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      I’m drawn to death.

      It’s not something morbid, like the annoying kids I grew up around who pretended they were into the macabre, or something sociopathic where I like to watch things suffer as they die. I’m truly drawn to death. I can feel it and know when it’s about to occur.

      Like now.

      The monitor beeped loudly nearby, and I jerked my head around to stare at it. The heart rhythm fluctuated between a steady sinus rhythm and an irregular pattern, enough irregularity that I knew it would stop altogether, even if I couldn’t feel the change coming. Death came with a cold grip working up my spine. I’d grown to hate it, but now that I was an ER resident, I couldn’t deny that it had helped me.

      “Damn it!” I grabbed the stickers—not paddles anymore, not like in the old TV shows—and slapped them onto the kid’s chest and back. He couldn’t have been much older than me, maybe twenty-two at the most, and the bullet had gone into his side and out again. A straightforward GSW, but what had it hit?

      I didn’t have time to call for my attending—and since today it was Dr. Locks, I doubted it would matter. Locks didn’t seem to care too much for GSW, blaming them on the gangbangers, but this kid didn’t look like a gangbanger.

      Staring at the monitor, I noted that the waveform started to change. It was enough for me to act on. If I didn’t, this guy would be dead soon. That much I could feel.

      “Charge to 120 joules,” I said to Derek, the nurse working with me on the patient.

      Derek was as good as they got in the ER at Hennepin General—he’d been doing this for five years, practically a lifetime when it came to ER nursing—and glanced at the monitor before shaking his head. “It’s not a shockable rhythm, Kate.”

      “It’s ventricular. Look at it.”

      “I see a sinus rhythm with some arrhythmia. You shock him now, you’re likely to induce an arrhythmia. He’s stable. In and out wound.”

      In and out, but Derek couldn’t feel death coming, not the way that I could. He couldn’t feel the cold slowly building around us, like the Grim Reaper making his way toward us. And I didn’t dare tell him that. Who would believe it anyway? Hell, there were times when I wasn’t certain I believed it.

      I watched the monitor. It was mostly regular—what’s called a sinus rhythm in the medical world—but not entirely. The pauses that could be normal in some had slight widening to them. It was the sign of the ventricle firing, getting ready for a ventricular rhythm that was potentially life threatening. Or, in this guy’s case, life ending.

      “Trust me on this,” I said. “He’s not awake. If he were stable, he’d be talking.”

      As I said it, the waveform changed.

      The widening shifted and became variable as well. Not a simple ventricular arrhythmia, but one we referred to as torsades de pointes, an old French term for it.

      “Grab the magnesium,” I said.

      Derek’s gaze flicked for a moment to the monitor before he nodded and reached into the crash cart for supplies. If the rhythm were sustained, we’d have to shock him, but if he snapped out of it, drugs would be enough. The problem was that I already knew drugs weren’t going to be enough. The only question was whether I could save him at all.

      Sometimes when I sensed death, I could stop it altogether. That was rare. Most of the time, I only delayed it, if I succeeded at all. In someone like this—someone with a correctable problem—I thought I could stop it.

      But why would he have torsades?

      My mind raced through the differential diagnosis, thinking through what I’d learned in medical school. So much of that knowledge felt useless at times. What did I care about various biochemical profiles of drugs when all I needed to know was whether they worked? Torsades was unique, and not common enough that a guy his age should suffer from it. Maybe congenital? Could he be on some kind of medication that would trigger it?

      “Kate?” Derek asked, pulling me from thinking through the differential.

      “Push the mag,” I said.

      “He’s not converting,” he said, reaching for the IV bag.

      “I know.”

      The cold in the room had increased, now moving along my spine and squeezing around my chest. I was the only one who could feel it, and I was thankful that my scrubs and long white coat hid the goosebumps on my arms. Maybe this would be one that I wouldn’t be able to save.

      “We’re going to have to defibrillate,” I said.

      “Mag is in.”

      “Charge to 120 joules,” I said.

      Others had joined us, and I realized that Derek had triggered the Code Blue alert. Nurses came running, and even lazy Dr. Locks managed to bring his fat ass our way. I could see the annoyance in his eyes as he wobbled toward us. As attending, he’d probably take charge, which didn’t bother me at all, not so long as he managed to do what was needed. I didn’t want to feel the final death pull. It always left me weakened and nauseated, something I did my best to hide, though enough had seen me do it that they knew. Some thought I wasn’t cut out to be an ER doc because of it. Locks didn’t use that against me. His was straightforward sexism.

      “Charged.” This came from someone other than Derek.

      “Clear,” I said.

      As one, everyone stepped away from the cot. Usually it happened that way, though I’d been present when one overeager medical student made the mistake of staying too close to the cot and got a little zap as well. Served the little gunner right. Took him most of the day to recover and gave me a break from him.

      As the shock rolled through the patient, he twitched.

      TV shows made it seem like it was more impressive than it was. With enough sedation—or, as in this man’s case, someone who is unconscious—there is little more than a single twitch.

      I looked over at the monitor as the shock worked through him. It was still torsades.

      “Charge to 200,” Locks said, stepping forward and taking charge.

      He pushed his way through the others in the room, nudging me out of the way without so much as a glance. Locks was large—probably three hundred pounds and all belly and chin—and swung his weight around.

      Derek pressed on the defibrillator and the soft whine of it whirring up was the only sound in the room other than the monitor’s steady beep. When it was ready, he said, “Charged.”

      “Clear,” Locks said.

      The next shock caused a slightly greater twitch.

      The cold breath through the ER room intensified. Maybe it was only my imagination, but with as many people as were here—most only watching, the morbid curiosity of medicine disguised as learning—it should be warmer.

      Nausea began to eat at my stomach.

      I knew that sense all too well.

      The man wasn’t going to make it. And when he didn’t, when death claimed him, the nausea would pass. It was easier when it happened away from me, though I would still be aware of it. This was more potent than I’d experienced in a while.

      “Charge again,” Locks said. He stood with his hands behind his back, belly thrust out, not making an effort of placing his hands on the patient. For him, that was the work of the residents—or the students. Certainly not what an attending should do.

      “You could repeat the mag,” I said.

      Locks shot me a withering stare. I’d seen it enough times that I no longer wilted, not the way that I had when I had first met him. The nurses on either side of me made a point of looking elsewhere. “Magnesium? Shock to save, Dr. Michaels.”

      “He’s only had a single dose.”

      “Epi is in,” someone said.

      “Charged,” Derek said.

      Locks held his gaze on me a moment longer before turning away. “Clear.”

      I stepped over to the crash cart and reached for the magnesium. Derek gave me a look that attempted to warn me off, but even if the shocking stabilized the rhythm for a moment, we needed to maintain it, and that wouldn’t happen without the magnesium. Locks was one of the old guard, docs who refused to evolve and who still thought that yelling and intimidating those around them meant good teamwork.

      Without meaning to, I brushed up against the patient’s leg as I was reaching for the magnesium.

      The shock went through him and into me.

      It made my muscles twitch, but nothing more than that. Were I anyone else, it would likely have stopped my heart, even momentarily, especially at 200J. Given that I descended from a pair of powerful mages and that dark magic coursed through my blood, it was little more than a painful jolt.

      “Kate?” Derek asked, grabbing my arm.

      I pulled away. Had he seen that I’d gotten shocked? I didn’t need for him to start spreading rumors. There were enough about me the way that it was, most about how I wasn’t cut out to be an ER doctor.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Your arm—”

      “What about my arm?” I glanced at it long enough to see the fabric of my white coat singed where my watch had come into contact with it. The jolt must have gone through the patient, me, the watch, and then into the coat.

      I twisted it so that no one else could see it, but don’t think that I fooled Derek. Given the way he watched me, I was pretty sure that I didn’t.

      “Epi is in,” another nurse said.

      I looked over to see Maggie working with the IV, a syringe of epinephrine in hand. Someone else had hooked up a bag of saline and had it pouring into the man.

      “Rhythm restored,” one of the nurses said.

      The monitor showed a sinus rhythm.

      I stared at it, waiting for the cold in the room to dissipate, but it didn’t.

      The man might have stabilized, but it would be temporary. Were it not, the cold would have eased and I would no longer feel nausea in the pit of my stomach the way that I did.

      “Good work, team,” Locks said.

      “Dr. Locks,” I said, unable to shake the sense I felt. I couldn’t explain it to them, but the return of sinus rhythm wouldn’t be enough to save this guy. It was possible that nothing would. But why? The GSW wasn’t enough to kill him— not given where he’d been struck —and it certainly shouldn’t have caused torsades.

      “Dr. Michaels, you can finish with your patient. As you seem to think…”

      I didn’t hear the rest of what I seemed to think.

      Icy cold gripped my chest.

      Then I vomited.

      I could barely breathe and turned away from the stretcher and raced out of the room, trying to get distance between me and the patient. I’d never felt it so strongly before, but with what I felt, there was nothing that could be done. The man was gone.

      When I reached the lounge at the back of the ER, I staggered inside, wiping my mouth on my jacket and slumping onto the couch. It was leather, easier to wipe clean from all the nastiness we saw, and probably from the time when Dr. Locks had trained here. Resting my head in my hands, I stared at the ground, not able to lift my head, waiting for the nausea to subside.

      This wasn’t like the usual attacks I felt when someone died. This was worse. Much worse. Normally, I’d feel a wave of nausea and that would be it. The cold that clutched my chest had been more painful, too, though that had begun to abate.

      “Kate? Christ, what happened to you?”

      I dragged my head up. Derek leaned on the door, watching me. “I don’t know what hit me. I’m sorry. Hope I didn’t spray you, though I doubt it’s the first time a woman has puked on you.”

      Derek glanced over his shoulder and stepped a little more into the room. “Not me. Like you said, I’m a pro. You got Locks, a little. Then the bastard made a joke about you being pregnant.”

      “Not pregnant.” I looked back down. It felt better when I stared at the ground.

      “Are you sure? You’ve been a little off—”

      “Pretty sure. You have to be having sex to get pregnant.”

      “Well, Locks wanted you to deal with this guy’s family when you’re feeling better.”

      At least he didn’t offer to help me that way. Derek never hit on me, not that I would respond. He was attractive and funny and we got along well, but I refused to mix with anyone while at work. I knew better than to shit where I ate.

      “He has family here?”

      “From the looks of them, I doubt they’re family. More likely they’re friends. But you get to deal with them.”

      “Great.” That was the worst part of the job. I didn’t mind talking to patients—though it was often easier when they came in unconscious—but the families were often another matter and most of the time much worse than the patients. “Can you let them know I’ll be a few minutes?”

      He nodded and bit his lip before shaking his head. “Maybe take some meclizine. I’m sure I could sneak you some from the Pyxis. I’ll just put it in for Mr. Travis Dorn, recently deceased.”

      “That was his name?”

      Derek nodded.

      “I’ll be fine. I just need a minute.”

      “I could hook you up to an IV. If you were out too late…”

      I shook my head again. “Not pregnant. And not hungover. It’s probably just a bug.”

      Derek watched me for a moment before closing the door behind him.

      I sat on the couch for a few minutes, taking long breaths. When death came, it could be unpredictable, but this time I had known it was coming early—much earlier than usual. Was it because of the rhythm? There had been times when I had managed to save people I would otherwise swear would die, and the strange pull of death would retreat, though it would linger, leaving me tired and drained, as if pushing away death took a toll on me.

      Maybe I really was sick.

      When the nausea finally began to let up, I went to the water cooler and filled a paper cup with water. Since it was only a resident lounge, there weren’t the fancier accommodations found in the staff lounge, leaving us with water, bread, and peanut butter. Occasionally, someone brought in a hoard of graham crackers, though that was infrequent and typically taken from the ambulance bay and meant for the EMTs.

      Travis Dorn.

      I looked at my jacket while framing up what I would say to his family. At least I hadn’t splattered myself. Somehow, other than the burn mark on the sleeve and the trail of saliva when I’d wiped my mouth, my jacket was clean.

      “Do you know which two were with Travis Dorn?” I asked Betty, an older woman who had been manning the desk in the ER for as long as anyone could remember.

