a spell to try to determine whether I was telling the truth or not. It was possible he was attempting to probe into Rory to see whether he had recovered, but there was another possibility.

      “And if you think to attack either of us, the spell will be released on you regardless. Both of us are leaving.”

      Barden turned his attention to me. “You’re making a mistake.”

      “Maybe, but I’m getting out of here. You abducted me and you brought me here to force me to help you, and I did. Now you’re going to let me go.”

      He watched me for a moment before stepping back into the hall.

      I held onto the spell, pushing it out into the hallway, ready to release it upon Barden if it came down to it. If it did, I wasn’t sure I had the strength to remove it again, though I doubted I would want to.

      “Come on. We’re leaving.”

      “Kate. I don’t know that this is such a good idea.”

      “And I don’t know how long I can hold onto the spell.”

      Derek met my eyes for a moment before nodding.

      We hurried into the hallway and I kept my attention on Barden. Rage boiled within him, barely beneath the surface, and there was little doubt in my mind he would attack me at the first moment he thought it was safe to do so. Maybe it would be best for me to simply release the spell and incapacitate him. It would certainly give me a chance to get out of here.

      Curiosity drove me to question him. “Why do you antagonize the council?”

      He sneered at me. “How is it that you know so little?”

      “I’m not necessarily the most experienced in the magical world. Why draw their attention?”

      Barden glared at me. “What is dark magic but something different? The council fears it because it is different, and they fear it because it will disrupt their control.”

      “You haven’t been using it for nefarious purposes?”

      Barden pressed his lips together into a tight frown. “Nefarious? And what is nefarious but a desire to protect those who share a similar power?”

      “It’s how you’re using the power that’s nefarious.”

      “Is it?”

      “I was there when one of your people attacked. I saw what she was willing to do.”

      His frown deepened. “What makes you think she was one of my people and not acting on her own?”

      I snorted. “You attacked me. Twice. And now you would have me believe that you don’t have some evil intent?”

      I backed along the hallway, keeping Derek with me. My grip on the spell was beginning to slip, but I strained to hold onto it. Eventually I’d have to let it go, but I wanted to do it someplace where it wouldn’t cause any damage, and I needed to hold onto it long enough to get away from Barden.

      We reached the door leading into the computer cluster. It was a strange thing to have in the middle of the warehouse, stranger still that it was a place that the Dark Council operated. Why the computers? Could that all be part of the organization they ran that Derek mentioned?

      “Had you been willing to listen, an attack wouldn’t have been necessary.”

      “I have a hard time believing you came with some benevolent purpose.”

      “Perhaps not benevolent, but you have to understand that my people are suffering.”

      I reached the doorway leading out into the rest of the warehouse. From here, there was nothing but empty space. And the van that had brought me here.

      “I’m going to need the keys to your van.”

      “And how far do you think you can go?”

      “Not going to keep the van, but I’m going to get away from you and then I’ll leave it. One of your people can pick it up later.”

      “I’m not concerned about such property.”

      “No? You have more of these kidnap vans?”

      “If we need to.”

      “Don’t. All you’re doing is drawing attention from the council.”

      “We don’t fear the council.”

      “I think you do.”

      A spell built, but somehow, I was aware that it was behind me and I spun, instinctively pushing out with my magic.

      The ball containing the spell that had covered Rory slammed into Darvish.

      It burst, exploding with a force that slammed him backward, and the spell within slipped out and slithered over Darvish. As before, it felt as if it were something alive.

      Crap.

      “Grab him,” I said to Derek.

      “What?”

      “Grab him.”

      I turned back to Barden and could already feel his magic building. I shifted the control of my magic, pushing it into a barrier that I stretched from floor to ceiling, using the confined space of the warehouse to block whatever he might do. I backed away slowly and Derek grabbed Darvish, dragging him toward the van.

      “Throw him in the back.”

      The spell slammed against my barrier, beating upon it. Another struck, and then another. With each spell, the barrier began to collapse and I struggled to hold onto it.

      “You’re going to have to drive,” I said to Derek. “I have to hold onto this spell as long as I can.”

      “What if the keys aren’t in it?”

      “You have magic, don’t you?”

      I didn’t know if it would even work to hot wire a car, but if it couldn’t be used in such a way, what good was magic?

      Derek grunted before starting the van. It rumbled to life and he glanced over at me. “Keys were in it.”

      As my barrier began to crumble, Derek slammed on the gas and we went rocketing out of the warehouse. I glanced back to see Darvish lying motionless and didn’t need to probe him to know that the spell had wrapped around him, like some terrible and insidious thing that was alive.

      “Where to?” Derek asked as we reached the road.

      I wasn’t sure where a good place to go would be. I needed to reach my grandparents and I needed to see if Aron was unharmed, which meant going back to my condo. It would be a place the Dark Council could reach, but then, with the protections Aron had placed on my condo, maybe it was the safest place we could go.

      “My home,” I said.

      “They know where you live.”

      “I know they do, but where else could we go?”

      “I might know a place.”
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      When Derek stopped the car, I looked up at the massive building. I’d been by the Basilica of Saint Mary before but had never been this close. The architecture of it was amazing, even to someone who wasn’t religious. It was long and narrow, with stained glass windows lining it. Two towers rose above from one end while a domed tower rose from the other.

      “I didn’t know you were the religious type,” I said.

      Derek glanced over at me. “Why not?”

      There wasn’t really a reason why not. It wasn’t that those within the magical community couldn’t be religious. If anyone would believe in the presence of a higher power, it would be people with magic that allowed them to access that kind of power.

      “I guess in the conversations we’ve had, it’s never come out.”

      “We’ve talked at work, Kate. Most of our conversations have been about patients.” He glanced at the back of the van where Darvish remained motionless.

      “Why here and not the cathedral in St. Paul?”

      He smiled. “You’ll understand. Just wait here.”

      “Wait?”

      “We can’t just drag an unconscious man into the church. Wait a minute and I’ll be back.”

      I twisted in my chair so I could keep an eye on Darvish while we waited. His breathing was regular, but he didn’t move otherwise. Probing him with my magic, straining as I did, I discovered the spell was more robust than it had been. It must have gotten stronger in the time since I had peeled it off Rory, but that didn’t make any sense. A spell wouldn’t intensify on its own like that, not without whoever had placed it helping. Considering that we’d driven here—and fast—there wouldn’t be any way for someone to have intensified the spell.

      After another probe of the spell, I thought I could remove it, but hesitated. If I did and Darvish came around, it would be unlikely that I could hold onto it and overpower him by myself. Not only was he a skilled mage, he was a martial arts expert and wouldn’t need his magic to overpower me.

      I was forced to wait.

      It didn’t take long for Derek to return. When he did, a man who had to have been Derek’s twin accompanied him, and they came straight toward the van. The other man wore a black shirt and pants with a gold cross hanging around his neck.

      I crawled out of my seat and frowned. “Is this—”

      “This is David. My brother.”

      “I thought you said your family were all mages.”

      I didn’t think there was an issue with revealing the connection to the magical world around Derek’s brother. If there was, he wouldn’t have brought him out here.

      “Most are. David and I are not.”

      “Your twin?”

      David smiled at me. “Dr. Michaels? I’ve heard all about you.”

      “Great. At least you’ve heard of me.”

      David looked into the van. “You really do have someone unconscious back there.”

      “I told you that we did.”

      “I wasn’t sure whether to believe you. It wouldn’t be the first time you would try to prank me.”

      “Not about this. Not here.”

      “What’s this about?” I asked. There was something I was missing, some reason Derek thought it made sense for us to come to the basilica.

      Derek motioned for me to help him with Darvish and we dragged him out of the back of the van and across the street. I couldn’t help but look along the street to see if anyone was watching us. What must it look like for us to drag a man here? We could just explain that he was drunk, but with the way his head lolled forward, it looked more like he was dead.

      “Even for those who aren’t connected to magic, churches represent power,” David said, walking alongside me. He had a softer voice than Derek, but if I were to see them dressed the same and side by side, I wouldn’t be able to tell them apart. “For those within the magical world, certain churches have a different significance.”

      “Why is that?” And why hadn’t my grandparents ever told me that?

      Then again, why would they have needed to? I wasn’t a part of the magical world. Until recently. And even then, I had refused to be a part of it, choosing instead to continue with my medical training.

      “These places of power create something of a neutral ground.”

      “Neutral?”

      “There are other powers in the world besides the mage council, the shifters, and the vampires, Dr. Michaels. Places like the basilica help to ensure that we have a way to communicate with those powers.”

      “You mean powers on the other side of the Veil.”

      David nodded as we reached a side door. “The basilica sits close to a crossing, protecting it.”

      “Couldn’t those on the other side simply cross over then?”

      Why would Lexy and the others have needed to weaken the Veil if they could simply have come to a place like the basilica? Their attack would have been unnecessary—and overly complicated.

      “The power within it allows for only those who have the necessary permission to cross. That permission must come from both sides.”

      “Whose permission?”

      “The Faerie Queen.”

      We reached the door before I had a chance to question more, but at least I had an idea of why Lexy hadn’t used the basilica to drag the demon king across the Veil. She wouldn’t have been able to do so. It would have been hard enough for her to defeat the mage council, but to try to overpower the fae would have been impossible.

      The doorway led into the basilica but didn’t bring us into the main part of the church. We were in a side entrance and while the decorations on the wall, along with the stained glass letting colored light stream in, was impressive, I doubted it would be nearly as impressive as the inside of the church.

      “Where are we taking him?” I whispered. It seemed like the right thing to do within the basilica.

      “We need to hold him until we can get help,” Derek said, looking at David.

      “What kind of help will you summon?” David asked.

      “The council. At least, their representatives. The Dark Council might be after us.”

      “Oh, Derek, what have you gotten me into?”

      “We’ll be safe here. They won’t dare attack this place.”

      “I’m not so certain they wouldn’t. There have been attempts to overtake the basilica before. It would not be the first time someone would be foolish enough to try it.”