      She didn’t lift her gaze from the screen and didn’t try to minimize what she’d been doing—shopping again; the woman was always shopping—and pointed to a corner of the waiting room. “Another one not make it?”

      “Something like that,” I said.

      I headed out into the waiting room. The two men were only a little older than Dorn and were both dressed in all black. They stood in front of the TV but didn’t seem to be watching it. I don’t know that I would be watching either. It was only some talk program where the hosts yelled at each other. I had enough of the yelling at work.

      “Are you with Travis Dorn?” I asked.

      The men looked up. The nearest man, an attractive dark-haired man with a square jaw and the kind of body that spoke of regular exercise, looked over at me. Crystal blue eyes met mine and I suppressed a shiver.

      “We are.”

      He had a hint of an accent in his words. In this part of Minneapolis, it wasn’t uncommon. There were plenty of immigrants into the city, and we got them all at Hennepin General. As a county hospital, we got everything, which made it a great place to train.

      “Can I ask what relation?” I didn’t want to push for proof, but there had been times when shooters would come in, pretending to be family, and want confirmation that their target had died. The first time that happened, we nearly had a shootout in the waiting room.

      The man frowned. “Brothers,” he said.

      I looked over at the desk. Betty would have gathered the necessary documentation, so I didn’t need to be worried about it. Besides, I was tired and ready to get back to work. The only way I was going to get away from the rumors that likely were spreading about me in the ER was to get back at it.

      Turning my attention back to the man, I readied my spiel. I’d given it enough times that it was practiced, but I hoped that it still sounded genuine. “I’m so sorry, but we weren’t able to save him.”

      “He’s gone?” the other man asked. He was nearly as attractive as his brother and had none of the accent. Unlike the other man, he had deep brown eyes.

      Something twisted my stomach.

      Death was coming again.

      I should have been more concerned about these men, but I focused on not vomiting again. “I’m sorry. The injury led to an unstable rhythm and we weren’t able to save him.”

      I swallowed, forcing down the unsettled sense in my stomach. I wasn’t sure that it would be enough. At least I hadn’t begun to feel the cold gripping my chest. When that came, then death was imminent.

      The attractive brother watched me for a moment. “Can we see him?”

      “When we get everything together, you can go back and see him.” I waited to see whether they would ask other questions, but they didn’t seem interested in asking anything. That should have been another warning. “Again, I’m sorry.”

      The men turned away from me and when another wave of nausea washed through me, I decided to get back into the lounge for a few moments. Maybe that meclizine Derek had offered wouldn’t be such a bad idea. As I stepped behind the desk, the sense of cold started in my chest—death coming again—and I took a deep breath.

      “Did you get his number?” Betty asked.

      “What was that?”

      Betty looked up at me. “His number. He’s the kind of man that warms up the insides, if you know what I mean.”

      I blinked. The comment was almost enough to tip me over the edge and make me vomit. “They lost someone they care about, but have at him,” I said, disappearing into the back.

      Time to get back to work. As awful as it was, that was why I was here. Not for the challenge or the medicine—though both were reason enough—but because being around death helped mask something else. Somehow, being around death suppressed the dark magic inside me.
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      The end of my shift didn’t come fast enough.

      I lost track of how many people who came through the doors and needed to be treated by me. It did no good counting, other than to remind me how abused residents are. Probably forty or fifty different patients during my twelve-hour shift. Thankfully, there was only one other trauma, and that had been a bad car accident, but there hadn’t been the sense of coming death.

      As I sat in the lounge changing my shoes, Derek came inside and leaned against the wall. He was one of the few nurses who dared come into the resident lounge. Most would yell inside from the door.

      “You feeling any better?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “As well as I can. Thanks for the meclizine. I don’t want to get you in trouble for doing it.” Taking meds was a definite no-no.

      A hint of a smile tugged at his mouth. “It wasn’t narcs, so no one will even keep track. Besides, it’s better to keep you working than to have to call someone else in.”

      I laughed, tying up my sneakers. I refused to wear the same shoes home. There was no telling what nastiness I might have stepped in while here. “That’s the reason you helped?”

      “Better you than some of the others.”

      “The other residents are all good.” At least in my year, they were. I was a second year—just beginning my second year, which made me only a little better than an intern in most nurses’ eyes.

      “They’re good enough. You’re good.”

      “You just didn’t want to work with Roberts.” He was an egotistical ass, but smart and knew it. He was the kind of guy who thought all the nurses wanted him, and it was all the worse that many of them did. I couldn’t stand the guy. “Do you get jealous that he might steal your attention?”

      “Nah. He’ll be gone in a year while I’ll still be here.”

      I finished tying my shoes and tossed my stethoscope in my locker—no need for that anywhere but here—and started toward the door. Derek still hadn’t moved. He looked just as fresh now as he had at the beginning of his eight-hour shift. The nurses had shorter shifts, but they had a union to watch out for them. Not many watched out for the residents.

      “I can’t tell if that’s a punishment or a reward for you.”

      Derek chuckled. “What, and miss more time with Locks? I think it’s obvious it’s a reward.” He pushed off the wall, studying me for a moment. “Are you sure you’re okay, Kate? You were a little off today.”

      I forced a smile. My stomach had been unsettled all day, but there hadn’t been another chill since after meeting Travis Dorn’s family. I figured that was a good thing. We didn’t need a flood of death in the ER. It wasn’t a good look. “I’m fine.”

      “It’s okay if watching Dorn die affected you. It means you’re still human. Hell, I get tired of seeing these old attendings brush it off like it’s nothing when they lose someone as young as him. It’s even worse when it’s your kind.”

      I arched a brow at him. “My kind? A woman?”

      “Not a woman. You know I could care less about that. I’m talking about residents. Too often, you guys get jaded early.”

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

      “I know the signs. Just don’t let everything you see here change you. You’re better than that.” He watched me for a moment. “And get some rest.”

      “Don’t worry about that.”

      “You back tomorrow?”

      “Another twelve,” I said.

      “Guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I stepped out of the ER and out into the brisk October wind that carried with it the smell of fall, that of the changing leaves and the hint of cold. At least this wasn’t the same cold as when death came. This was natural, and a dramatic change from only a week before when it had been nearly eighty degrees. That was the thing about Minnesota weather: If you don’t like it, wait a week and it’ll be different.

      The hospital was located downtown, which made walking home easy enough, though on the salary residents were paid, my rent cost nearly all my take home pay. Better that than stay in some of the less safe neighborhoods, the kind where many of my patients came from. Most of the neighborhoods around mine had been undergoing redevelopment, a drive to bring more people downtown. It had worked almost too well, practically driving me out of my ability to afford my condo.

      I headed toward the river, pulling my coat around me, though I didn’t need it. While it was cool enough today, October had been unseasonably hot, and with the drought we’d experienced this summer, dropping the water levels in the river, there hadn’t been any rain to cool it off in far too long.

      Since I was tired, I didn’t notice the idiot getting too close to me.

      Something sharp jabbed into my back.

      A knife. At least it wasn’t a gun.

      I’d trained in martial arts since I was a kid, my grandparents’ way of ensuring I had another outlet for what they called my “energy” but was really just my kind of magic. My training kicked in. I wasn’t about to let someone drag me into their car, and as long as he wasn’t carrying a gun, I liked my odds of getting away.

      “Why don’t you come with me,” a voice whispered in my ear.

      It was barely 8 p.m., and his breath stunk of booze.

      “Why don’t you let me go and I’ll promise not to break anything?”

      The man laughed.

      That was enough of a distraction.

      I flipped my heel up, catching him in the genitals. As I spun, I stomped down on his toes. He bent down, and my knee came up, connecting with his chin.

      Just like that, it was over.

      His nose was bloodied, and he was still bent over, trying to look over at me and seem tough at the same time. It wasn’t an easy thing for anyone to do, let alone an idiot who thought that he could attack me. Had he not been drunk, it might have been more difficult. When it came to fighting, it was best to take the easy way out and run.

      He still held his knife, a long, serrated hunting style. Had he managed to jab that into my back, he likely would have torn through my intestines on the way out. An injury like that would require surgery, and I would be laid up for weeks or longer, even with my magic doing its damnedest to heal me.

      I kicked the knife out of his hand.

      “Get out of here,” I said.

      The man glared at me.

      I made a move as if to kick again, this time at his knee.

      He stumbled back, getting away from me, and turned to stagger down the street, barely managing to avoid an oncoming car that he ran in front of.

      “Idiot,” I said.

      “I was going to offer you help, but it didn’t look like you needed it.”

      I spun around, ready for another attack, and nearly drove my fist into a guy who most definitely would have been difficult to bring down, not that I wouldn’t have minded trying. I had thought Travis Dorn’s brothers attractive. This man had sandy blond hair, a tight black t-shirt that accentuated his muscular build. I forced my eyes up to his face to see him watching me. There was something in his gaze that triggered a tingling…

      Had it really been that long since I’d been with a guy?

      No. This was different. This was a chill that worked through me. It started in my chest and worked outward. The sensation was too much like what I felt when death came, though why would I feel it here? There was nothing wrong with this guy.

      Unless it was me.

      I took a step back.

      “Hey, I just wanted to make sure you were okay. Looks like you’re good.”

      “Yeah. I’m good.”

      He studied me for a moment. As he did, the chill lingered in a way that told me that someone was dying, and with as strong as it was, it had to be close by, but where?

      My mind raced through the possibilities. Maybe there was a car accident nearby. I hadn’t heard anything, but it could be a street or two over. If that were the case, I wouldn’t expect to pick up on the sense quite as strongly as I did. Could someone have fallen and hit their head? I’d seen stranger things—hell, a classmate of mine had slipped on the ice coming back from the bar two weeks after graduation and smacked his head, bleeding so much that there had been nothing to do but harvest the organs. Maybe someone had arrested.

      But… all of those things required me to actually be near whoever death was coming for. That was how it worked for me usually.

      “Alright. I saw him approach with that big knife. When I go, maybe you grab the knife so you have some protection on your way home.”

      “I don’t need protection.”

      He cocked his head, studying me. “Maybe you don’t. Your choice. Good luck.”

      His gaze lingered and a flash of icy cold surged through me.

      What the hell was that?

      I watched him leave, not able to help but notice his broad shoulders and tight ass. I really did need to find someone. It wouldn’t do to let myself get charged up like that.

      As the man left, the sense of cold faded.

      It was him.

      Christ.

      I couldn’t let him head off, not if something was going to happen to him and if there was anything I could do to stop it. I had no idea what might happen to him, but the sense of death was unmistakable.

      It wasn’t that I was the Grim Reaper. When I detected death, it could be reversed. I didn’t fully understand why I had the ability, only that I did and that it had been incredibly accurate. Working in the ER had helped hone it, and I had begun to pick up on patients who were destabilizing before others. Most thought I was a good doc, if overeager to rush into traumas, and I wasn’t about to share that it was something more than medicine that allowed me to know when to focus on particular patients.

      Chasing the man down the street, I was glad I had slipped my sneakers back on. My jacket flapped in the wind, and even though I was tired, the thought of doing nothing wasn’t possible.

      A small part of my brain thought that maybe I could save the guy and take him back to my place.

      I pushed that part into the background, forcing it down into the depths. That wasn’t how a doctor should be thinking about a potential patient—or whatever it was that he might become.

      Where had he gone?

      I searched for signs of him, but he must have headed toward the park near the river.

      If I were smart, I’d return home. There was no reason for me to really believe that anything would happen to him—anything other than the fact that I could feel death coming. Seeing as how he was the only one near me at the time, and the only one likely to succumb to whatever it was that I detected, it had to be him.

      When I reached the park, I paused. A young couple made a casual stroll along the sidewalk but headed out. There was an older man walking his dog who followed them. A couple of college age girls laughed as they passed me.

      Maybe I had picked up on someone here. The older man was a reasonable candidate for a heart attack. While he was on the slender side, I’d seen enough men his age and much fitter come in with a massive MI.

      But no.

      The chill didn’t return. It had only been there when the guy had been near me. That meant that whatever it was that I had detected had come from him.

      A shout deeper into the park caught my attention.

      I made my way there at a jog.

      As I neared, the distinct sense of magic pulsed on me again. It was the second time today that I had felt it, though the first time had to have been nothing more than a residual from the chill of death.

      The hot guy was down near the river. He crouched over someone lying on the path. A pair of men approached behind him, but it didn’t look like he even noticed. Where was everyone else? The park had emptied, leaving only these people around.

      One of the men pulled out a sword. A freaking sword!

      “Hey!” I shouted.

      The guy who had thought to help me spun and noticed the two men. He leapt into the air, pulling out a pair of wickedly long daggers, and caught the sword, deflecting it downward.

      What the hell was this?

      As the dagger connected with the sword, there came a pulse of magic.

      When it came, it echoed within me. There wasn’t any other way of describing it. The magic pulsed, and my body reverberated.

      I had known about magic my whole life—how could I not when my grandparents had both been mages?—but had not often seen it practiced. I lived on the periphery of the magical world in Minneapolis, aware of it—something that not everyone could claim—but not entrenched in it. My grandparents had warned me away after my mother had passed, not wanting me to get too deeply involved after what had happened to her.

      Now I felt magic like I hadn’t felt before.

      And the chill of death returned.

      The man with the sword spun around and his blade began to glow. Hot guy slashed at it with his dagger, but the sword cut right through his dagger, leaving him with nothing other than a stump of a weapon.

      And the other guy crashed into him.

      I started running toward him before I even knew what I was doing.

      By the time it registered, I was already too far down the path and the two men looked up at me.

      When they did, I could see they weren’t men.

      They were twisted and grotesque, almost like caricatures of a man. The one holding the sword had an elongated face, almost as if it had melted, and his hair had a waxy appearance. The other was squat and solid, like stone that had been pulled off the shoreline of the river.

      “Get away from him,” I shouted, skidding to a stop. I didn’t dare get too much closer.

      The man with the sword swung it down and stabbed hot guy in the chest. He gasped, and blood burbled from his lips.

      Christ. There might not be anything that could be done for an injury like that. If it ripped through one of the pulmonary vessels, he’d bleed out.

      The smaller guy barreled at me.

      My training kicked in. I knew ways to avoid men who were larger than me, and it involved pivoting out of the way and using a person’s weight and momentum against them.

      As he approached, I spun, thrusting my foot out.

      It caught his leg and he staggered forward. He nearly tore my leg off from the force of it.

      The guy with the sword charged at me.

      He was the more competent-appearing of the two. He slashed with his blade, swiping it down as if to cleave me in half.

      I didn’t have much weapons training, but I knew to get the hell away from a sword.

      Jumping off to the side, I nearly crashed into hot guy. He lay motionless, blood pooling in his mouth. The cold in my chest had returned, the fight distracting me from it, and told me that he might be already gone.

      I noticed a sword at his belt.

      What was he doing with a sword too?

      I grabbed the sword and yanked it free, whipping around as Long Face reached me.

      I managed to block his attack and then kicked, my heel connecting with his chest and sending him staggering back. He stumbled into the other guy, crushing him, and the pair of them crashed to the ground.

      There was a moan, and I looked over to see hot guy trying to sit up. Somehow, he had grabbed another dagger.

      “You need to lay back down. I don’t know how badly you’re—”

      He flung the dagger, and it went whizzing past my face.

      I spun around and saw the dagger had implanted in the forehead of Long Face. As it did, flames consumed him, burning him into nothingness.

      That was magic. There was no question about it. But what were they fighting about?

      The hot guy tried getting up, and then fell back to the ground.

      “I told you not to move,” I said.

      He moaned and then said nothing else.

      My medical training kicked in. He’d been stabbed in the chest and I examined the wound, trying to see whether there was anything that I could tell of the injury. I had to tear away his shirt, revealing a muscular chest. Scars marked his chest, at least three different ones that made it look as if this wasn’t the first time he’d been stabbed like this.

      When I checked his vitals, I found a steady pulse. He was breathing when I pressed my head against his chest—maybe I should carry my stethoscope with me—and listened to his breathing. The left side had good breath sounds, but the right… They were diminished.

      My mind raced through possibilities in the differential, but the most likely was a pneumothorax—a collapsed lung—and given the way that he’d passed out, I suspect there was enough pressure from it that it was straining his heart.

      This was easy enough to treat in the ER. All I needed was a chest tube kit and he’d be fine. Out in the park, with nothing else around, I didn’t have a chest tube.

      I did have a pen.

      Pulling the parts off the pen and leaving only the tube, I gently pushed this into the stab wound. The guy moaned again. Maybe it wasn’t quite as gently as I had thought. There was a small press of air and hot guy started stirring again.

      After a moment, his eyes opened, and he looked at me.

      “What happened?”

      “It looks like you got jumped by a guy with a sword and stabbed in the chest. If I had to guess, you had a tension pneumothorax. I need to get you to the hospital—”

      “No hospitals.”

      “Sure. I get that you’re all sort of macho, but you won’t do well without going to the hospital and getting standard medical care.”

      The man looked down at his chest and his eyes quickly took in the pen sticking out of his chest. It moved slightly with each breath. “Are you a nurse?”

      I glared at him. Screw him for assuming that I was a nurse. I dealt with that kind of crap often enough in the ER. Oftentimes, people assumed Derek was the doctor and not me. It didn’t help that he had enough experience to make it believable.

      “Not a nurse. An ER doc, and it’s lucky for you that I am. If I hadn’t helped you, that kind of injury would be fatal. And if you don’t go to the hospital, it’s likely going to get infected. You’ll need a chest tube for a couple of days and then—”

      “No.”

      He started to sit up and I moved so that he couldn’t get up without forcing me away from him. “Listen. I don’t know what your deal is, but if you don’t go into the hospital, you could die.”

      “That sounds dramatic.”

      He fixed me with a cool stare. I felt the beginning of cold working through me, though this was different than the cold I felt when death came. There was something familiar to it, a tinge of magic, though when my grandparents used their magic around me, it left me with a hint of warmth. Whatever had triggered the chill of death earlier had departed.

      “It is dramatic because it has to be. There’s no reason for you to be so damned stubborn.”

      He fingered the pen, tracing his index finger around it. The sense of cold intensified before fading. When it was gone, he plucked the pen from his chest and the skin simply sealed shut.

      “Thanks,” he said, handing the pen back to me.

      I shook my head, holding my hand away from me. There was no way I was taking that back from him. “You’re a mage,” I said, leaning back on my heels. And a powerful one, especially if he was able to heal himself like that.

      He glanced over at me, eyes narrowing. “What do you know about mages?”

      Should I be honest with him or was it better to lie? “My grandparents were both mages. They’re strong enough, and I doubt they could have healed themselves the way that you just did.” I stood up and took a step away from him. I didn’t need him questioning what kind of mage I was, especially as the dark magic that flowed through me wouldn’t have an easy explanation. Even my grandparents hadn’t been able to easily explain it, and they worked with the council.

      “Your grandparents? That means that you’re a mage then. What are you doing working in a hospital?”

      “You don’t think medicine is a noble calling?”

      The mage stood and took a deep breath, looking around me. “Medicine is fine for those not acquainted with the Veil, but there are few enough with real magical talent for them to be wasted with such things.”

      He said it with such arrogance that I turned away.

      “Wait,” he said.

      “You’re welcome.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it. It’s just that most of the time, we don’t need traditional healing. If you’ve got the mind for that, then you could do so much more within the Veil.”

      “You’d probably better clean them up before the regular police show up,” I said, pointing to the remains of the squat guy. Long face was nothing more than ash. Human-shaped ash, but still only ash.

      “I’m not worried about the police.”

      I glanced over my shoulder at him and looked at him. Really looked at him.

      The injuries and the daggers suddenly made a different sort of sense.

      “You’re a knight.” They were the protectors of the mages, and they were gifted with additional magic that even the mages didn’t have. It would explain his ability to heal himself. It might even explain why I had felt the cold when he’d used his magic.

      And it was even more reason for me to get away from him.

      If a knight discovered my kind of magic, I would be brought before the council for questioning. I didn’t think I had the right answers—especially as I didn’t know them—but that might not matter, not considering the darkness that worked through me.

      “Is that a problem?”

      I took another step back while shaking my head. “Watch that for redness and warmth. If either happen, you should be seen by someone non-magical. I still think you should get it checked out.”

      He nodded, but I didn’t know whether he would listen. As he was a knight, I knew that I shouldn’t worry too much. With his connection to the council, he would get more than enough help.

      “Thanks…”

      “Kate,” I said.

      He rubbed his chest where the sword had gone through. Now there was only a little raised flesh and a little bit of redness, but not much more. “Thanks, Kate. I’m Aron.”

      Hot guy had a name. When he said it, a chill went down my spine.

      Was he using his magic again?

      If he was, I didn’t need for anyone to explain why. It would be him testing me, trying to determine whether I had magic. Given that I had made the mistake of revealing my connection to magic, that wouldn’t be surprising.

      “What were those things?” They weren’t human, and the chill of death I’d detected didn’t seem to flare when they disappeared.

      He watched me. “Dangerous creatures. Now that they’re gone, you don’t have to worry about them.”

      I found that hard to believe, but any questions I asked would only draw me deeper into the magical realm, something I desperately didn’t want. It was better to pretend none of this had happened.

      “Good luck, Aron.”

      I turned away from him and started jogging, my mind racing. The reason I’d gone into medicine was so that I could avoid mages and people like Aron. And now I’d gone and saved him, drawing attention to myself.

      It was time for me to be heading back home and get some rest before my next shift. Morning would come all too soon, and I needed to rest up before I started to feel the cold of death again.

      As I made my way out of the park, I couldn’t help but feel as if Aron watched me. When another chill settled along my spine, I knew that he was testing to see what sort of magic I might have. Hopefully the darkness that burned inside me didn’t give up the secret too easily.
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      I flopped down on my couch, completely exhausted. Three shifts in a row could be brutal, especially pulling twelve-hour shifts as I had been, but it was switching from the day shift to the night that was the hardest. The program considered me lucky for having twenty-four hours off between shifts. Never mind the fact that I needed to adjust to the change in sleeping schedule.

      All I had to do was make it through the next two years. If I could do that, I could be an attending and have a more relaxed schedule. I might even pick some quiet hospital to work, get away from the chaos of the city and find someplace slower.

      At least the last two shifts had been relatively uneventful. There hadn’t been any major trauma and I had been spared the calling of death during the last few days.

      There were times when I wondered whether that was a good thing or not. After the chill and the nausea retreated, there were times when I felt empowered, almost as if having that sensation, that detecting the pull of death, somehow strengthened me. That had to be my imagination.

      At least I hadn’t needed to explain my illness to anyone. Locks had spread the rumor that I was pregnant, leaving me to have to very pointedly tell people that I was not. After the fifth time, I gave up on it. If people wanted to believe that I was pregnant, let them. Who did it hurt?

      There wasn’t anything on the TV at this time of the morning. I could watch the morning talk shows, but they annoyed me more than anything, especially with as chipper as the hosts tended to be at this time of day. I wasn’t a morning person on the best of days, but after pulling a night shift, all I wanted was to relax before getting a little sleep and doing it all over.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      “Just a minute,” I said.

      Dragging myself off the sofa, I peeked to see who might be knocking at eight o’clock in the morning, and then let out a quiet sigh as I pulled the door open.

      “Marvin. What can I do for you this morning?”

      Marvin was an older man, probably in his mid-fifties, and most of the time struck me as lonely. “Kate. I saw you come home and I thought that I might catch you before you went to bed. I tried the other day, but you must not have heard me.”

      At least that explained who had been knocking on my door the night I’d met Aron. I had ignored the knocking, wanting only to rest but was too wound up. I had gotten myself a nice glass of pinot and sat in the bath, soaking, when someone came pounding on the door. Knowing it had been Marvin made me more comfortable. There was a part of me that had worried it might have been Aron or someone from the council.

      “Yeah, long shifts, you know?”

      “Well, not really,” he said, wringing his hands together. “I’ve only ever done daytime work, and the government wants to make sure we don’t pull overtime.”