      “Neutral ground? They would have to know that doing so would bring the wrong kind of attention to them.”

      “Most don’t think like that,” David said.

      “It’ll be fine. We just need to hold him here a little while until we can call her grandparents.”

      David glanced over at me. “And who are your grandparents?”

      “Veran and Cyn Michaels.”

      “They’re your grandparents?”

      “They are.”

      Derek continued to lead us, pushing us along through the basilica. From the way he guided us, I could tell that he knew where he was going. He had been here before. Regardless of what he claimed about his religiousness, I wondered if perhaps he wasn’t more devout than he admitted.

      “We’ll have to be quick. I don’t know how long we can remain concealed here,” David said.

      “Like I said,” Derek said, looking up at his brother, “I don’t intend to be here all that long. Just until we get—”

      “Help. I heard you.”

      “Do the two of you really need to argue like that?”

      “She’s right,” David said.

      “I know she’s right. She’s usually right.”

      I shook my head, shifting Darvish so that I could keep a hold of him. He was heavy, and the longer I held him, the harder it was for me to maintain my grip. I didn’t know how much longer I’d be able to hold onto him, but figured I had to hold out as long as possible.

      We reached stairs leading down. I glanced over at David. “This way?”

      “We are closer to the earth. It provides a certain level of power. You’ll understand.”

      He guided us down the stairs. They seemed to stretch on an impossibly long time, continuing to descend, and when he came to a stop, there was an ornately carved door before me. A series of religious symbols, mostly crosses and some other symbols I didn’t easily recognize, were carved into it.

      I expected David—or Derek—to use magic to open it, but David took a more mundane approach, pulling a key from his pocket and unlocking it. “Most believe this is nothing more than a storeroom,” he said, glancing over my shoulder.

      When we stepped inside, my breath caught. It was much more than a storeroom. The walls were all of solid stone, as if they had been brought here in a single piece. The floor was smooth until it reached the center of the room where a circle had been etched in the ground. It appeared to be a perfect circle and was rimmed with silver and gold.

      “Set him there,” David said motioning to the center of the circle.

      When I did, magic surged, and I could tell that it came from David rather than Derek.

      “You’re a mage.”

      David smiled. “A mage. A servant. I am many things.”

      “Oh, stop,” Derek said.

      “What did you do?”

      “I created a spell. The circle will hold him for now. I don’t know how long I’ll be able to maintain it. I don’t have much strength in that. Mine is more of a spiritual power.”

      I frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”

      “It means I am here to serve as your guide as you work through this, but I won’t be able to intervene. As I serve the basilica, I am pledged to remain as neutral as possible.”

      I glanced over at Derek. “And helping your brother?”

      “In that, I am not neutral.”

      David’s voice was strained as he spoke, and I suspected that whatever power he infused into the spell was significant.

      “We need to call my grandparents,” I said.

      “I already did that,” Derek said.

      I looked around the room. There were no decorations here, though a few symbols were marked on the walls. As I stared at the ground, I realized that there were others on the ground, too.

      I approached the circle, careful not to cross over it and interrupt what David held, and as I neared it, the power sizzling from it was palpable. I had seen circles before, and when the demon king had been summoned, Lexy had placed a circle that had been used to draw him out, using the blood of the Carter to do so. That had created power, but this felt equally powerful.

      “Why is this here?” I asked as I made my way around it.

      “There are times when it becomes necessary to make requests,” David said.

      “What kind of request?”

      “Requests to the faerie queen.”

      I couldn’t imagine what it must be like to attempt to call to the faerie queen, and couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have her answer. I knew about the fae, and knew they were powerful, but the queen of the fae would have to be incredibly powerful.

      “Why here?”

      “It allows her to answer. And it’s safe,” David said. “Not all crossings are safe for her. In this place, surrounded by the power of the basilica, she can reach through and answer. It’s our way of reaching the other side of the Veil, though we do so infrequently.”

      As I continued to make a steady circle around Darvish, wondering how long my grandparents would take to answer, I heard footsteps coming down the stairway, and then voices on the other side of the door. David went over and opened it, and Gran and Gramps stepped inside.

      Gran frowned as she saw me, though Gramps smiled broadly. “Katie!” He ran toward me, throwing his arms around me. I sunk into the hug, welcoming it.

      “What happened? Aron told us that you were attacked, and he came to us for help, but he didn’t know where you’d been taken.”

      “The Dark Council took me,” I said.

      “And they released you?” Gran asked, the suspicion in her voice clear.

      “They didn’t release me. Derek and I managed to escape.”

      “How?”

      I glanced over at David but decided that since Derek trusted him, I should too. “The Dark Council had been attacked by something they blamed on the mage council. They think you’ve been targeting those with minimal ability and burning off their magic.”

      “The council could care less about them,” Gran said.

      “I know. That’s what Aron told me. But something had placed a spell on Rory—”

      “As in Barden’s son?” Gran asked.

      “Yes. He made me help pull away the spell before letting us go.”

      Gran grabbed my arm and pulled me off to the side of the room. Gramps came with her, concern in his eyes. I’d seen that kind of concern from him before, but it was usually when I was doing something stupid. I didn’t think that was the case now.

      “You shouldn’t be able to remove a spell like that,” she whispered.

      “Why?”

      “The spell used by the council requires three council members to be effective. It’s the reason the council wouldn’t waste their time with a low-level dark magic. The magic involved is simply too much and too difficult to handle. We save it for those who are dangerous.”

      “Like Barden?”

      “He would be one we would target,” Gran said. “If we could find him.”

      “Maybe the council tried targeting Barden and got Rory instead.”

      Gran shook her head. “They didn’t.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Gran met my gaze. “Quite.”

      I looked back at Darvish. “Whatever it was, I pulled it off Rory. If it wasn’t the council, then someone else had done it. I held the spell as long as I could, but when Darvish attacked, I lost control and the spell snapped back on him.”

      “What do you mean that it snapped back?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know how else to describe it. I wrapped the spell in a barrier the same way you had done with Lexy’s spell.”

      “You did what?” Gramps asked.

      I flushed. “I pulled the spell off Rory and wrapped it in magic. I couldn’t hold it for long, though I tried.”

      “Katie, holding a spell is a very high-level spell. And most can’t do it for long at all.”

      “Which was why I pushed it into Lexy,” Gran said softly.

      “It wasn’t easy. It fought me.”

      “The spell fought you?” Gramps asked.

      I nodded. “It resisted. It was almost like it was something alive. And now that it snapped onto Darvish, it’s even stronger than it was with Rory. I don’t know that I would be able to pull it free again.”

      Gran approached the circle and a spell built from her. She pressed it into the circle and it spread toward Darvish.

      “You did this?” Gran asked, looking back at me.

      “I didn’t do anything. I simply lost control of my spell.”

      Gramps approached Gran, and a spell built from him. I could feel it distinctively, though I don’t know how—or why—I could feel it.

      “You understand what this is, Cyn.”

      She looked over at Gramps. “We haven’t seen anything like this in—”

      “Years,” Gramps finished for her.

      I joined them at the circle. I wasn’t able to push on my connection to magic. I wasn’t strong enough to draw it out, and I didn’t want to, anyway. “What is it?”

      Gran looked over at me. “This isn’t a spell, Katie.” Her voice had softened, and the irritation that I’d heard in it before was no longer there. “This is something else.”

      “It is a spell. I could feel it. I felt something like it around a patient in the ER, just like I told you. And then his mother.”

      Gran pulled me away from the circle, positioning herself so that she stood between me and the circle. “It’s not,” she said. A barrier burst from her, and it surged into the summoning circle. It added to what David used, wrapping around Darvish. “And frankly, I’m surprised you were able to do what you claim to have done.”

      “What is it?”

      “It’s a gorgon,” Gran said.

      “What’s a gorgon?”

      “Dark creatures. And a dark magic. They shouldn’t exist on this side of the Veil,” Gramps said.

      “It’s a creature?”

      And yet… was that so hard for me to believe? When I had pulled it off Darvish, hadn’t I felt as if it were something alive? “If it’s hard for them to get across the side of the Veil, how is it that there are more than one?”

      Gramps turned toward me. “It’s unlikely there is. From what I know about them, it would feed on those who called it. They take magic.”

      Tony. His mother. Rory.

      There had to be a connection between them, then.

      And if it was a creature, could that be why Tony’s mother had died? Had the creature caused too much swelling in her brain as it siphoned off her magic?

      “I don’t understand how they could have attacked him,” Gran said.

      “Perhaps there is more than what we understand,” Gramps said.

      “What is it?”

      She turned toward me, but Gran made a point of keeping one eye angled toward the circle. “A gorgon shouldn’t be able to feed on a dark mage. Or anyone on this side, for that matter. They require a different sort of magic.”

      A nervous thrill worked through me. “What sort of magic?”

      “It doesn’t matter. You’ve captured it, so we can send it back across the Veil.”

      “Not here, Cyn,” Gramps said.

      “At least we could ask for their help,” she said.

      “Doing so here would risk not only her safety but would risk her anger.”

      “You have any better suggestion, Veran?”

      “If Katie managed to separate the gorgon once before, she could do it again.”

      “I don’t know that I could,” I said. “It took a lot out of me the last time, and holding it… Well, that was almost more than I could manage.”

      And I didn’t know if I wanted to, especially if it really was something that was alive. What would happen if it managed to snap around me? What kind of magic did this thing have?

      “Wait… What do you mean that it feeds?”

      Gramps turned toward me. His face was pale, and he was much more concerned than I’d seen him before. “They feed on magic. That’s how they grow stronger. They feed until they kill off the mage, and they move on to the others who have summoned it until they are freed.”

      Was that why Ms. Jones had died? Had it been a gorgon and not me having missed some diagnosis?

      And if we let it feed on Darvish, he would die.