      “How does the mail get sorted if you’re not working overtime?”

      Marvin flashed a brief smile. “I try to ask the same question, but it always manages to get done. I work my eight and come back home.”

      I wondered what that was like. Most of the time, my twelve-hour shift turned into thirteen, though I tried to hand the patients off to the oncoming resident. The ER could get busy and no one wanted to dump on anyone else.

      “Maybe goblins do it,” I said.

      Marvin frowned. “That’s not funny, Kate.”

      I shouldn’t joke like that, but it was possible that the government hired goblins to sort the mail overnight. There were plenty within the government who were fully aware of the magical world and I couldn’t be the only person affiliated with the Veil who wanted a more normal life.

      “I’m sorry, Marvin.” I knew he took his job at the post office seriously. And he wasn’t even the one delivering mail, but as he liked to point out, the mail doesn’t get delivered if it doesn’t get sorted. “What do you need?”

      “It’s probably nothing, but…”

      When he started like that, I knew exactly what he was after. “What are you experiencing?” Marvin wasn’t the only one in the building who thought they could pay me a house call to get their symptoms checked out, but he was one of the few who thought that I was enough of a real doctor to help. Most of them thought that residency meant that I was still a student.

      “It’s probably nothing. Mostly leg pain, but it’s been driving me nuts the last few days.”

      Even my tired mind didn’t have much trouble working through leg pain. It could be many different things. “Did you do anything that you could have pulled a muscle?”

      He shot me a strange look. “Do I look like I have muscles that can get pulled?”

      I laughed. If nothing else, Marvin had a sense of humor. “Everyone has muscles that can get pulled. Have you done anything different lately? Maybe a new exercise program?”

      “Honestly, Kate. When have you known me to exercise?”

      “You walk to work, and that’s exercise.”

      “I walk to work because it’s the easiest way to get there. No parking. And you walk to work too.”

      “I’m a bit younger than you.” By more than half, I didn’t add, but I didn’t need to. Marvin didn’t need me to remind him about how much younger I was, though maybe I should. Most of the time when people learned that their doctor was only in their mid-twenties, they wanted someone else.

      “Fine,” I said. “You haven’t done anything other than walking. What about other activities? Have you slipped?”

      He shrugged. “I’m pretty careful. You know me.”

      I knew him better than I wanted. Marvin was fine—a mostly harmless neighbor who stopped by more often than I preferred. There were other neighbors that I enjoyed far less than him.

      “Can you show me where it’s bothering you?” It was better to get it over with. Then I could get back to watching crappy morning TV and maybe finding a way to get some sleep.

      Marvin pulled up the leg of his pants and revealed his calf. I didn’t need him to pull up the other pant leg to know that it was swollen. The way that he worked to get the pants up made that plenty clear.

      “It’s mostly back here,” he said, pointing to the back of his calf.

      I crouched in front of him. This would be easier in the ER. He’d be lying down, for one, and I would be presumably getting paid. Then again, Marvin watched over my condo when I was gone, and I never had to worry about packages disappearing.

      When I palpated his calf, he winced and tried to jerk away. I held onto it for a moment and noted the warmth throughout the entirety of his calf.

      “You need an ultrasound, Marvin,” I said.

      He left the pant leg up and looked at me with a strange face. “A what? Will it hurt?”

      Probably a little, especially as they pressed to get the images, but Marvin didn’t need to know that now. “It’s non-invasive. It uses sound waves. You need to see if there’s a blood clot in there. You really shouldn’t wait too long on this. I’m sure you could get in with your doctor today.”

      “But you’re a doctor.”

      “An ER doctor, and you need to go somewhere they can get the ultrasound done to check for a blood clot.” I met his gaze, wanting him to take what I said next seriously. “This can be dangerous, Marvin. If it is a blood clot, it could go to your lung and you could need to be hospitalized.” I’d had a patient in with a pulmonary embolism just last night, but he’d had advanced cancer, making a clot unsurprising.

      Why would Marvin have one?

      “Why would this happen to me?” he asked, almost as if he were echoing my thoughts.

      “There are lots of reasons,” I said. I wasn’t about to get into the likely culprits. “Maybe you bumped it and it’s nothing more than a deep bruise.” That was another possibility, but given the way his calf felt, it was either a clot or an infection, and either way, he needed to see his primary doctor.

      “I would have known,” he mumbled.

      Not necessarily, I didn’t say. There were plenty of people who bumped themselves, getting injured without remembering how it happened. “Just get checked out. It’s more than I can do in my condo,” I said with a smile.

      “Alright. Thanks for checking it out. I still wish you had an office somewhere. I know there would be a line out the door to see you.” He added the last with a wink and I cringed inwardly. Men like Marvin often thought it was fine to comment on my looks.

      “I have an office but trust me, you don’t want to be there.”

      He stepped back into the hall and I closed the door behind him before he had a chance to either say something else or check on some other problem. Most of the time, I got questions about rashes. If they weren’t infected, I rarely cared. A rash didn’t usually cause any problems.

      I made it back to my couch and sunk into it, quickly starting to drift off. Lucy, my gray and white cat, flopped down on my lap, nuzzling her head on my hand until I petted her. She could be a little aggressive when I was home, but she didn’t seem to mind the fact that I would be gone for long stretches.

      I don’t know how long it was before there came another knock on my door. If it was Marvin again, I don’t know what I would do. There was only so much I could put up with.

      When I peeked through I couldn’t see anyone on the other side of the door.

      Was it a delivery? I didn’t see anything out there.

      My complex was relatively nice, but there were times when I didn’t like living alone. Mostly, that came from growing up around the kind of magic that was meant to scare. I understood that the stories kids told, often to frighten, had undertones that were true.

      Take the mages. Magic was all too real, though most people didn’t know that it happened all around them. I had been born to it and had seen it my entire life growing up. My parents might have been gone, but my grandparents were mages who understood the concepts and were able to teach me the basics. I think they were as disappointed as Aron had been when I had decided to pursue something beyond the Veil.

      Mages weren’t all that lived on this side of the Veil. From what my grandparents has taught me, all creatures believed to be myth existed in our world, only most of them managed to remain masked. Some hid deeper behind the Veil, hidden even from the magical in this world.

      That was the reason that I was careful when something strange happened. My grandparents had warned me often enough that I knew to be careful.

      I waited, but nothing appeared.

      Maybe it was only a delivery.

      After waiting another moment, I pulled the door open and looked along the hallway. There was no sign of anything. Had there been, I imagine that Marvin would have seen it. Knowing him, he would have chatted with whomever had come. Maybe he would have shown them his leg.

      There wasn’t anything outside my door.

      Who had knocked?

      I stepped back inside and felt a chill along my spine.

      It was the second time in the last week that I’d felt magic used. I had gone months without detecting anything. Staying away from those connected to the Veil had benefits, and that was one of them. For me to now detect it, and in my own condo?

      When I turned, my body on edge and ready for the possibility of an attack, I breathed out a sigh of relief.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      My grandmother had a finger pointed at me, wiggling it in a small circle. With that single movement, she could cast a dozen different spells, and each of them were more potent than anything I could manage, even though I could detect the magic she used. Gramps sat on my couch, staring at the TV, chewing on a straw. He waved absently at me.

      “You’re getting slow,” she admonished.

      My grandmother was nearly seventy, an age that was still relatively young for a mage—especially one with power like her—and she kept her hair magically dyed so that it made her look no older than forty. Most of the time, she looked as if she could be my mother, and had passed for her often enough.

      “I wasn’t expecting anyone to simply appear in my condo behind me.”

      How had she managed to do that without me noticing?

      The knock had to have been a distraction… which meant that she had gone through the window. I still didn’t know how she would have managed that.

      “Did you really go through the window?” I asked.

      She gave me a look that I remembered from my childhood, the one that seemed both a warning and a reproach. “You know as well as I do that I wouldn’t fit through that window.”

      “Then how did you manage to get in here?” I closed the door behind me, not wanting Marvin to know that my grandparents had come for a visit. The last time they had come, I had questions for days about the young couple who had visited. I couldn’t very well tell him that they were my grandparents—anyone not associated with the Veil would know better than that—but he already knew that my parents were gone. When I had told them they were my aunt and uncle, he had been disappointed that I hadn’t taken the time to introduce him.

      “You’re the one who doesn’t want anything to do with the Veil.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to know how you managed to slip in here without me noticing.”

      “That’s on you, dear. If you had been paying attention during your training, you would have known the answer.”

      I shook my head, slipping the lock on the door and chaining it before making my way to the kitchen. “I did pay attention during my training. Just because I can’t do the same things as you doesn’t mean that I wasn’t paying attention.”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she said, following me into the kitchen.

      “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Whatever you were drinking is fine.”

      “I wasn’t drinking anything.”

      “Nothing? Didn’t you just finish a shift?”

      I arched a brow at her, debating whether to ask how she knew that, before deciding on another question. “I did just finish a shift, but seeing as how it’s morning—”

      “Which only means a lighter varietal,” she said, reaching for a bottle of rosé.

      I laughed but reached for a pair of glasses. I knew my grandmother and wine. She would drink it at any time of the day, and considering the nature of her work, she often pulled the same strange type of hours that I did. That was the nature of working for the council.

      Gran poured two glasses and tipped hers toward mine in a cheers before taking a sip. Her nose crinkled as she drank.

      “Not what you were expecting?”

      “We need to refine your palate.”

      “I need to be able to afford better wine before I refine it.”

      “I thought being a doctor paid well.”

      “It probably will when I get through residency.” Even then, I had to contend with the mountain of student debt I’d incurred getting through medical school. My grandparents might be mages, but that didn’t mean they understood the intricacies of investing and saving. Since they served the council, they didn’t really have need for money, which meant that we didn’t have money. Everything that I’d gotten had come through hard work—and lots of debt. “You still didn’t answer. How did you get in here?”

      “I didn’t answer because there wasn’t the need for an answer. And besides, if I share with you that secret, then you’ll have to start working with us.”

      I took a sip of the wine. It was a little too heavy for me this early in the day. Even though I’d been awake all night, it still felt like morning to me. I couldn’t switch over quite as well as some, a fact that some of the other residents liked to taunt me about, as if my need for sleep represented some sort of weakness.

      “You don’t want me working with you. Not with my kind of magic.”

      Gran set the wine down. “Don’t you go on about your type of magic. The reason you have the effect that you do is because—”

      “Because I have dark magic,” I said, taking another sip. “I’ve come to grips with it, which means that you should too. The council won’t learn of me if I don’t practice.”

      “They won’t learn of you because you don’t have dark magic, Katie.”

      I smiled slightly. She was one of the few who still called me that. “You don’t have any other answer about what it could be.”

      “Just because I don’t know the answer doesn’t mean that it’s dark. There is plenty of magic that I don’t understand.”

      “Not so much now that you’re working with the council.” It was a good job, and it was one that I knew she and Gramps had wanted for a long time. Working for the council was one of the first steps to having the chance to sit on the council. If they ever managed to reach that position, then maybe I wouldn’t have to fear revealing what I could do. “Besides, I’m happy, Gran. I really am.”

      Gran looked around the kitchen, her gaze taking in everything for a long moment before returning to look at me. “This is happy? I can see the weariness on your face. You’re going to age before you need to.”

      “Just because I’m aging normally?”

      “Normal? Using magic that delays aging is normal. This”—she motioned at me and my rumpled scrubs before making a point of tousling my black hair—”isn’t normal. This is self torture.”

      “It’s my choice.”

      “I know that it is. I never said I would take away your choice, only that I don’t necessarily agree with it. Now. Do you have a place for your grandfather and I to stay or not?”

      “You’ve never stayed with me when you visited before.” She frowned at me. “You know I’m happy to have you here. Can you at least tell me why?”

      “Nothing of much importance.”

      I arched a brow. “When you went off to Chicago, that was for nothing of much importance, too. Turns out you started working for the council.”

      “We didn’t want to worry you.”

      “You didn’t.”

      “But you might have gotten worried when you learned that we had gone to serve the council. We only wanted what’s best for you, Katie.”