      Regardless of what he might have done to me, the idea that we would simply let some weird magical creature feed on him disgusted me. I couldn’t leave him to that fate. He didn’t deserve that. I couldn’t imagine anyone who did.

      “We have to help him,” I said.

      “Katie—”

      “You said it yourself. It’s going to feed until it kills him, and then it’ll separate from him. If it does that, we still have to contain it.”

      “She’s right,” Gramps said to Gran.

      “The circle might be enough to hold it, but for how long?” Gran asked.

      “Hopefully it will be long enough to send it back.”

      “What if there’s another possibility?”

      “What other possibility?”

      “Is there any way of killing it?”

      “It would take power from beyond the Veil. It would take someone who could wield that power.”

      “Why can’t the Faerie Queen do that?”

      “A gorgon would be dangerous to her. Her magic would draw such a creature and risk it attacking in the fae lands. There are protections in place to prevent that normally.”

      “Fine. If we need that kind of power, what if there’s a substitute?”

      “What are you thinking of?” Gramps asked.

      “The sword.”

      Gramps frowned. “The sword?”

      “The special sword I have,” I said, glancing at Derek. “It’s from the other side of the Veil, and I can wield it, and we know my magic is different. Even if we don’t understand the source of it, it’s got to be from the other side.”

      Gramps leaned close to me. “What if your magic is part demon?”

      “That won’t work against the gorgon?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know. We haven’t experienced an attack from a gorgon in a long time, so I can’t tell you with any certainty whether it would be possible to destroy it.”

      “We have to try.”

      But before we did, we had to help Darvish.

      I stepped up to the edge of the circle. The barrier was a presence, and it sizzled against me, reminding me of the barrier I had detected when we had confronted the demon king. It was all too easy to remember the way the demon king had simply stepped across it as if it weren’t there. Would the same thing happen with the gorgon?

      It really didn’t matter. We had to help him before it finished feeding, growing too strong for us to stop it.

      I focused on the connection to my magic. I was tired, but I didn’t need to hold onto a spell for very long. All I had to do was separate the gorgon from Darvish. I had done it once before, so I knew I could repeat it.

      The gorgon might have grown stronger, but I thought I should be able to reach across the barrier and slip my magic between the gorgon and Darvish and separate the two.

      “Be ready to grab him,” I said.

      “What are you going to do?” Gramps asked.

      “We can’t leave him in there while that thing grows stronger off of him,” I said. “It’s my fault that he was attacked, and while we don’t know what allowed the gorgon to come across the Veil, I know I’m the one responsible for him getting into this state.”

      Before Gran or Gramps had a chance to argue, I pushed out with my magic, sliding it beyond the barrier. For a moment, I wasn’t sure whether it would work, but the barrier didn’t resist my magic and I slid beneath it, forcing my way through, and pressed it against Darvish. Now that I had been through it before, I knew that I needed to let my magic flow through him until I could feel the edge of the gorgon. I found it much more quickly than I had before, and I shoved my way between the gorgon and Darvish, forcing my magic through it.

      Darvish gasped.

      I continued to shove, and it felt as if I were cleaving away a part of him.

      “Katie?”

      I ignored Gramps. I couldn’t be distracted; I didn’t want to risk it. I continued to push and the gorgon came away slowly, peeling off Darvish. It had grown stronger than it was before. I could feel how much stronger it was. It was more substantial, something solid, and I hoped the barrier around the summoning circle would be enough to hold it.

      One more shove and the gorgon was freed. I wrapped my magic around it.

      “Grab Darvish,” I said.

      “Are you sure?” Gramps asked.

      “The gorgon is free. I have it wrapped in my spell, but…” The gorgon was thrashing inside the barrier and I wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer. “Quick,” I said.

      Gramps reach through and yanked Darvish free. As he did, Gran sent another surge of her magic through the ring. It flowed around, severing my connection.

      I staggered back, staring at the barrier. Something translucent swirled around the inside, slamming into it.

      Each time it did, Gran winced. “It’s strong, Veran. I don’t know how long I can hold onto it.”

      “Then let me help,” he said.

      Together, they pushed power through the summoning circle, holding onto the gorgon. I looked over at David and Derek. The two of them watched Gran and Gramps, their eyes wide.

      “Derek. I need you to drive me over to my place. And quickly.” When he didn’t answer, I raised my voice. “Derek!”

      He looked over at me. “What is that thing?”

      “That’s what has been attacking people.”

      “How? What?”

      Derek wasn’t going to be any help. I’d have to drive myself.

      I yanked open the door and stormed up the stairs and out of the basilica. As I stepped out into the sunlight, a sleek blue BMW skidded to a stop outside. Before Aron could get out, I jumped into the passenger seat. “Drive,” I commanded.

      Aron didn’t say anything, just threw the car into gear and sped away.
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      Somehow Aron made the distance between the basilica and my condo seem like little more than a few blocks. He squealed to a stop in front of my building. In the daylight, the gray stone had something of a dreary appearance, but maybe that was only my mood. It felt as if it had been days since I’d been here rather than hours.

      “Are you going to wait here?” I asked.

      Aron pushed open his door in answer, waiting for me to get out of the car. I joined him on the street and realized that he was looking down the street. “They were on the rooftops,” I said.

      “I should have detected them.”

      “I don’t know how you could’ve. They had us outnumbered. They were prepared, probably from the night before, when I had detected them in the first place.”

      Aron looked over at me. “I still should have detected them.”

      “Yeah. Maybe you should have detected them.” We didn’t have time to debate this. How long before the gorgon managed to overpower Gran? “You’re the archer. But it doesn’t matter, not really. They got us, and eventually we managed to get away. Isn’t that all that matters?”

      Aron watched me for a moment. “It’s been a long time since I have been jumped like that.”

      “Most the time you’re facing off with demons, so I’m not terribly surprised that dark mages managed to get the jump on you. Now, come on. We need to hurry.”

      I raced into my building, reaching my condo unit, and started to unlock the door before hesitating. With the magic Aron had placed on my unit, it might not be the safest thing for me to simply throw the door open. “Maybe you should open this one,” I said.

      Without saying a word, Aron pressed his hand up against the door and, with the cold flash of magic, the barrier surrounding my home came down. When he pushed the door open, I half-expected someone to jump out at me, but it was exactly as I’d left it. The residual smell from the meal he’d made remained in the air and my stomach rumbled, reminding me of how little I’d eaten over the last day.

      “You only come for the sword?” Aron asked.

      “That’s all we need.”

      “Tell me again why we need this?”

      I took a deep breath. I had explained it on the drive over but wasn’t sure that I did it justice. What did I know about a gorgon? “Only something from the other side of the Veil can kill this creature,” I said.

      “And your grandparents are certain of this?”

      “I’m not sure that they are, but they don’t really know what else to try.”

      And I didn’t know how much longer the protective circle would hold. I knew how hard it had been for me to maintain the protection around the gorgon, but my grandparents were much more powerful mages than me. They would be able to hold it longer, but even they would have limits. The circle would augment their strength, but for how long?

      I didn’t want to push it. I didn’t know how long, which was reason for me to hurry.

      Lucy came strolling out of the kitchen and rubbed up against Aron’s leg. He leaned down and scratched her ear.

      “Be careful. She might bite at you.”

      “She seems to like me.”

      “Yeah, she likes everyone at first. Then she tries to sit on your head while you’re sleeping or paw your face to get your attention.”

      I took a moment to open a can of food and dump it into her bowl before grabbing the sword bundle. I tossed the blanket off to the side. I didn’t need it, and there was no point in trying to conceal its presence.

      Aron watched as I held the sword. “You need a sheath.”

      “I need a life where I don’t need this.”

      “I’m not really certain that’s true,” he said.

      “I didn’t want to get drawn back into this,” I said.

      “None of us get to choose, not when it comes to that which lives within us.”

      “I can choose not to embrace it,” I said.

      “And even if you don’t embrace it, magic—real magic—comes out. If you had only minor power, you might be able to ignore it, but you don’t. There is nothing insignificant about you, Kate Michaels.”

      I flushed without meaning to. It was a compliment I hadn’t been expecting. I don’t know if Aron even intended it that way, but that’s how I chose to take it.

      “Yeah, well, when this is over, I intend to return to the ER and hopefully not deal with gorgons or the Dark Council, or even the mages again.”

      “And if one of them comes calling for you?”

      I let out a heavy sigh. Why couldn’t they just leave me alone? That’s all I wanted. That was all I ever wanted.

      But the more I’d learned, the more I began to wonder if that really was what I wanted. Maybe I had changed, though it seemed strange to admit it. If it wasn’t dark magic, could I try to learn to control it?

      I might need to, especially if I intended to prevent the mage council from burning my magic off, changing me, or worse—killing me. Gran and Gramps would fight it, but if the rest of the council learned I was part demon, what choice would they have? Regardless of what happened, I couldn’t let them do that to me.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I muttered.

      Aron watched me for a moment and then followed me out of my condo, replacing the magical seal along the door. As we headed along the hallway, another door opened and Marvin poked his face out. He smiled widely at me. “Kate.” He glanced over at Aron but it wasn’t until he noticed the sword that his eyes widened. “Are you going somewhere?”

      I flashed a smile. We really needed to get moving. A Marvin delay could last far too long. “Just to a costume party,” I said quickly.

      “This early in the day?”

      “I don’t schedule these things,” I said. “The hospital does it at times when the fewest shifts will be disrupted.”

      I wasn’t sure if that would convince Marvin. He wasn’t dumb, just lonely. Oftentimes, he wanted nothing more than to share with me all of his aches and pains, hoping that because I was a doctor I could somehow restore him, but he wasn’t dumb.

      He looked up at Aron, crossing his arms over his chest. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah. Thanks for asking, Marvin. I really need to get going. My friend and I are running late.”

      “This is your friend?”

      “This is Aron. He’s been helping me with a few things.”

      “What sort of things?”

      I smiled at Marvin. “Aron is useful at quite a few things. Mostly maintenance these days, though.”

      Marvin looked Aron up and down. “I imagine a man like that is.” He shifted his gaze to me. “I’m glad that you have a… friend… Kate.”

      I wanted to groan. “Thanks, Marvin. I’ll catch up with you later.”

      As we walked away, Marvin hollered after us down the hall, “Have fun at your party!”

      When we reach the stairwell, Marvin shouted something else. Even though we needed to get back to Gran and Gramps, something in what he said struck me, and I turned back. “What was that?”

      He came hurrying down the hallway, shuffling as quickly as his legs would let him. “I just asked if your other friend managed to catch up with you.”

      “What friend is that?”

      “There was a young man who stopped by earlier. Not the kind of man I would have typically associated you with, but…” He glanced at Aron again before looking at the sword I carried. “Maybe he was going to this party, too.”

      “What did he look like?”

      “A little older. Dark hair. Well dressed,” he said, glancing over at Aron.

      I didn’t recognize the description but had the sinking feeling it was a dark mage. “Thanks. I’ll make sure to let him know that you told me he stopped by.”

      Marvin smiled and turned away from us. I grabbed Aron’s arm and dragged him along the hallway. When we reached the stairwell, I turned to look back along the hall.

      “What was that about?” Aron asked. “Do you know who he’s talking about?”

      “Not at all, but it’s probably someone upset that I escaped from the Dark Council. Which means we need to get going.”  When we reached the street, I froze. There was a sense of magic along it, but I couldn’t tell whether it was residual from the Dark Council attack or not. Aron placed his hand on the small of my back, guiding me forward. I looked up at him, smiling at him playfully, but a surge of cold washed through me.

      “Move!”

      We raced toward the BMW, but something slammed into it before we had the chance to reach it.

      It was magic, and it was dark magic. The Dark Council. With the battle between the councils still taking place, there were plenty of reasons for them to attack—especially as I left my home with an archer.

      I pulled in a deep breath, focusing on the power within me. Holding the demon sword granted me a much different connection than I had without it. Power coursed through me, and I wrapped Aron and I in a shield, not struggling nearly as much as I would have without the sword.

      It was just in time. A spell slammed into the shielding and bounced off.

      “Do you think we can get to the car?” I asked Aron.

      “We can get to the car, but I’m not sure that we can protect ourselves as we drive away.”

      “That means we have to deal with the Dark Council.”

      “I can deal with the Dark Council. You go. Finish this.”

      I looked over at him. “I’m not leaving you again.”

      “I don’t know that we have much choice in this. You’re the one who’s necessary to get back to the church—”

      “It’s the basilica.”

      “I don’t know that the difference matters.”

      “Tell that to the Church. I think basilica is a more important church, but probably not as important as a cathedral—”

      “Is now the right time for this discussion?” Aron asked.

      I continued to hold on to the shield. Every so often, another spell blasted into us, but so far, the shielding held. It took much less energy to hold onto it than it would have without the sword, but the longer we delayed, and the more energy I was forced to use, the less likely I would be able to do anything when it came time to confront the gorgon.

      “Is there anything that you can do here?”

      “Not until I know where the attack is coming from.”

      I could feel the direction of the blasts striking the shield, but they came from multiple directions, not one in particular. Some of them were down the street, but one came from overhead, much like it had when we had been attacked before.

      Whoever assaulted from above was powerful.

      It wasn’t Darvish. He was stuck with the gorgon, and there wasn’t any way for him to escape until we managed to reach him, but who else among the Dark Council would have come out here?

      I pointed upward. “There’s someone up there. Can you see?”

      Aron stared for a moment. “I can’t see who it is from here.”

      Whoever it was had planned for the possibility that we would be here. Did they somehow think I was a greater part of the council defense than I was?

      Another spell struck the barrier.

      This one I recognized.

      It was strange that I should recognize a spell, but after everything I had been through when attacked by Darvish, it was something that I did recognize. It wasn’t one of Darvish’s spells, but it was one he had used, though this came with even more force than what Darvish had managed to hit me with.

      Barden. It had to be him.

      I stepped forward, pushing the effect of my shield with me, and angled it toward the rooftop where I detected him. I sent a surge of power out from my shield, directing it toward the rooftop. Holding onto the sword made it easier, and I could direct the magic much more easily than I had managed without it.

      “I doubt you will be able to reach them from here.”

      “I don’t want to reach them. I want to get his attention and get him down to street level.”

      Aron stood watching, whatever spell he was holding causing a tingling along my spine. “What are you doing, Kate?”

      “It’s Barden. And we need to end this. They only attacked the mage council because they believed the council had attacked their people.”

      “You can’t end this. Not like that, Kate.”

      Probably not, but someone had to try, and seeing as how those who served the council were far more interested in attacking the Dark Council rather than figuring out why we had this fight in the first place, it might as well be me.

      “How many have already been lost?”

      “I’m not privy to those things,” Aron said.

      “You might not be, but you could guess.”

      Aron held his hands together, a spell building between them. “I can guess, and I suspect that there have been quite a few on both sides who have been lost.”

      “Mostly knights on the mage council side?”

      “The knights are generally the ones responsible for confronting the dark mages.”

      And the council had already been weakened during the attempt to bring the demon king across the Veil. Having that weakness combined with this attack did nothing more than continue to erode the possible defense of this region. I didn’t know enough about the mage council or all of what they served to understand the implications of that, but it seemed to me that it would be dangerous, and the combined attacks were far too connected to be chance.

      First we had to end this. The fighting between the Dark Council and the mage council had to be over.

      “Barden. I don’t want to fight you.” I didn’t know whether me hollering at him made any difference or whether he would even care. I didn’t have the sense that he was someone who could be reasoned with, but then I had helped his son. There was a respite in the attack, and I looked over at Aron. “They’ve stopped attacking.”

      “For now,” he said.

      “For now, but let’s give this a minute.”

      “And then what? When they reveal themselves, we won’t have any opportunity to escape. It will be too late.”

      “I can be a part of this,” I said. “I am the one holding the barrier.”

      “For now. But how long can you maintain it?”

      “I’ll hold onto it as long as I have to. With the sword—”

      “We can’t rely upon the sword granting you enough strength to continue to withstand an attack.”

      “Then you need to be ready in case this goes the wrong way. Prepare whatever spell you might need that will give us the best chance.”

      Aron turned away from me in frustration, but another spell built within him. He was ready.

      As I looked around the street, searching for sign of the Dark Council, I saw no one moving. How was it that the Dark Council managed to scare away everyone who typically walked along the street? They somehow managed to deter car traffic, too, something that seemed impossible to fathom.

      It was for the best. No one needed to run the risk of getting attacked by the dark mages, risking getting blasted as they walked home.

      As I turned my gaze back around, Barden suddenly stood in front of me.

      He had been masking himself. I needed to learn how to do that. I also needed to learn how to create the paralytic spell, if only to be able to avoid its affects.

      “You summoned me.”

      Aron glared at him, and the tension within the archer was palpable. I took a step toward Barden so that Aron didn’t do something stupid. “We’ve been looking for him for years,” Aron whispered.

      “And I found him. Don’t attack.”

      “I can’t make any promises.”

      I shot him a hard look. “If you attack him, I’ll attack you.”

      “You wouldn’t—”

      I shifted my stance just a little. “Don’t push me on this. The council doesn’t know what’s going on. Neither of them do. We can end this.”

      “I doubt it.”

      At least he didn’t continue to resist me. I didn’t relish the idea of trying to fight Aron and doubted that I would even try. It was a threat more than anything else, but I needed him to believe that I might.

      “How is Rory?”

      Barden’s glare shifted, and it seemed as if it softened, only a little. “He is better. He awoke briefly before falling asleep again.”

      “Good. With what happened to him—”

      “I know what happened to him. The council has decided to shift their focus to people without the power to resist them. It’s a mistake they won’t survive.”

      “Do you really think the council would spend so much energy attacking dark mages? From what I understand, it takes considerable power to burn off that magic. Why would the council take that time, especially if the people using their magic haven’t done anything to warrant it?”

      “They do it to attack us.”

      This wasn’t going well. He might be standing casually, but power built from him. How long would my shielding be able to withstand a direct attack from a powerful dark mage?

      I didn’t want to test it to find out.

      It was time to shift the conversation.

      “Have you ever heard of a gorgon?”

      Barden frowned. “What is this?”

      “Have you heard of it?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you’re not alone. I hadn’t heard of a gorgon before today, either. It turns out that gorgons are some sort of powerful creature from the other side of the Veil that sneak across and siphon magic off specific magic users. That’s what had attacked Rory.”

      “There was no creature that had attacked him. It was a spell that prevented him from using his magic.”

      “I thought the same thing,” I said, though my opinion probably didn’t matter all that much. I was relatively new to the magical world, even though I had grown up around it. From the look that Barden gave me, it seemed as if he knew that, too. “When I peeled it off of Rory, it felt as if it were something alive. I held onto the spell, and I didn’t really know what I was doing.” Honesty had to matter even to a dark mage, didn’t it? “When Darvish attacked us, my spell failed, and this gorgon attached itself to him.”

      Barden stared at me. “You would have me believe that some parasitic creature is attacking magical users? And not all magical users, but specifically users of dark magic?”

      “That’s the thing. I don’t understand it, but it seems to be what’s happening. If you want to see the gorgon, I can show it to you.”

      “Kate—” Aron started, but I ignored him.

      “You would show me this?”

      “If it will end the Dark Council and the mage council fighting, I will. That’s only if you agree to stop.”

      “If the council agrees to stop their attacks, I imagine that I could ensure a measure of peace.”

      It would have to be enough.

      The real question was whether I trusted Barden enough to release my shielding. If he attacked, I wouldn’t be strong enough to resist him, not without the shielding.

      Holding onto the shield in this way was challenging anyway. If I continued for too much longer, I might have no strength remaining when it mattered.

      “Do I have your word you won’t attack?”