      “And how was your leaving what’s best for me… Is that why you went off? You think to shield me from the council?”

      The door to the kitchen opened and Gramps strode in. He was fit for a seventy-year-old and carried a mug that said There’s a good chance this is wine. When he saw the two of us, he looked over at Gran, frowning.

      “Now what did you do, Cyn?”

      “What did I do? Why do you always take her side?”

      He winked at me. “Who said I’m taking sides? I just wanted to know what you did to Katie to make her give you the angry eyes. You know the one. Hell, I could feel it before I even walked through the door.”

      I took another sip of wine. It was possible that my grandfather could feel it. He was sensitive to such things, much as I had a tendency to let my natural connection to dark magic out when I was tired and around others who knew me well. They were the only ones who understood my magic as well as I did, even if they weren’t able to explain it. No one could. And we didn’t dare take any questions to the council. If they learned about the possibility of dark magic… there was a good chance that knight might be sent after me. Which wouldn’t be all bad, other than the fact that when the council sent knights after you, the outcome usually wasn’t good.

      “You felt it?” Gran asked. She looked at me, and I could see the disappointment in the way she studied me. “You should be better at controlling it by now.”

      “I do control it. Most of the time.”

      “What does that mean?” she asked.

      “Just that there are times when I’m at work and…”

      “And what?”

      I took a deep breath. She didn’t need to know that there were times when I could detect the coming of death. There had been no reason to tell them before, so I had made no effort of sharing it with them. I didn’t want my grandparents to think I’d become too twisted by dark magic.

      “Katie?” she asked. She pried the glass of wine from my hands and set it on the counter next to me. “What happens when you’re at work?”

      “It’s nothing,” I said.

      “It doesn’t seem like nothing.” She looked at my grandfather. “Would you get her to share please, Veran?”

      “You know her. When she makes up her mind, there’s not much that we can do to change it. She’s got the same stubborn streak as you.” He winked at me again. “But then, she should be willing to share with us, especially when it comes to her magic.”

      “Gramps…”

      “Katie…” he said, matching my tone.

      I took a deep breath. “Fine. There’s something that’s been happening for a while now. I don’t know when I first started noticing it, but…”

      I described the sense of cold that came when death neared, watching Gran as I did. She had more experience with that sort of thing than anyone I’d ever met. It was the reason that I think she was allowed to work with the council, though I didn’t entirely know what they did for the council. Probably nothing more than ensure the various magical factions remained at peace, especially since she’d once had a strong role in working with the local vamps and the shifters, keeping them controlled.

      “You can feel death?” Gran asked when I was done.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know why. It’s probably nothing, right?”

      She glanced over at my grandfather. Normally, he smiled easily, but all pretense of smiling had faded from his face. He looked at my grandmother with concern.

      “We never did find out—”

      Gran shook her head. “Shush, Veran.”

      “You never did find out what?” I asked. My fatigue was beginning to catch up to me and I wasn’t sure how much longer I’d be able to keep my eyes open. I needed sleep but didn’t know whether there was any way that I would be able to get the sleep that my body demanded until I finished with this conversation.

      “She needs to know. We’ve always wondered if there was anything…” He trailed off with a harsh look from my grandmother and glanced over at me, shrugging. “She doesn’t want to tell you that we never learned much about your father.”

      “Veran!”

      He forced a tired smile. “Cyn. Listen to what she’s saying to us.”

      I blinked, struggling to keep up. “My father? I thought you said he was a mage like my mother.”

      “We thought he was, especially with the power you have,” Gran started. “And we’ve tried to help you with that power, but you refuse to work with us.”

      “It’s not that I refuse—”

      “You refuse, Katie,” Gramps said. When I started to object, he pushed that smile of his, the one that could disarm any situation. “Not that I blame you. Neither of us do. If your father is a dark mage, then you run the risk of the council coming for you and burning out your magic.”

      That was the danger. Dark mages were typically destroyed. When it came to magic, that entailed burning off the ability to sense and use it. For most, it was painful and many never recovered. Considering how little I attempted to use my magic, I didn’t know whether I would feel the same way or whether it wouldn’t affect me, but the risk was what made me worry. Dark mages were known to change after their magic was burned off, most of them losing part of themselves. I couldn’t risk losing the part of me that practiced medicine.

      “You said if. You’ve always told me that he was a dark mage.”

      Gran shrugged. “We assumed he was. With the type of magic you have access to, we thought he would have to be, but what you’re describing isn’t any sort of dark magic that I’ve ever heard about.”

      “Maybe it’s different,” I said.

      Gramps smiled. “Maybe that’s all it is.”

      I could hear it in his voice that he didn’t think so. And that bothered me.

      “If that’s not it, what is it?”

      “I don’t know.” Gran took a drink of wine and set her cup down. “But whatever it is, we’ll help you get to the bottom of it while we’re visiting.”

      “And how long will that be? You still haven’t told me why you’re even back here.”

      “Because it doesn’t matter, Katie. All that matters is that we are here,” Gran said. “And now that we know about your gifts, we’ll work with you to help you understand what they mean.”

      “Great. Now I’ve got to deal with old people cramping my style.”
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      The monitor beeped steadily, though it was a rhythm that indicated life. Nothing dangerous about this rhythm, though the injury to the man lying connected to the monitor reminded me of Travis Dorn when he’d been in the ER over a week before. Why should I have that memory?

      “Dr. Michaels?” Derek said when I entered the room.

      “What do we have here?” I already knew this was a GSW, much like Dorn. Unlike Dorn, there was no odd rhythm and no chill that might tell me death was coming. Thankfully, it had been days since I had known the pull of death.

      “The guy came in about an hour ago. Shoulder wound.”

      He pulled back the gown to reveal the injury to the shoulder. Like the good nurse he was, Derek had already cleansed the wound. Blood still oozed around it, but not with much intensity. This would be a painful wound—he might not use his right arm for a while—but not the kind that would be fatal.

      I leaned toward it. “It’s a strange shape,” I said, pulling on a pair of gloves and probing the wound. It angled backward and down. Either he’d been shot from the front, and downward—suggesting he’d either been seated or on his knees—or he’d been shot in the back by a much shorter person. Considering the size of the front wound, I thought that it was the exit wound.

      “It’s symmetrical.” Derek grabbed the guy and started to roll him, revealing the wound on his shoulder. Someone must have already ordered plenty of pain meds for him since he didn’t moan or make any sound. “Check this out.”

      I reached my fingers into the wound on the other side. As he said, it was symmetrical, the same as the other side. Often, there was a difference in shape from entry to exit, typically from the way a bullet would destabilize as it traveled through tissues.

      Not only was it symmetrical, there was almost no bleeding on this side.

      That surprised me.

      I grabbed the light overhead to move it into a better position. Derek started to lower the guy back down, but I shook my head. “Hang on a sec,” I said.

      “Only for you, Dr. Michaels.”

      “Whatever it takes for you to follow orders.”

      Derek grinned. “Be careful. Someone might think you’re hitting on me.”

      I ignored him, peering into the wound. It was smooth and the edges on this side almost seemed cauterized. A bullet wouldn’t do that, but there was something else that might. The kind of weapon that I’d seen recently.

      “This isn’t a gunshot wound,” I said, taking a step back.

      “Sure it is. Look at the contour. Pretty typical for a GSW.”

      I looked over at Derek. Would he believe me? “Check out the tissue on his shoulder back here. The wound is cauterized. Ever see a bullet do that?”

      Derek let go with one hand and stuck his fingers into the wound, frowning. “Shit. I didn’t see that before.” He lowered the guy back onto the bed. “What do you think did it?”

      “You’re not going to believe me.”

      “Try me.”

      “A sword.”

      Derek started to laugh but trailed off when I didn’t join in. “A sword? Kate, you can’t go to Dr. Foles and tell her you think this guy was stabbed with a sword.”

      “Foles is on?” I hadn’t checked to see who the attendings were, but Dr. Foles was the sort of no-nonsense doc that most people wanted to have when they came into the ER. That didn’t make her resident friendly. She could be incredibly challenging to work with and often would ask question after question to the point where you didn’t know whether to trust your assessment. She was the absolute wrong person to go to with a claim that this guy had been stabbed by a sword.

      But then, if I didn’t say anything about the cauterized wound on the posterior shoulder and Foles picked up on it, she would be equally challenging.

      “What makes you think of a sword anyway?” Derek asked.

      “Because I saw a guy attacked with one on my way home about a week ago.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      I shook my head. “Wish I was.”

      “What happened with him?”

      Too late, I realized that I had shared more than I should have with Derek. How would he react to the idea that there was some crazy out in the city attacking with a sword? “I think it was part of a performance,” I said quickly, though I don’t think Derek believed it.

      “What kind of performance?”

      I shrugged. “You know the crap that happens down by the river. It’s probably someone from the university thinking to get YouTube views or something.” That was mostly believable. We had seen plenty of idiots in the ER who had done something like that, thinking that they could go viral by doing stupid stunts. A couple of guys had gotten pretty seriously hurt.

      “You know what? I’ve never seen anyone using a sword out by the river. Anyone who would think to do that would run the risk of getting shot.”

      “You might be surprised.” I turned away before I said anything else that might make Derek question me further. “Let’s watch him a little longer and then I’ll be back to stitch this up.”

      “You’re the doc.”

      I left the room and headed back to check the track board. As I did, a chill worked down my spine and I froze in place. It wasn’t death—that was a chill that seemed to grip my chest and squeeze, leaving me with a feeling of nausea—but something that was near enough to it. And it was something that I hadn’t expected to detect, at least not here.

      Magic.

      There was someone nearby using magic.

      That shouldn’t be that big of a deal. Minneapolis was a large city, inhabited by plenty of magical beings, thanks to the ley lines that ran through the city, drawing them. From what Gran told me, the Mississippi River ran along one such ley line, and it was a powerful one. Ley lines like that were magical reservoirs, and they pulled others with power to places like this. They were the reason we had the various factions of vampires, though the longer northern nights didn’t hurt, and they were the reason we had so many shifters. With the river, we were close to the Veil.

      But I could go months without picking up on someone using magic. The fact that I felt it now, especially after so recently dealing with magic, made me wonder why. There had to be a reason that was more than about coincidence.

      “You okay, Dr. Michaels?”

      I looked up to see Val, one of the nurses, watching me with something bordering on amusement. After what happened with Locks after Dorn had died, the rumors had continued to run rampant in the ER and I was certain there were nurses who still thought I was hiding something. I might have to go out drinking with them sometime just to convince them I wasn’t pregnant. Either that or I could have a little fun with the rumors. That might be better anyway.

      “I’m fine. I’ve just been a little off the last few weeks.” I shrugged and turned my attention back to the track board, looking for the next patient I would see.

      There were several options, but none were all that interesting. Did I see the screaming baby with a cough or middle-aged dude with the belly pain?

      “Which one do you have, Michaels?”

      I turned to see Dr. Roberts striding up behind me. He was tall—probably six foot four—and had the build of the basketball player he claimed he once had been in college. He always managed a quick smile that won over most of the others in the ER, but I’d been around him enough to know that he was more than a little smarmy.

      “I was just looking,” I said.

      “I’ll take the kiddo. I might sing to her and see if I can’t get her to stop crying.”

      Val sighed, and I turned away so I didn’t gag.

      “Careful, Brad. You might end up making her cry more,” I said.

      He shot me a glare that I ignored as I hurried down toward the belly pain. I paused at the computer outside the room to look up the relevant information about the guy. Mid-forties. Pain started two days ago. Now severe. EMS ride from a dozen blocks away. There wasn’t anything else in the chart that would help. At his age, that wasn’t uncommon.

      “Mr. Roger Niles?” I rubbed a ball of foam disinfectant on my hands as I entered and put on a big smile. Now that we were rated on everything from how nice we were to whether we washed our hands, every detail mattered. “I’m Dr. Michaels. I understand you’ve been having some belly pain?”

      The man nodded. “It hurts, doc. Can’t you give me something to take the edge off?”

      Was this guy a drug seeker? As the county hospital, we had plenty of people come through the doors who only wanted narcotics. It was easy enough to give them what they wanted, but that wasn’t the right thing to do most of the time.