      Barden considered me before nodding.

      “You need to say anything to the people surrounding us?”

      “They have heard everything.”

      “How?”

      Barden flared his magic and cold surged through me. I braced for an attack, but it didn’t come. Instead, a dozen different dark mages stood surrounding us on the street. All of them had been masked.

      Even if I hadn’t come to terms with Barden, it was possible I might not have been able to withstand an attack much longer anyway.

      I slowly lowered the shielding.

      I continued holding up the sword, readying my magic for the possibility that I might use it, but none of the mages attacked.

      “Where is this thing that you claim has attacked my people?” Barden asked.

      “I’ll take you to it. I’m not sure how many of you I can take, but at least you,” I said to Barden.

      “And Darvish is there?”

      “He is. I don’t think he’s harmed, but I left before I had a chance to examine him.”

      “Examine him?”

      “I am a doctor.”

      “If this was a magical attack, then your medicine wouldn’t be able to determine the extent of his injuries. You would need to use a magical touch.”

      “Then when you get to him, you can see what magical touch you want to give him.”

      Barden frowned for a moment and then surprised me by laughing. “You are not what I expected.”

      “No? What did you expect?”

      “I knew you had a connection to Veran and Cyn Michaels.”

      Was that why they had come after me? I had thought it was because they knew about me and the demon king, but that wasn’t it at all. They had come at me because of my grandparents.

      It was the first time that my connection to my grandparents had placed me in danger.

      My belief that I had been targeted because of what had happened with the demon king was essentially the same as jumping to a diagnosis. Wasn’t that what I had done with the guy who’d come in with a headache? And now I done the same thing for myself, only this time, the reason was far more mundane.

      I started laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Barden asked.

      I smiled at him. “Just something that I thought of from work.”

      “Now?” Barden asked.

      I shrugged. “What can I say? I’m a physician. I always think about my patients.”

      Barden stared at me as if he didn’t know quite what to make of me. And right now, I wasn’t sure that I knew what to make of me, either.

      “Where is this?”

      “It’s a place of peace,” Aron said, speaking up for the first time. “It’s a place where even the Dark Council cannot attack.”

      Barden’s eyes narrowed for a moment. “Neutral ground.”

      Aron nodded.

      “And that’s where you have this creature?” he asked, looking at me.

      “For now. I don’t know how long we can hold onto it. I’m going to try to kill it.”

      “You?”

      I shrugged. There was no point in explaining to Barden why I would be the one, but I’m sure that once he saw the gorgon, and once he realized that it was real, there would be questions. Hopefully Gran and Gramps were able to come up with a believable answer.

      “Can we have truce?” I asked.

      “For now.”

      That would have to be enough.
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      I hadn’t been certain what to expect on the way over, but Aron had been silent, likely irritated or angry at what he viewed as a unilateral decision on my part to try to end the fighting between the Dark Council and the mages, but I didn’t see that there was much choice.

      Barden and one of the other Dark Council mages followed us down into the storage room. Neither of them spoke, though there was tension hanging in the air.

      The inside of the storage room at the basilica crackled with power.

      After knocking on the door, I waited. David pulled the door open, glancing from me to Aron and then his eyes widening when he saw that there were two others with me. “Oh.”

      “Is it still controlled?” I asked.

      David nodded. “The creature remains contained, but from what I’ve been able to understand, there is concern that it might not remain that way.”

      I hurried into the room and Gran and Gramps turned toward me, eyes going wide when they saw Barden. Before they had a chance to say anything, I raised my hand. “He agreed to a truce.”

      “Katie, you can’t do this. You don’t act on behalf of the council.”

      “I don’t have to act on behalf of the council to know this fighting has not been accomplishing anything. The only reason you’re fighting with the Dark Council is because both sides believe the other attacked. It was the gorgon that was responsible for it. And Barden said Lexy wasn’t with them.”

      Barden stared at my grandparents. Power built from him. Was he going to attack here? This was supposedly neutral ground, and I didn’t think he would risk it, but what if he had used me to get to my grandparents? Wasn’t that what he’d been after anyway?

      “How do I know that the council isn’t responsible for releasing this creature?”

      “The council didn’t release the gorgon.” Gran sounded offended at the idea.

      “It seems as if the gorgon, if that’s what this is, attacked only the Dark Council. That seems like it’s something the council would have done.”

      “The council doesn’t have access to a gorgon,” Gran said. “And even if we did, there’s no one who is foolish enough to release a creature like this into the world.”

      Barden stared at her. “We shall see.”

      “I didn’t bring you here to fight with them. I brought you here to prove it wasn’t a spell placed on Rory—or Darvish. It something that’s alive. And it’s attacked others, even if it didn’t mean to. There was a young man I took care of at the hospital before you appeared.”

      Barden frowned. “He made the mistake of trying to push his way into the Dark Council. He wasn’t ready.”

      “He tried to push his way in?” I asked.

      Barden stared at the circle, nodding absently. “He was friends with Rory. Both of them thought they could discover more of their magic by working together.”

      I frowned. Could that be the connection? Rory and Tony had been friends?

      “Cyn?” Gramps said. His voice was strained and sweat dripped down his brow.

      Gran frowned at him. “What is it?”

      “I’m not able to hold onto this much longer.”

      Barden came closer to the edge of the circle. The gorgon had changed in the time that I had been gone, becoming something more solid and much less translucent. It had an alien shape, strange flowing features, and was elongated, with tentacles that probed at the barrier surrounding the circle.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “It’s growing stronger,” Gran said.

      “I can see that, but how?”

      She shook her head. “It shouldn’t be able to, not with the circle around it, but we haven’t been able to stop it.”

      “This is the gorgon?” Barden asked.

      “It wasn’t like this when it attacked Rory. It was essentially invisible. It wasn’t until we brought it here that it…”

      I looked around. We were connected to the Veil within the basilica. It was neutral ground, but it was also closer to the other side of the Veil.

      Was it drawing power from the other side of the Veil, or was it attacking something on the other side?

      We needed to take action, and quickly.

      “Do you think this will—”

      I didn’t have a chance to finish. The circle holding the gorgon suddenly collapsed.

      I could feel it when it collapsed.

      Gran and Gramps were thrown back.

      The creature went straight toward Barden, and the other mage with him threw himself in front of the gorgon, building a spell as if to attack. He never had the chance.

      The gorgon wrapped around the other dark mage and rippled, growing darker and more distinct as it did. The cold chill of death started racing up my back.

      “Oh my God,” I said. “It’s feeding on him.”

      I started forward, but Aron grabbed me, holding me. “You can’t do anything.”

      “He’s dying. I can feel it.”

      Aron cocked his head to the side, watching me. “You can’t do anything.”

      It pained me, but Aron was right. The chill turned into an icy grip, and with it came the waves of nausea that I was all too familiar with, the kind of nausea that came from a magical person dying. It was bad enough when someone non-magical died, but when someone within the magical world died, the sense of nausea became almost more than I could bear.

      Worse, power surged within me. I still didn’t understand why that happened.

      Both Gran and Gramps managed to recover, and along with Aron and Barden, threw spells at the gorgon. None of them seemed to matter.

      I pointed my demon sword at the gorgon, drawing on my magic and trying to send it through the creature, searching for some way of separating the gorgon from the dark mage it attacked. I couldn’t find any ridge, nothing that would allow me to separate it.

      And my attempt didn’t matter.

      The creature finished feeding on the dark mage and started toward Barden.

      I released my magic.

      It flooded out of the sword, striking the gorgon, but it couldn’t hold.

      I drew as much magic as I could, wrapping it around the creature. It managed to slow the gorgon, but it was much stronger than it had been the last time I had faced it. Pressure built upon my barrier, slamming into it over and over, each time stronger than it had been before. I tried to fight, resisting the attack, but it wouldn’t be long before it overwhelmed me.

      “I can’t hold it,” I said.

      Other spells began to surround mine, fortifying my magic. Gran and Gramps took positions on opposite sides of the gorgon. Barden took another place, this one in between Gran and Gramps. Aron took a place on the other side of their circle. The four of them pushed against each other, magic building upon magic, spell slamming upon spell.

      Would it be enough?

      It seemed as if their spells supported my magic and kept it from collapsing, but even with their spells surrounding mine, I wasn’t going to be able to hold it.

      “Katie, move to the opposite side of the circle and try to drag it with you.”

      I backed up as Gramps instructed, trying to drag the gorgon with me. I held onto my magic, keeping it sealed around the gorgon, but it thrashed, and it wouldn’t be long before my attempt to hold onto this thing failed. Hopefully the others could contain it if my magic couldn’t.

      I backed up, taking one step after another, and when I reached the circle, power flowed through me. It felt similar to what I experienced when using the sword to draw magic through, but it was raw, power that I had never known before.

      I staggered back and lost control of my spell.

      “I don’t have it.”

      The power from Gran and Gramps continued to hold it, and Barden stood with his hands stretched out before him, lines of power racing out from him. It was a different magic than I had seen before, dark magic.

      It didn’t look dark. It didn’t feel dark. It was just different.

      I held out my sword, watching the gorgon. The four mages tried to move it back into the circle, but it had grown stronger after feeding on the dark mage. It was larger, stretching from the floor to the ceiling, and long and thin, strange tendrils protruding outward.

      Fear coursed through me. I did not want that creature to get anywhere near me.

      But I would have to get near it. If I was going to kill it, I would have to risk myself and approach, getting close enough to the gorgon that I could stab the demon sword through it.

      What if it didn’t work?

      One of the tendrils began to break free of the spells holding it. The tendril snaked away from the four mages, reaching toward the back of the room.

      Toward Derek.

      For some reason, the gorgon was drawn to dark mages. It might know that it couldn’t reach Barden, not easily, but if it reached Derek and began to feed on him, there wasn’t anything I could do to stop it. Certainly not quickly enough.

      I ran behind the mages and slashed at the tendril with the demon sword. A painful scream filled the air.

      I could hurt it.

      And if I could hurt it, that meant I could kill it.

      I turned my attention back to the gorgon in time to see another tendril push out through the spell and make its way toward Derek. Like before, I slashed at that tendril, cutting it, but another came out, and then another.

      I cut through each of them, and each time I did, the creature screamed again, the sound foreign and painful and awful, a shriek that split my ears.

      I couldn’t keep focusing on the tendrils. I had to focus more on the gorgon itself.

      But if I did, I would be leaving Derek and David exposed.

      “The two of you need to go,” I shouted at Derek.

      “We’ll stay.”

      “If you stay, that thing might eat you.” There was no question that it was targeting Derek, and each time it did, another tendril slipped out and forced me closer and closer. I pulled on my magic, forcing it from myself, creating a barrier around me that I turned to the gorgon, but doing so also pushed the tendrils back toward the others.

      That wasn’t the right answer.

      “Go,” I said to Derek. “It’s after dark mages.”

      Just then, another tendril slipped out, squeezing toward Barden but missing. It reached the door, anchoring to it and holding it closed. Another tendril shot out and attached itself to the far wall, slipping between Aron and Gran. Another came, grabbing onto the far wall.

      “We can’t move it, not like this,” Gran said more calmly than I would have been in the same situation.

      I raced toward the nearest tendril and slashed at it. The tendril cut away, separating from the door, but another pushed back outward almost immediately, reaching the door again.

      We wouldn’t be able to get Derek and David out.

      The gorgon shifted the focus of its attack and began to try to reach Barden along with Derek. If it reached either of them and fed, it would be too powerful for anyone to stop.

      “Now would be a good time to see if you can kill it, Katie,” Gramps said.

      “How?” I couldn’t even get close to the gorgon, not close enough to do anything to it. Each time I tried, tendrils continued to push me away. I could slice at them, but eventually it would become too much for even that to work.

      I had to do something different.

      I had to have more strength, more power, but how?

      The circle.

      When it stepped in it, I had felt a surge of power. I might not know what it meant, but I certainly recognized how much stronger I was when I was there. There was a raw sort of energy, and I could use it. Could that mean I drew power from the other side of the Veil?

      I ducked under the nearest tendril, sliding my sword through it as I went, and raced toward the circle. Gramps watched me, frowning. “What are you doing?”

      “I have idea.”

      I looked over at Derek. He and David crouched in the corner, neither of them moving. Tendrils came close to them, streaking away from the gorgon, and it wouldn’t be long before one of them reached Derek. Barden had enough strength that he could push off and against the tendrils, but there would come a time when he would fail, too.

      As I neared the circle, another tendril shot toward me.

      I reacted instinctively and formed a barrier. Safely behind it, I pushed out against the tendril and dove for the circle.

      My barrier suddenly surged with power. I stayed frozen in place, power coursing through me in a way that I’d never felt, and I pointed the sword at the gorgon. That power exploded, slamming into the gorgon. It surrounded the creature, slicing through the tendrils and holding it in place.

      Gran looked over to me. “What did you do?”

      “I…”

      Their spells had collapsed. It was only me holding onto the gorgon.

      “We need to push it into the circle,” Gran said.

      “No!”

      She frowned at me. “Why not?”

      “I’m stronger here. This is the only way I’m able to hold it.”

      Barden shot me a strange look that I ignored.

      Gran frowned. “What do you want us to do?”

      What could they do?

      I needed the gorgon close enough that I could stab the sword into it.

      “Push it toward me, but not into the circle.”

      “You want us to get it closer to you?”

      I held the sword up. Even though power was flowing through me, there were limits to how long I would be able to hold it. It was overwhelming, and it seemed as if it were sapping my strength much faster than it normally would. When my strength failed, the gorgon would be freed unless the mages managed to hold onto it again. I had the sense that even they were beginning to grow tired.

      “Be ready,” Gran said.

      I gripped the sword, terror rolling through me. If this failed, I would be the first one the gorgon attacked.

      What was I thinking? This wasn’t my fight. This wasn’t any sort of medical problem. My training prepared me for so many different things, but magical attacks from a strange demonic parasite was not one of them.

      The gorgon moved.

      The mages pushed it, sending it toward me, and I continued to hold onto the barrier around it, wrapping it around the creature. It writhed within the shell I held it with and pushed, somehow stronger than even the magic I was drawing.

      This was a mistake.

      What choice did I have but to go through with it?

      Gran and Gramps pushed, and suddenly the gorgon seemed to turn its attention toward me. It slammed against my barrier.

      I staggered back, out of the circle.

      My barrier collapsed.

      The gorgon slithered forward. It happened so fast that I could only react, martial arts training practically the only thing that saved me.

      I dropped out of the way of an oncoming tentacle and swung my arms around, gripping the sword in both hands as I sliced through the gorgon. It regrouped, coming back together despite the demon sword cutting through it.

      “It’s not working.”

      “Get to the circle again. See if that will help,” Gran said.

      “Cyn—”

      The circle. Would that be enough? If I could just get to it, maybe I could draw enough power to hold onto the gorgon again and regroup. If I couldn’t, I was throwing myself at it, placing myself at its mercy.

      Another two tendrils came at me and I dove over one, cutting through the other. I was near the edge of the circle. The silver band beckoned me, but as I took a step toward it, the gorgon slithered toward me, cutting me off. I jabbed out with the sword, barely managing to avoid it wrapping itself around me. I was forced back.

      The creature anticipated that and began to send out tendrils that would wrap around me. If that happened, it would feed on me.

      It would be more than the end of my magic. It would be the end of me.

      I cried out and carved down in a massive swipe with the sword, magic pouring out of me. The gorgon retreated and I darted forward, using that moment to slip into the space where the gorgon had been. I stepped over the edge of the circle.

      Raw power poured into me again.

      I stabbed at the gorgon, and when I did, that power poured out of the sword, pouring out of me, like a pipeline of magic that filled the gorgon.

      It seemed as if the gorgon grew stronger and stronger.

      It was a mistake. I was feeding it rather than killing it.

      I started to draw my sword back, but Aron was there, holding my arms in place. “No, Kate.”

      “We’re making it stronger. I’m making it stronger.”

      “And there’s only so much power any creature can hold. Feed it.”

      The gorgon grew larger, swelling with power, but I understood what Aron intended. It would be like a balloon filling with air. You can only hold so much before you burst.

      I squeezed the hilt of the sword, letting that strange power flow through me and the sword and into the gorgon. The creature consumed it, getting more and more powerful. As it did, it continued to fight, straining against the barrier.

      And then with an explosion that sent me staggering to the edge of the circle but no farther, it disappeared.

      I let out a shaky breath, looking around the room. Derek and David crouched in the corner, not moving. Gran and Gramps were thrown to opposite sides of the room, but both of them seemed to be alive. Barden had collapsed near the door. He blinked slowly, getting to his feet and staring at the space where the gorgon had been.

      The only one who had not been tossed around as if it were nothing was Aron. He stood behind me, power and a presence that provided me with strength. Had it not been for him and his recommendation, the gorgon wouldn’t have been defeated.

      “We did it,” I said.

      Aron smiled at me. “You did it.”

      I looked from Barden to Gran and Gramps. “Now we just have to make sure that the fighting between the Dark Council and the mage council is done.”

      Barden slowly got to his feet, still watching the space where the gorgon had been. “My people will stop.”

      “Gran?”

      She sat with her elbows propped on her knees, her head in her hands. “We will stop, too. The fighting needs to end.”

      Barden and Gran watched each other for a long moment before they both nodded.

      It took me a moment to realize that Gran had agreed on behalf of the council. That meant that she was on the council. Everything made sense. Her distractibility. The way they were able to summon resources to look for Derek. Even the way they were able to get word to Aron to come for me.

      Gran was on the mage council.

      Gramps spoke up, shaking me from my thoughts. “There’s still the matter of how these things got into this world in the first place.”

      I pulled out my phone, tapping through the security to open up the app for our hospital’s electronic medical record. “I think that I can help with that.”
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      Aron pulled up to a house in a neighborhood near the midtown market. It was run-down, the paint peeling and fading, and a broken window had long since been boarded up. Even that had cracked and now had a hole in it. A rusted car in front of the house didn’t look as if it had been driven in years.

      “Are you sure this is the address?” Aron asked.

      “This is what it says. The kind of people we typically see at Hennepin General don’t have much money.” As a county hospital, we served everyone, regardless of their ability to pay. All hospitals claimed that to some extent, but the populations that the primary care clinics affiliated with Hennepin General served were mostly lower income.

      Magic bloomed, and I glanced over at Aron. “Was that you?”

      He nodded. “I figured we should be ready. Are you?”

      I took a deep breath. I wasn’t sure what we would see, but after stopping the gorgon, we needed to finish this. Getting to Tony and finding answers was the last thing on our list. We had to ensure he didn’t do this again and had to prevent any others from suffering the same fate.

      I held onto the sword as we approached the door, crossing through an overgrown lawn that had turned brown. “I wish I would have worn boots,” I muttered. When Aron arched a brow at me, I shrugged. “Tetanus.”

      “Is that something to fear?”

      “I’m vaccinated against it, but I still don’t like the idea of stepping on some nasty rusted-out—”

      Movement inside the house cut me off.

      I nodded to Aron and he approached the door, pushing his hand on it and exploding out with the spell. The door slammed open in front of him.

      I hurried up behind him before hesitating and backing out of the house, racing around the side. It would be just our luck to break in and go after Tony only to discover that he had left through some back entrance.

      I found him as he was trying to sneak out a door.

      “Tony?”

      He skidded to a stop and his eyes caught on my sword before looking up at my face. “Hey. I know you. You’re that doctor.”

      “Yeah. I’m that doctor. Where do you think you were going?”

      “I’m feeling better, Doc. I didn’t need a house call.”