      “Where does it hurt?”

      “Everywhere. It hurts everywhere,” he said, clutching his stomach.

      I did a cursory exam, looking for signs of a surgical abdomen, but there were none. His vitals were otherwise stable, which was reassuring.

      “I’m going to order some labs and a few x-rays, and I’ll be right back in.”

      The man moaned again and when I reached the door, he managed to call out. “Are you going to do something for this pain?”

      “Of course. I’ll do everything I can to get you comfortable.”

      I stepped out of the room and over to the computer to enter the orders. A few labs and a CT of his abdomen would give me a better idea about what we were dealing with. He certainly seemed like the pain was real, but I’d seen drug seekers who could be quite convincing, and I wasn’t entirely convinced that he wasn’t one. Abdominal pain was all too easy to fake and could be incredibly difficult to pinpoint a cause.

      “Hey, Michaels.”

      I looked up to see Jen, my best friend and one of the other residents, waiting for me. She always managed to get me to smile even when I was exhausted. Like now. “What’s up?”

      “There’s a guy waiting for you in the lobby. I was out talking to a family when I saw him.”

      “What guy? A patient?”

      Jen smiled. “An incredibly attractive guy. I almost need a shower just from seeing him. He asked for you by name. If he hadn’t been asking for you, I would have offered to play doctor with him.”

      “You are a doctor.”

      “Exactly,” she said with a grin.

      My spine started to tingle. After the chill I’d felt before going in to see Mr. Belly Pain, now to have some stranger appear at the desk? What if he wasn’t a stranger? Could Aron have come for me? “What did he look like?”

      “Do I need to draw you a picture? Wait… maybe I should go take a picture. For safety reasons.” She pulled her phone out from her pocket and winked before heading back toward the front desk.

      I waited in the hall for a moment. Did I really want to go and see if Aron had come to see me? A part of me did. I couldn’t deny the same appeal that Jen felt—he was incredibly attractive—but a guy like that was just as likely going to end up with me dragged in front of the council to explain my magic, and that wasn’t something that I could do.

      Jen leaned out of the doorway to the front desk. “If you take too long, I can’t promise what I might do.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut and let out a brief sigh. There was nothing but to go and see what he wanted.

      When I got to the desk, I caught sight of Aron immediately. He was hard to miss. A black t-shirt did nothing to hide the sculpted body. Slim jeans were probably not practical for running. The black leather jacket added to the overall picture.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Betty said. She didn’t look up at me. “Damn, but he’s a fine-looking man.”

      “I’ll let him know you approve.”

      I stepped through the half door leading out into the packed waiting room. With this many patients, it would be a busy shift and I didn’t need the kind of distraction that Aron would bring, but I had suggested that he come to the ER.

      “Did you come for me to finish taking care of your injury?” I asked.

      He frowned and tapped on his chest. “Dr. Michaels?” he said, staring at my nametag clipped to my pocket. As much as I wanted to deny it, there was a part of me that wanted him to look.

      “That’s me. You came to talk?”

      He looked around the busy ER before his gaze settled on me. When it did, I felt the chill along my spine. This time, I knew it came from him. Whatever he was doing triggered the chill. I steeled myself, trying to prevent him from magically probing me, but flushed as the thought of other probing came to mind.

      “Is there somewhere else we could go?” he asked.

      “I’m working. I can’t leave.”

      “Fine. Is there somewhere else we can go here that might be a little more private?”

      I glanced over at the desk. Betty and Jen were talking to each other and I could almost imagine what was going through their minds. Jen held out her phone and snapped a quick picture.

      Great. As if I didn’t have enough rumors rolling around the ER about me. Now they would add in Aron and probably claim he was the father of the baby they were convinced I was having.

      “There’s a family conference room we could use,” I said.

      I led Aron over to the door and punched in the code, pulling the door open. Thankfully, the room was empty. If it hadn’t been, I might have needed to take Aron outside. That still might not be a bad idea. I didn’t need the magical world getting mixed up in my regular world. There was a reason I had gone into a career this side of the Veil. It protected me. Having a knight of the council come to my place of work put me in the kind of danger that I didn’t need.

      “What is it?” I asked when we were in the room. “Did your wound get infected?”

      “I told you that I was fine,” Aron said. Despite his protestations, he still rubbed at his chest.

      “Fine? There aren’t too many people who can take a sword to the chest and be fine.” Though, if anyone could, it would be one of the knights. With his likely connection to magic, he would be pretty well equipped to handle something like that. “But if you’re not here about your injury, then why are you here?”

      He glanced down at my name badge again before fixing me with his intense stare. The cold chill in my spine intensified.

      “Stop,” I said.

      “Stop what?”

      “Whatever magical interrogation you’re doing. Just stop.”

      He frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I can feel it. So cut it out.”

      “You shouldn’t be able to simply feel anything.”

      “Well, I can, and I’m getting a little tired of it. If you’re not going to tell me why you came and interrupted me at work, I’m going to have to get back to my patients. You see, most of them don’t have the ability to heal themselves from potentially fatal stab wounds. Most of them rely on traditional medicine.”

      He looked up at me, probably trying to decide whether or not he was going to criticize the fact that I worked on this side of the Veil. Most of the magical types I knew—which wasn’t that many since I tried to stay on the straight and narrow—couldn’t understand why someone would choose to live a life away from the Veil. There were advantages to that life, and to the magic, that weren’t available otherwise. My youthful grandparents were a testament to that.

      “How long have you been a doctor?” Aron asked.

      That wasn’t the question I expected from him. “What?”

      “A doctor. How long have you been one?”

      “What’s that have to do with anything?”

      “I just want to know how much experience you have.”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Is this your way of trying to find out if I was wrong about your injury? You’re not the first stab victim I’ve seen. There are enough cases of pneumothorax that come through here for me to know what treatment is needed.” That didn’t even count the likely stab wound that was here tonight.

      A thought occurred to me. Could Aron know what had happened to the guy?

      There weren’t that many people who came through here with sword wounds, and with a completely through-and-through wound like that, it would either be a sword or some sort of long-bladed knife.

      “Is there a reason you don’t want to share your experience with me?”

      I glared at him. Despite his obvious attractiveness, he struck me as incredibly stubborn, not a trait that normally did much for me. I didn’t need my men to be docile, but I wasn’t all about the alpha male type. Aron struck me as very alpha.

      “I’m a resident physician. Second year.”

      “What does that mean?”

      I laughed and shook my head. “Are you serious? Don’t you watch any TV?”

      “No.”

      A guy like him probably didn’t watch any TV. Then again, I didn’t think many magical beings on the other side of the Veil did.

      “Fine. A resident is a physician in training. I finished medical school—almost top of my class—and I’m in my second year of training.”

      “An apprenticeship, then?”

      I shrugged. “Something like that. When I finish my residency, I can take an attending physician position.”

      I didn’t think I could ever stay at a place like Hennepin General. I had no interest in teaching residents. Not that I minded working with students at times, but it wasn’t my strong suit. I didn’t have the necessary patience for it, though the same could be said about Dr. Locks. Laziness kept him here.

      “And an apprentice physician has the kind of knowledge that you do?”

      “It’s not like I’m only a year into this. I went to medical school for four years beforehand.” And I was smart, I thought about adding, but didn’t. There was no point in bragging to Aron. I got the sense that would only raise more questions about why I didn’t spend my efforts on the other side of the Veil. “Why all the questions? For someone who’s not that interested in traditional medicine, you’re sure asking a lot of questions.”

      “Because, Dr. Michaels, there is one among the mage council who has need of your particular skills.”
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      Aron waited until after my shift, loitering in the waiting room. As if that wouldn’t raise any more questions. Considering the time we’d spent in the family conference room, tongues were already wagging. I didn’t need any more attention on me than I already had, but it seemed like there wasn’t going to be much choice in the matter.

      I finished taking care of the sword injury, stitching him up and sending him on the way. By the time I left the ER, Aron joined me on the street. “I thought you would come find me before leaving.”

      I glanced over at him. Despite the chill in the air, he didn’t pull his jacket closed. He probably thought it made him look better, which it did, but I wouldn’t tell him that. “I figured I would test that tracking ability of yours. Yep. Seems to work.”

      He frowned. “You don’t even know where to find the council.”

      I decided not to clue him to the fact that my grandparents both worked on behalf of the council. That would only lead to more questions—the kind that I had been trying to avoid. “I don’t, but I was thinking that maybe I could avoid them.”

      “But I came to you for help.”

      I paused at a streetlight. It was almost nine o’clock and dark, and cars whizzed by on the street. I had half a mind to push him out into the street. “Do you think that somehow grants you the right to harass me?”

      “Dr. Michaels—”

      “Doctor, now?”

      “Isn’t that how it goes?”

      “Yes, it is Dr. Michaels. Not Nurse Michaels. I spent too long studying to not be granted that title.”

      “I meant no offense.”

      “Of course not. Men like you never mean offense. It just comes naturally.”

      The light turned green and I started across the street. As I went, I realized that he might follow me home, and I had no intention of allowing that. Not only would it raise questions with my neighbors—and I had enough of a time with Marvin keeping tabs on me as it was—but it would put me into a precarious position of needing to worry about the council finding me more easily.

      Maybe it would be better for me to take a more roundabout way to my condo. It meant that I would have to spend more time with Aron, which wasn’t something I necessarily wanted, but I figured I could ditch him at some point.

      “You don’t seem to care that much for me,” Aron said.

      “It’s not you. It’s your type.”

      “What type is that?”

      “I don’t know. Probably the kind who thinks they need to do everything for a woman—”

      “When did you decide that was my type?” He easily kept pace with me, and I made a point of keeping my attention fixed straight ahead of me. I didn’t want to make him think that I wanted to be looking his way. That would sort of defeat my argument.

      “The moment you thought you needed to protect me from a guy with a knife.”

      Aron laughed. I glared at him, but it did nothing other than make him laugh harder. “That’s what you’re upset about? I thought I could help you when some thug thought to jump you. I didn’t mean to offend you. Besides, it wasn’t like I knew you were as capable as you are.”

      We walked another block before I shook my head. “Karate,” I said.

      “What?”

      “I take karate. And jiu-jitsu.”

      “Why would you feel the need to study like that?”

      I didn’t dare tell him the truth. There was something about the effort of working through martial arts, the training and the mental focus, that helped me avoid the sense of the dark magic inside me. There were times when that dark magic called to me, and without the training, I might have been seduced by it.

      And it wasn’t only the martial arts training that allowed me to ignore the dark magic. The time in the ER, time spent feeling the cold pull of death, somehow satisfied it as well. Knowing that made me uncomfortable, almost as if I were taking advantage of the fact that I would be around death, but it didn’t change the way I treated patients. There were plenty I couldn’t save, and that seemed enough to satisfy the darkness inside me.

      “I want to make sure no idiot can get the jump on me. Minneapolis can be dangerous.”

      He started laughing again.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Only that there aren’t too many who would claim that Minneapolis is dangerous.”

      I looked over at him, flashing him the sweetest smile I could imagine. I probably didn’t manage to make it look nearly as sweet as I intended. “Then why are you here?”

      “I thought you didn’t want to help.”

      “I don’t.”

      “Don’t you have an oath?”

      “To the mage council? Pretty sure I wouldn’t be stupid enough to take one of those.” Any oath made to the council would be binding in a way that the Hippocratic Oath was not. Sure, I might have said the words that I would do no harm and that I would help all I could, but it didn’t have the same effect as a magical oath made to the council of mages. That was binding in a way that tied your soul.

      “Not to the council. As a physician.”

      I stopped. We were still a few streets over from where I lived, but close enough that I felt as if I was in my place. I didn’t like the fact that he was with me, and didn’t like the possibility that he would pull me into whatever it was that was happening to the council. That mess was for my grandparents, not for me.

      “If your friend came to the ER, I would help him.”

      “You know that he cannot.”

      “A mage can’t come to the ER?” That wasn’t anything I’d heard before.

      “Not a mage. A Councilor. It would be too dangerous to do so, especially now.”