      I lifted the sword, pointing it at him. With as tired as I was after the attack, I wasn’t sure how much magic I would be able to pull through it, but it looked threatening, if nothing else. “I think you did.”

      Aron caught up to him from the other side of the house and grabbed him by the back of his shirt, throwing him backward. I glanced around to see if anyone was watching. In a neighborhood like this, there probably were a few people keeping an eye on others, and someone showing up with the sword and someone else throwing Tony around would be sure to draw attention. That couldn’t be helped now. Maybe the idea of a woman carrying the sword openly would make them think they were hallucinating.

      I stepped inside the house and wrinkled my nose at the smell. It was like old gym socks mixed with rotten food. “Don’t you ever clean up?”

      Tony lay on the floor with Aron looming over him. “What are you doing here?”

      “I wanted to talk to you about your friend Rory,” I said.

      Tony frowned. “Rory? What’s he got to do with this?”

      “The two of you were messing around with power that you shouldn’t have.”

      He glanced from me to Aron, the way he tensed at seeing Aron telling me he was much more concerned with him even though I was the one with the sword. “It was Rory’s idea,” he said quickly. “He thought we could learn a few tricks and develop faster. He thought in doing so, we could get the attention of the Dark Council.”

      “Oh, you got the attention of the Dark Council all right. You started a war between them and the mage council.”

      His eyes widened. “I did what?”

      I nodded to Aron. “And he’s an archer. I don’t suppose you know what that is?”

      The way he started scooting back told me that he did.

      “What did you do?”

      “Nothing. We had a book we were given, and we were using it—”

      “A book? Where is it?”

      Tony glanced from Aron to me. “If you give me a second, I’ll grab it.”

      “We can follow him,” Aron said.

      Tony got to his feet and stumbled down the hallway to a room. Aron and I trailed after him, and when I stepped into the room, my breath caught. The room was empty. The wooden floor had a maroon circle painted on it, and it wasn’t too hard for me to believe they had used their own blood.

      “Christ, Tony what were you thinking?”

      “We were thinking that we wanted power.”

      “And instead you called something worse.”

      “We didn’t call anything.”

      I pointed to the summoning circle. “I imagine that whatever spell you were doing used that?”

      Tony nodded.

      “Well, you called something across the Veil. Rory wasn’t quite as lucky, but I think he’ll pull through.” I didn’t know what sort of long-term effects Rory might have after suffering from the gorgon feeding on him for as long as it had. Maybe nothing, but I suspected it had drawn off his magic.

      There was something about that I still didn’t understand, but I wasn’t about to go and ask Gran and Gramps why the gorgon had been drawn to the dark mages only. It had fed on them, though it hadn’t seemed to care much about mages like Gran and Gramps, or even Aron.

      And it hadn’t really attempted to try to feed on me.

      If I had needed any sort of confirmation I wasn’t a dark mage, that was it.

      “What book is this?” Aron asked.

      “It’s just a book. It shows how to try different higher-level spells. Most of them are designed to help us pull power we couldn’t pull otherwise.” He grabbed a book out of the corner. It was old and bound in thick leather, and as I took it from him and began to flip through the pages, I noticed the paper it was written on was equally old.

      Aron stared at the book, his eyes narrowed. He didn’t say it, but he recognized it. What was it that he recognized?

      Maybe he wouldn’t tell me, but that wouldn’t stop me from asking him after this was all done.

      “Who gave it to you?” Aron asked. He sounded angry. Most of the time, I found Aron to be fairly even-keeled, but Tony and Rory using this book upset him.

      “Like I said, Rory got it.”

      “Did Rory get it? Or did someone give it to him?”

      Tony shrugged. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

      As I watched the way Aron stared at the book, I knew that it did. “What can you tell us about this man?”

      “Not much. He found us when he heard we were looking for something like this. Even showed us which spell to use for what we wanted.”

      “Of course he did.” They’d fallen for whatever this man had planned. Had done exactly as he had wanted.

      “Hey. Not all of us are naturally gifted mages.”

      “I’m not a naturally gifted mage,” I said.

      “No? And what are you? Seems that you had to use some sort of magic to save me, not that I’m complaining.”

      I shook my head, not knowing how to answer that. “Have you tried to use it again?”

      Tony began to glower at me. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Why would I be kidding?”

      “After what happened?”

      “What happened?”

      “You were there. You rescued me. I probably would have died if not for what you did.”

      “I don’t know what you’re getting at,” I said.

      “I haven’t been able to use any magic since you saved me,” he said.

      “None?”

      He shook his head. “It’s like… It’s like it’s gone. Everything that I was able to do is no longer there.”

      At least that answered my question about whether the gorgon had fed on him. Maybe it had more to do with the fact that Tony wasn’t a powerful mage to begin with. Rory must’ve had some potential.

      What about his mom? The poor kid probably didn’t even know she died.

      “I took care of your mother,” I said softly.

      Tony tensed. “You did what?”

      “She came into the ER when I was working. She was complaining of a headache. She was seeing things. It didn’t take long for me to realize she had been attacked much like you were. I tried to help her, but…”

      Tony took a step toward me, but Aron positioned himself in between us.

      “But what?”

      “I’m so sorry, Tony, but your mother didn’t make it.”

      “Ma? She’s gone?”

      “This creature you and Rory released attached itself to her. It fed on her the same way it was feeding on you. I was able to get to you in time, but I wasn’t able to help her. I tried, but I couldn’t.” I hated this part of medicine. Talking to the families, telling them that I had failed, always felt heartbreaking. And there would always be failures. I wasn’t God, and I wasn’t able to save everybody, regardless of how much I might want to. Even if I had mastery of my magic, I still wouldn’t be able to save everyone.

      Tony turned away from me. He rubbed his hand through his hair. “Haven’t seen her in a few days, ever since the summons. She knew a little more magic… thought to stop us…”

      Christ. She had tried to keep them from doing this. Could that be why the gorgon had gone after her too? “I’m sorry,” I said again.

      We stood there for a moment, and Tony began to sob. I approached slowly and patted him on the shoulder. “Is there anyone who can stay with you?”

      He shot me a look. “Are you offering?”

      “I just wanted to make sure that you would be okay.”

      He took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes with his fist. “I’m fine. And if that’s all you to wanted, then maybe you can go?”

      I shrugged, my attention on Aron. “I guess we can go.”

      As we headed toward the door, Tony called after us, “What happened to Rory?”

      “He’s alive. I don’t know what else to tell you. You have to ask his father.”

      “You managed to save him, too?”

      “Like I said, he’s alive.”

      When we were settled in the car, I leaned back, letting out a heavy sigh. “What is this book? You recognized it.”

      “I don’t know why he should have it.”

      “What is it?”

      “I can’t tell you that, Kate.”

      “After everything we’ve been through, now you’re going to refuse me?”

      Aron gripped the wheel as he pulled into traffic. “It’s something the council lost many years ago. It’s a way of speaking to the other side of the Veil.”

      “It’s got to be more than just a way of speaking to it.”

      “Probably, but it’s not something I know all that well. Like I said, the book was lost.”

      “And now it’s been found.”

      Aron glanced over at me. “Apparently.”

      I stared at the cover of the book, flipping through the pages. They were incantations. Spells. All of them were incredibly complex, more so than I would have expected someone like Tony to have been able to do. Rory might’ve been a different story. With his father plugged into the Dark Council, he probably understood how to perform these incantations much better than Tony.

      Why would they have gotten a hold of it?

      Tony had said that it had been given to Rory. That indicated that someone wanted them to use it.

      I continued flipping pages until I reached one where the corner was folded over. There were notes on the side of the page, and I suspected this was the one that Tony and Rory had used to summon the gorgon, though that wasn’t what they thought they were doing. They thought they were getting more powerful.

      “Someone wanted them to release the gorgon.” I looked up at Aron. “Someone wanted there to be a battle between the Dark Council and the mage council.”

      “So it would seem,” Aron said. He glanced at the page, reading it more quickly than I could. Most of the words were gibberish to me. “And they offered themselves as the sacrifice.”

      “Sacrifice?”

      “The spell seems to require one.”

      Maybe more than one. And that could be why it had targeted only dark magic users. They had been the ones to summon it.

      “Who would have done this?”

      Aron shook his head, speeding off from a stoplight. “I don’t know.”

      I turned my attention back to the book. “Could there be another group that would benefit?”

      “Not that we know about. We’ve known of the Dark Council, so if there is someone else, they have remained hidden.”

      A Real Dark Council.

      I sat in place, exhausted. After a while, I looked up to see that we were continuing west, now traveling along the interstate, away from the downtown. “Where are you taking me?”

      “Home for now. You need to rest and then we can go for answers.”

      “Solera?”

      Aron glanced at me. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to. You’ve done more than you needed to in order to help the council. I can go, take this book with me, and find out who might be responsible.”

      “You think she might know?”

      “It’s a place to start.”

      “That’s not why you want to go.”

      Aron didn’t look over at me but squeezed the wheel. “You need answers about yourself, Kate.”

      I did, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready for them. “What happens if they aren’t the kind of answers I’m ready for?”

      Aron reached over and took my hand, his massive hand engulfing mine as he squeezed. “I will be there with you.”

      I met his eyes, and a spark passed between us. I’d been fighting the tug of attraction I’d felt toward him since meeting him. I don’t think that I could fight it anymore. And who better to go with me to search for answers? I could have Gran and Gramps come with me, but they had their own secrets they needed to keep. I didn’t blame them for it. They were trying to protect me. This one would be my secret, at least until I understood what it was and what it meant for me.

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me until this is over. You might not like the answers you get.”

      “At least I’ll know.”

      He nodded, turning his attention back to the road. “At least you’ll know.”
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      Aron dropped me off at my condo and I crashed, sleeping for the better part of the night, not even awakening to Lucy and her incessant crawling around my head. The only time she managed to get me to awaken was when she decided to drop her ass right in my face, forcing me to sit up with a start. My grandparents came and left, letting me know that they were working with the Dark Council, finalizing details on the treatise, but wouldn’t tell me much more than that. Somehow, the fact that I had helped defeat the gorgon and negotiate the truce didn’t factor in. But then, I wasn’t one of the mage council, so why should it?