      I smiled at him. “And I thought you said Minneapolis wasn’t dangerous.”

      “Danger from the Veil is quite different than the kind of danger others experience. It’s one thing to be attacked by some hooligan with a gun, and quite another to be attacked by demon spawn.”

      There was a lot to unpack in what he said. I started with the easiest. “Hooligan? No one says that anymore. How old are you?”

      It wasn’t polite to ask, but given that my grandparents looked like they were in their forties, I figured it was a reasonable question. They were powerful enough mages, so their magic kept them youthful. I didn’t know how much power a knight might have, but when he used a word like “hooligan”, I had to believe he was even older than them, even if he didn’t look a day beyond twenty-five.

      “Old enough,” Aron said.

      “If that’s how you want to do it. I’m old enough, too.”

      “Then you should know that you need to help the council.”

      “First, I don’t need to help anyone. Second, I have made a point of staying away from the Veil as much as I can. There’s a reason I’m a doctor, and that’s so I don’t have to deal with all the magical bullshit.”

      I started off, this time heading for my condo. Screw Aron. What did it matter if he learned where I lived? Since he was a knight, chances were good that he would be able to find it anyway.

      Aron caught up to me and walked backward along the sidewalk, facing me as he went. I tried to push past him, but he kept pace. “Why is it bullshit?”

      “Because it is.”

      “You have some talent, Dr. Michaels. I can detect that in you. You could use that talent within the magical world.”

      “I could, but I don’t want to.”

      “Then use your other talent on for someone who needs you.”

      I stopped. “Give me a good reason why I should.”

      There was a part of me that didn’t expect him to answer. Most of me, really.

      “I told you that the councilor has been poisoned.”

      “That’s not a good reason.”

      “And I mentioned the demon spawn.”

      I bit my lip. That was the other part of what he’d said that I should have paid more attention to. “You did. I don’t know anything about them.”

      “You should not. They should not be here, but someone powerful is pushing on the magic of this city, attempting to disrupt it.”

      “What does that have to do with your poisoned councilor?”

      “His poisoning is linked to the demons. The council protects the city, keeping the Veil intact. If it fails, then other beings like the ones who attacked me are able to get through.”

      Crap. “They were demons?”

      Aron shook his head. “Not fully formed, but a close enough approximation. They were a test of the weakness of the Veil. Demons and their spawn should not be able to cross over.”

      I frowned. There was quite a bit about the magical world that I did know. Living with my grandparents and having them around gave me a certain level of understanding. I had been around that kind of magic most of my life and knew that there were creatures in the world that most would think mythical.

      What I hadn’t known was that the Veil was actually some physical item.

      “I didn’t realize there was anything for them to cross over.”

      “I thought you said you were raised by mages.”

      “What does that have to do with my question?”

      “You should have been taught about the Veil. The mages are the reason the Veil exists. The council maintains it.”

      “But there are things like vampires and shifters and fairies and all sorts of other things in the world.”

      “Some are in this world, others are hidden from it by the Veil.”

      “The mages simply allow vampires to exist within our world?” That seemed… dangerous. I would have to ask Gran about it when I ditched Aron.

      I didn’t know much about the vamps, other than that they were powerful and nearly immortal, but it seemed to me that if the mage council had some way of preventing them from getting into the world, they should do so. How many people suffered because the vampires were allowed to feed? Most didn’t die—that wasn’t the way of the vampires—but they were left traumatized and used.

      “They are not the evil you would believe.”

      “Right. And you’re going to tell me that the shifters aren’t either.”

      “They and the vampires help maintain the Veil.”

      I frowned again. “You just said the mage council holds the Veil.”

      “They hold their part of it. The vampires and the shifters hold their part.”

      “For what purpose?”

      “I shouldn’t have to tell you this. With the magic I can feel within you, you shouldn’t need for me to be the one to share all of this.”

      “Pretend that I don’t have all the magic you think I do and tell me what the purpose of the Veil might be.”

      “There is but one purpose to the Veil. It holds back ancient magic that would tear apart this world.”

      “Such as?”

      “The fae.”

      “Naturally.”

      “The old gods.”

      “As opposed to the new ones?”

      “They are beings of great power and once had a closer grasp on the world, seeking worshippers, and from them, power.”

      “Like the Greek gods?” He nodded, and I laughed. “What else?”

      “And the demons, including the demon kings.”

      “Kings? As in plural?”

      “There are three demon kings, and they vie for control with the others. It’s the reason the Veil has multiple magical holders, each maintaining their position. The mages control the Veil, but they alone aren’t responsible for its integrity.”

      It was almost too much for me to take in. “What does this have to do with a poisoned mage councilor?”

      “The Veil is normally strong here. The ley lines of the city provide a natural protection, making this one of the safest places. Somehow, that has changed. You saw the demon spawn that have already started to try and cross. They shouldn’t be able to do so.”

      “What happened? Why are they able to cross?”

      “The council is looking into that. There should be no reason for the Veil to fail here.”

      “Maybe it’s tired.”

      Aron turned to me, frowning. “You really know so little about the Veil?”

      “I have been willfully ignorant.”

      Not to mention that I knew better than to allow myself to get too caught up in magic. If I did, the only thing that would happen would be the discovery of my dark magic. When that was erased from me—and it would be, no matter that I didn’t intend to use it or not—I would change. Not only would I lose power, but memories would be lost.

      There were plenty of memories I wouldn’t mind having disappear from my mind. I could think of a few times when I was growing up that I would be perfectly content to forget. There were others—precious few of them—that I treasured. The last time I had seen my mother. The song she used to sing to me when I fell asleep. The way she would brush my hair away from my forehead. The feeling of home that I had around her.

      They were the reason I refused to use my magic. If the council decided it was better to burn away my magic, I would lose them. My grandparents tried to reassure me that I would still be me, but would I? Without the memories that made me who I was, would I be the same?

      Hiding was better.

      And I couldn’t tell Aron any of that. He served the council and would likely report me the minute he had a chance. I bet he’d even think he would get promoted somehow in doing so. Nothing beat tattling on a dark mage.

      “The ley lines that course throughout the city lend a certain magical strength to this place.”

      I knew all that from my grandparents. They hadn’t hidden it from me, wanting me to have a basic magical education. “Can anyone use that strength?”

      He studied me a moment with an intense gaze that left me struggling not to flush with heat. “Not normally. Something has changed that allows that magical strength to be used by anyone with the ability to access it. Which is why I’m concerned. After the recent…” He shook his head. “No matter. The councilor needs to recover to help support the Veil. If he doesn’t, there’s a risk that more than demon spawn will cross.”

      I started walking again. I wanted to move to get my mind going, feeling like I needed to keep up. The amount of information he was throwing at me reminded me of the early days in medical school when everything was new. It was hard keeping up then, but I always had the evening to sit and study. I doubted that Aron would give me the same opportunity.

      “Like what?”

      “Full demons. The fae. One of the Fallen.”

      “Which would be worst? The demons?” After seeing them attack, I wondered if that was what he feared.

      “The others have shown no interest in crossing. Their power exists solely on the other side of the Veil. The demons can draw power on both sides.”

      “So they’ll what? Take us to Hell?”

      “They aren’t demons like you probably think of them. They aren’t tied to Lucifer and fallen angels or any of that.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “Lucifer has his own brand of nastiness,” Aron went on.

      I had learned long ago that most of our myths had some basis in truth. “Of course,” I said.

      “But he’s nothing compared to the demon kings. The demon kings live in a place beyond the Veil, and if they had their way, they would bring their realm into ours.”

      “That’s what you mean by crossing over.” I didn’t mean to, but we stopped in front of my building anyway.

      “The Veil not only separates our kind from the nonmagical, but it prevents the realm of those powerful beings—including the demon kings—from interacting with ours.”

      “What realm is that?”

      He looked at me with a serious expression. “There’s a reason that so many magical creatures live in this world alongside the nonmagical.”

      “Are you saying that they used to live in the other realm?”

      “Something like that.”

      A chill worked along my spine. Was he using magic or was it what he told me?

      “How many people on the other side of the Veil know all that?”

      “Not many,” Aron said.

      “Then why did you tell me?”

      “Because your help is needed, Dr. Michaels. You seem the kind of person who needs information in order to make a decision and I wanted to impart the seriousness of our situation to you.”

      “I’m an ER doc. I don’t need that much information.” I didn’t want to tell him that he’d read me right. I appreciated that he told me what he had. It made the decision easier, which was a problem. I didn’t want the decision to be easier. “I get what you’re telling me.”

      “Do you?”

      I turned to him and wanted to jab him in his overly muscled chest. “I do. Now. Are you going to show me this councilor or not?”
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      The massive building resting along the shores of the Mississippi River looked like something out of a horror movie. A faint light glowed over it, giving barely enough to make out the details, but enough for me to want to turn back. It was rundown, with broken windows and water stains along the sides. Browned grass had suffered from the drought like everything else, and I could imagine all sorts of tetanus-causing traps hiding within it. A sharp, barbed-wire fence surrounded the entire thing.

      “Are you sure this is it?” I asked Aron as I climbed out of his car. He’d surprised me and drove a BMW. I figured him for a Mustang kind of guy. The ride had been comfortable, and the car was much cleaner than most I’d been in, almost as if it had just been detailed.

      “I am certain, Dr. Michaels.”

      “You know, you can call me Kate.”

      “You prefer that over Dr. Michaels?”

      “I don’t necessarily need the formality. Even at work, I get a little tired of hearing all the nurses call me doctor. I mean, we’re all on the same team…” I cut myself off. I had been babbling. When I get nervous, I tend to talk too much, though it wasn’t a trait that came out all that often while working. I’d learned to suppress it over time.

      Taking a deep breath, I steadied my nerves and forced my mind to think through what I knew. If this was one of the council of mages, they would want it to look as unobtrusive as possible. It shouldn’t surprise me that they would have it in a building like this, one that was rundown and looked abandoned and would likely not draw any attention.

      “You haven’t told me what’s been tried to help this mage.”

      “Does it matter?” He looked over, one hand on the fence. I half-expected electricity to zap him, but it didn’t.

      “Yeah, it matters. What you’ve used before makes a big difference in what I can try.”

      He paused with his hand still resting on the fence. His body was tensed, muscles practically rippling. It was hard not to stare. “Do you have anything with you for your attempt?”

      “Well… no. That doesn’t mean that it won’t be helpful for me to know what you’ve used on him in the past. I mean, it is a him, isn’t it?”

      “The councilor is male, not that I think it should matter. Weren’t you the one chastising me about assuming your role based on gender?”

      Damn. Now he had me. I had assumed that the councilor would be male, but why would that necessarily need to be the case? My grandmother was a reasonably powerful mage, so it wasn’t that I had never been around magically strong women. And here I had accused him of sexism.

      “What has been tried on him?” I asked.

      “The usual attempts at magical healing have been tried, but nothing has been effective.”

      “Which is why you came to me.”

      Aron nodded slightly.

      I started to smile. “You didn’t want to come to me, did you?”

      He straightened his back. “There aren’t many things that traditional medicine can heal that we can’t heal with magic.”

      “And by many, I assume that you’ve never come across anything.” Seeing as how he had managed to seal off a wound that would otherwise be fatal in no more than a few moments told me all I needed to know about powerful magic and what effects it might have on the human body.

      “We have never come across anything like this.”

      “How do you know it’s poison?”

      “When you come inside, you will see.”

      He pulled on the fence. For a moment, I thought that he might flip over it and leave me on the other side, but he pulled it up, ripping it free from the ground. Seeing as how the grasses clung to it and the ground didn’t appear to have been disturbed like this before, I suspected this wasn’t the usual way of getting inside.

      After I ducked under the fence, he lowered it to the ground and then jumped—jumped—the fifteen or so feet and cleared the barbed wire around the top of the fence, coming to land next to me.

      That was more impressive than I wanted to admit.

      “You’re not human, are you?” I asked.

      He looked over at me, intensity radiating from him. I’d attended a medical school—a place where only the most competitive and often aggressive made it into—and I had never felt that kind of intensity, not even from the gunners who tried to one up everyone. I had thought of him as alpha before, and he most definitely was, but there was something else about him that left me trying to understand him.