      I kept waiting for Aron to return, letting me know that we could go and visit Solera, but he never did. Eventually I gave up. On the second day after surviving the attack, my door opened without a knock and I looked up to see Aron standing in the doorway. He looked good and I pushed that thought away, studying him for a long moment.

      “Do we get to go see her?” I asked.

      He shook his head, stuffing his hands in the pocket of his leather jacket. “She has made herself unavailable.”

      “So I won’t get to know.”

      “In time, and I promise that I will continue to work on getting her to answer, but I can’t make any other promises.”

      Throwing myself on my couch, I petted Lucy absently as she rubbed herself up against me. “All I want are answers.”

      Aron didn’t sit, telling me that he had no intention of staying for long. I suppose that I should be thankful that he had come in person. “You’ll get them, but sometimes answers take time. And with a woman like Solera, time is a different construct.”

      “What about the book?”

      “The council has reclaimed the book. They’re looking into who might have provided it to Rory and Tony.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Kate—”

      I looked up at him. “I get it. You have to go. The fighting between the Dark Council and the mage council is over.” And I wasn’t a part of the magical world. I didn’t have any right to push my way into whatever the council might do about the attack. It should be enough that it was over.

      “For now,” Aron said.

      “Fine. For now. There’s no reason for the two sides to fight.”

      “We have confronted the Dark Council for a long time. There is more reason than you know for the two sides to be at odds.”

      “Even after everything that happened?”

      “This was one conflict in the greater scheme of things. It changes little.”

      Maybe for them, but for me? I had no interest in getting involved in the politics between the two councils, but I wasn’t sure that I could continue to avoid my magic.

      “What will you do?” Aron asked.

      “Return to work. Save lives. You know, the same things I was doing a week ago.”

      “You could—”

      “Could what? There’s no way that I could go and be a part of the mage society. My magic is different. I felt it in the neutral ground. I pulled magic across the Veil, Aron.”

      “I know. And I don’t know what it means. Your grandparents—”

      “Don’t know either. And they’ve warned me to be careful, so this is me being careful. I have no intention of getting too close to the mage council.”

      He took a deep breath. “And I’ve been summoned away.”

      “Another demon?”

      He smiled tightly but didn’t answer. I guess I shouldn’t expect him to.

      When he left, I found myself sitting on the couch again, a bottle of wine in front of me and an old TV show flashing on the screen. When my next shift came up, I dreaded going into work.

      The day passed slowly, thankfully not very busy, though the warmer-than-normal day might have something to do with it. I saw mostly earaches and the occasional stomach pain, workups that didn’t take much mental gymnastics. For that, I was thankful. I wasn’t sure that I was ready for a difficult or complicated case.

      When a trauma came in, the surge along my spine warning me that someone was seriously injured, I was waved off by Dr. Roberts. He shot me an annoyed look and, rather than arguing, I simply turned away, heading back down the hallway toward the nurses station.

      I don’t know why I should be surprised, but Dr. Allen greeted me.

      “Dr. Michaels. I trust you’re feeling better?”

      “As well as I can. I’m not sure what I got exposed to, but it was awful.”

      He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something, but then clamped it shut. He crossed his arms in front of his chest, studying me. “You’ve been distracted lately.”

      “I haven’t—”

      “You have potential. You’re incredibly bright, but intelligence isn’t all that matters when it comes to the practice of medicine. You have to have a dedication to the people you care for. That we serve. If you don’t have that dedication, you can’t provide for them the way that you need to.”

      It was strange getting lectured to by someone as young as Dr. Allen, and stranger still that his lecture was appropriate. I had been distracted, and he had seen it. It came out in my lack of empathy with patients, and through my incomplete evaluations, nearly missing a malignancy that would have killed a man. Using magic when it was possible a non-magical approach might have bought us more time.

      “You have to decide what you want to do, Dr. Michaels. Whatever’s been distracting you needs to be pushed away.”

      “It is,” I said.

      He studied me a little longer. “Good. I’d hate for you to lose your place here.”

      A bead of sweat worked its way down the center of my back. Could I really have gotten so far along that I was in danger of losing my position? I hadn’t thought so, but then, I had lost a patient in CT, regardless of whether or not there was anything I could have done for her. And then there was the sinus tumor patient.

      Both of those had been with Dr. Allen.

      “Would that be your recommendation?” I asked carefully.

      “I don’t want it to be. The question is whether or not you want it to be.”

      He watched me for another moment before turning away and disappearing back into the trauma bay with Roberts. I stared for a moment, feeling the surge of cold along my spine. It flared for a moment before fading. I couldn’t tell if that meant the patient had died or whether they had succeeded in reviving them.

      Maybe it didn’t matter.

      “Kate?”

      I jerked around. Jen watched me with an amused expression. “I didn’t realize you were working today. With as slow as it’s been, I would’ve figured I could have seen you in the lounge.”

      I forced a smile. I had been careful not to spend too much time in the lounge, not wanting to appear as if I were abandoning my responsibility. “I’ve had a few patients who took a little bit longer than they should have.”

      “Oh. One of those days.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder, looking toward Dr. Allen. “Seems like it,” I said.

      “Has Derek found you?”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t seen Derek in a few days.” Not since leaving the basilica. He had been quiet, and I recognized the troubled expression on his face. Something was going through his head, but I figured that we had time to work through it.

      “He put in his notice.”

      “He did what?”

      “Quit. I guess he’s heading out west somewhere to take another job.”

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask him. We’ll have to have a drink in his honor, and maybe you can give him a little goodbye gift, if you know what I mean.”

      I shook my head. “I always know what you mean, Jen.”

      She laughed and sauntered off down the hall.

      I returned to work, my mind even more distracted than it had been before, and near the end of my shift, I ran into Derek. He was dressed in scrubs, coming on for the evening shift. He nodded at me and started down the hall toward one of the lower acuity rooms before I caught up to him.

      “You’re not going to tell me?”

      “Tell you what?”

      “That you quit.”

      Derek looked around. A flash of scrubs in the distance warned me that someone had overheard, and I decided I didn’t care. “Dr. Michaels—”

      “Don’t you go Dr. Michaels with me. Why did you quit?”

      He took a step close to me and lowered his voice. “Kate, I can’t stay here. After everything that’s happened…”

      “What happened that has changed for you? The fact that I know that you have a different kind of magic? Hell, I have the same thing.”

      “It’s not that.”

      “Then what?”

      A flush started at his neck and worked up toward his chin. “I told you that I have been watching you for a while. I guess I always thought that the two of us would…” He shook his head, glancing down at the floor. “It doesn’t matter. Not now. I’ve seen you with that archer.”

      “Derek, don’t talk like that. You’re needed here. My grandparents put you here to—”

      “To watch over you. And I don’t need to do that, not anymore, not when there’s someone else who seems to be doing it better, and certainly more welcome than I was.”

      I stood facing him, not certain what more I could say. I didn’t want Derek to leave, but if what he said was true and he had feelings for me that he hadn’t revealed, I wasn’t ready for that, either.

      He smiled, though it was a sad smile. “See? I can tell what you’re thinking. I know you, Kate. This is better, for both of us. And besides, your grandparents set me up with another assignment.”

      “When are you leaving?”

      “A couple of weeks.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It does. How will I know if—”

      “You won’t.”

      I started to reach for him and hesitated. The sound of a siren coming into the ambulance bay caught my attention, and with it came another surge of cold along my spine. This one was stronger than the last, and I turned toward the trauma room.

      “Go,” Derek said.

      “You’re not coming?”

      “I’m not on yet.”

      I watched him for a moment, but the sense of cold intensified, pulling me away. I turned away from Derek and headed toward the trauma room, determined not to allow my distractions to get the best of me. The patient coming in deserved that much from me.

      And maybe I could use my magic to help. It certainly allowed me to know how severe the injury was, so could it really be all that bad?

      When I stepped into the bay, I took a deep breath, steadying myself. “Okay. What do we have?” I asked.

      And then I got to work.
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        * * *

      

      Get Malignant Magic, book 3 of Medicine and Magic!

      And if you missed out on your chance for your FREE short story set in the world of Medicine and Magic, keep reading to find out how to get your copy!
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      An ancient and deadly magic comes calling in my ER.

      I’ve managed to stay under the radar as I continue my ER residency. All I need is to finish it out and I can get away from Minneapolis and the magic all around me. For so long, that was what I wanted. And still do… even if I can’t help it as magic begins to creep into my work.

      When an injured shifter shows up in my ER with my name on him, I have no choice but to try and understand why, but doing so risks exposing my magical side to the one place I wanted to conceal it from.

      Partnering with Aron leads to a discovery in the north woods that I alone think will impact magic in the city. When the mage council refuses to get involved with shifter business, I lean on a different sort of ally, but even that might not be enough to save us.

      The magic attacking is like nothing I’ve faced before. This time, the Veil can’t protect us. A search for answers yields only more questions. And as the attacks progress, I need to figure out what sort of magic I have to stop the threat—or I’ll be the next victim.
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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

    

  





  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Postmortem. It was a blast to write and hopefully just as much fun to read.

      Now’s the time for your assignment! Amazon uses reviews from readers like you to help others find my work. If you would be so kind as to take a moment to leave a review on Amazon or elsewhere, I would be very grateful.

      I’m also always happy to hear from readers! Email me at sa@samagnusson.com. I try to respond to each message. Don’t forget to follow me on Facebook as well!

      Review link HERE.

      

      Cheers,

      SA Magnusson

      

      p.s. If you haven’t signed up already, subscribe to my newsletter for a few free books as well as to be the first to hear about new releases and the occasional giveaway.

      

      
        
        For more information:

        www.samagnusson.com
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