      “I serve the council,” he said as if that answered everything.

      With that, he turned and started toward the low industrial complex in the distance. I followed him, feeling completely out of my element. It wasn’t the run-down buildings or the fence that basically said Fuck Off, it was the magic around me that seemed so foreign, despite having been raised around magic. My grandparents had never left me feeling quite like this before, but then, they had been all too willing to shield me from the rest of the magic in the world, knowing that it might be far too dangerous for me.

      Reaching the door, I felt a chill deep along my spine as Aron ran his hand along the doorframe. Whatever spell he was using was powerful enough for me to pick up. That made sense. To reach the council, someone would have to have access to powerful magic, not the kind that I could throw at it.

      The door popped open and he glanced back at me before heading inside.

      I followed, keeping close. If I lost him, I doubted that I’d be able to pull the fence back up to get out of the yard and I damned sure couldn’t jump it the way that he had.

      “Vampire?” I asked. I didn’t know much about the vampires, but they were strong and fast. From what little I did know, they should be able to perform a task like that.

      “In the daylight?”

      That was a good point. If he was a vamp, he wouldn’t have been able to be out in the day the way that he had been. “Shifter, then? Some kind of wolf or bear?” Both fit him, though I didn’t want to tell him that. Maybe I’d make him believe that I thought him more likely to be a raccoon shifter.

      “Not a shifter, Dr. Michaels.”

      “It’s Dr. Michaels again, now?”

      “In here, I think that it must be.”

      A chill washed over me. It was similar to when I felt magic, but this was more widespread and slipped across my skin as I made my way after him into the building.

      Once inside, everything changed.

      It happened in the blink of an eye. In one moment, there was nothing but the dilapidated building all around, and in the next, there was a gleaming and much cleaner space. Everything about it spoke of age that even the building didn’t manage to convey from the outside. There was a certain Victorian air to everything, but there was no way this space was that old.

      A thick plush rug covered the floor and I looked down, wondering if I should be taking off my shoes as I walked across it. I looked up to Aron for answers, but he made his way quickly across the entryway without taking off his boots and headed toward a hall to the left.

      Even though I was nervous, I stayed silent. There wasn’t anything that I could say, and I had a fear that if I did start to babble, I might end up sharing something that I shouldn’t. Walking through here left me on edge. I could feel the power in this place as it stretched over me, almost as if it attempted to suss out what my magical abilities were. Was this how they detected dark magic? It was disconcerting, if not completely unpleasant.

      “Dr. Michaels?”

      I shook the thoughts away. “I’m coming.”

      He stopped at an ornately carved door. Tremendous work had gone into carving the delicate scroll work all along the door, and I couldn’t help but admire it. Much like everything else in this place so far, it seemed out of place for what I’d seen on the outside.

      Aron tapped on the door and waited.

      That wasn’t quite right. He tapped on the door and then pushed a sense of magic into it. I could feel it as he did, though it was a vague sense, insubstantial.

      “What did you do?” I shouldn’t have asked and immediately wished that I hadn’t.

      Aron frowned at me with disproving eyes that said that I shouldn’t be aware of what he had done. “There is a particular sequence that is important for gaining entry. That’s all.”

      I tried not to flush but couldn’t help the surge of warmth that washed over me. At least it pushed back the chill that had settled in the base of my spine.

      The door opened, and I tensed up.

      As it did, I began to feel the steady sense of cold rising in my chest.

      This I was familiar with.

      Death hovered nearby.

      With the vague sense I had, I couldn’t tell how quickly death would come, only that it was near. It wouldn’t be Aron, since I hadn’t picked up on it before now, and it didn’t seem to be the person who greeted us on the other side of the door. She was a mousy-looking woman with long brown hair that hung limp, nearly covering one eye. As she noticed me, there came the surge of magic again.

      Even if I knew of some way of combating it—and, unfortunately, I didn’t—I didn’t think that it would be terribly smart of me to attempt to do so here. I had some control of my magic, enough to know that were I to unleash it, there would be consequences. I hadn’t been entirely honest with Aron; I had a bit more power than I let on. I simply refused to acknowledge it.

      Gran and Gramps had made certain that I learned to control my power, even if I didn’t fully understand it. For that matter, they didn’t either. They were the first ones who had believed that I had dark magic mixed in with my mage connection, and because of that, they weren’t able to help me with it more than they had.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Aron said, pausing at the door to look back at me.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that smell…”

      It was the first thing that came to mind and thankfully I didn’t have to make up too much when it came to that. The smell was awful, and nearly enough to take my breath away. In medicine, you get accustomed to horrible odors. Flesh rots in terrible ways, and it’s always disgusting. The worst odor I’d ever experienced came from a simple leg infection, though there was nothing really simple about it. Cellulitis like that guy had could be fatal, and his had begun to necrose, rotting the tissues, and by the time he’d come in to the ER, he had honest-to-God maggots growing in his skin. It was nearly enough to make me vomit.

      “Yes,” the mousy-looking woman started, stepping aside, “it has grown more pronounced over the last few days.”

      “How long have you noticed it?” I asked. Now that I was here, with a patient to assess, I felt as if I could get back to what I knew. And I knew medicine.

      “At least a week like this.”

      She guided me to the back of what turned out to be an enormous bedroom. Maybe it hadn’t always been that way—the king-sized bed seemed a little too new for it to have always been here—but they had converted it for this use. A man lay on the bed, his eyes closed, his skin jaundiced. Through the sheets, I could see his belly protruding.

      I immediately reached for the sheets, starting to peel them back, when Aron grabbed my wrist. I looked over at him. “You wanted me to assess him, didn’t you?”

      “You cannot defile him.”

      “Defile? I’m trying to see whether I can help him. I can’t determine that until I do an assessment. A full assessment.” I wouldn’t tell them quite yet how that might involve blood work and possibly imaging, though either of those would require my bringing him to the ER. From what Aron had said, it was pretty clear that they had no interest in allowing him to go there.

      Aron looked over at the woman. Something passed between them. There had to be some old argument, and I would give quite a bit to know exactly what that might be, but at the moment, it didn’t necessarily matter.

      When Aron released my wrist, I pulled back the sheets, taking a look at the mage councilor as I did. The first thing I noticed was that he was old—probably very old. He had silver and thinning hair and deep wrinkles along the corners of his eyes. Considering how slowly mages would age, that told me that he was probably quite old. I thought about how my grandparents looked, as if they were barely in their forties when they were actually closer to eighty. This man looked to be eighty, which made me suspect that he was probably well over one hundred and fifty. With as much power as a mage councilor would have, it was possible that he was even older than that.

      He wore thin silky pajamas in black and brown checks. I made quick work of unbuttoning them, pulling back the pajamas from his stomach and chest. As I had noticed from afar, he had a protruding belly and a yellowish hue to his skin. Red striations stretched across his abdomen, like angry stretch marks.

      “What do you think?” Aron asked.

      My ER training kicked in. I had to think of the assessment as having a family member watch me. It wasn’t something that I liked, but I had grown accustomed to performing, as it were, in front of others. It was often easier when it was someone without any family.

      “He still lives, which satisfied the ABCs of all emergency training,” I started.

      “ABCs?” the woman asked.

      I pulled my stethoscope out of my pocket, having grabbed a spare from my condo before Aron brought me out here. “Airway, breathing, circulation. In the ER, we joke the c should really stand for CT scan since everyone who presents in extremis gets one.” I laughed nervously and realized that I had started to babble. That wasn’t good.

      There was only one way to get around that.

      Getting to work with my examination, I started by auscultating his heart. It was steady and regular without any extraneous sounds to it. Given the abdominal distention, I had half-expected a murmur. Moving on to his lungs, I started by listening anteriorly before flicking my gaze up to Aron. “Roll him on his side, please.”

      Aron studied me for a moment and I wasn’t sure whether he would comply or not, but he grabbed the mage and rolled him. He was my nurse. The thought of it made me smile to myself.

      There wasn’t anything worrisome when I listened to his breathing.

      “What do you hear?” Aron asked.

      “A few faint crackles, but given the way he’d been lying and that I doubt he’d moved much, I expect a little atelectasis.”

      “What’s that?”

      “A mild collapse of the lung. If he coughs or takes a deep breath, he’ll clear it.”

      “Are you sure?” the woman asked.

      I glanced over at her, tamping down the irritation rising within me. I could deal with attendings questioning my assessment but having these mages do it was something else entirely. But I had to force myself to remember that they cared about him. They were his family, as it were. The best way to deal with family members—especially skeptical ones who didn’t necessarily believe you knew what you were talking about—was to over explain.

      “If it was because of something more significant, say an infection, there would be other signs to go along with it. Cough. Fever. The usual symptoms of pneumonia. Aron would have mentioned those,” I said, looking over at Aron. “He said the mage was poisoned, so I didn’t think that fit. There are other things that can cause these sounds, but I wouldn’t expect fibrosis to give him the abdominal distention or the jaundice. The most likely is benign atelectasis.”

      I looked down to examine the man’s back but noticed the shared glance between Aron and the woman. There was something almost satisfied about the way that Aron had looked over at her.

      A few more skin findings were notable on his back. They were unusual in someone who was healthy, which I assumed this mage had been. “How long have these been here?” I asked.

      Aron leaned over the man. “I haven’t seen those before, but he’s been clothed most of the time.”

      “What are they?” the woman asked. “Some sort of spell?”

      I suppressed the grin. “What’s your name?”

      “Lexy,” she said.

      I nodded. It was easier to have a name. “I’m Dr. Michaels.” I could feel Aron watching me and resisted the urge to look up. If I did, I could imagine flushing under the intensity of his gaze. “Not everything is a spell, Lexy. And these certainly aren’t. They’re called spider angiomas because they look like spider webs. They’re caused by increased blood flow.” I pressed on one and it faded until I released it.

      “Do you know what caused them?” Aron asked.

      I stepped back and nodded to him. He let the mage settle back onto the bed. “Considering the jaundice and the abdomen distension? I’d say liver failure.”

      And with him being unconscious like this, there was a good chance that he was already suffering from toxicity from it. There were non-magical treatments, but would they let me use them?

      “Can you heal him?” Lexy asked.

      “I need to know more about what happened,” I said. “How long has he been like this. When did he start getting sick? What sort of exposures he might have had. That sort of thing.” There were dozens of different ways that someone could develop liver failure, and that was without taking into account the possibility of a magical cause for his symptoms.

      “He’s only been asleep for the last few days,” Lexy said.

      “He’s not asleep. He’s obtunded. I imagine that he was confused for a while before he settled into this state?”

      Lexy and Aron shared another glance and I knew that I had been right.

      “It’s called hepatic encephalopathy and it’s caused by an excess of ammonia in his system. I really need to have some labs run to confirm all of this, but that part of it is treatable.”

      “No blood,” Lexy said.

      “I can’t know exactly what I’m dealing with without drawing some blood.”

      “I thought doctors could make a diagnosis with that,” she said, pointing to the stethoscope.

      “We can and do, but modern medicine has other advantages. I can use various blood tests to help me determine exactly what might be wrong with him. There are different imaging studies that I can do that will confirm what I think is taking place. Without that, I’d be working somewhat blind.”

      “Thank you for your assistance, Dr. Michaels,” Lexy said abruptly.

      “My assistance? That’s it?”

      “Now that you have provided some guidance, I am sure that we will be able to treat him.”

      “I know that you believe magic is the way to cure everything, but I don’t know that it will work this time. With what has happened to him, he needs modern medicine.” I didn’t know whether that was true or not, but I didn’t like the fact that they had basically brought me here to make a diagnosis and nothing more. I felt… used. “Besides, if magic were able to help, I would have expected you to have been successful with it before now.”

      “Lexy—”

      She shot Aron a heated stare, silencing him.

      Who was this Lexy?

      Obviously, she was someone with power; otherwise she wouldn’t be allowed so close to the mage. And she seemed to command Aron, so that indicated a position on the council, or perhaps an advisor?

      I really should have paid more attention to what my grandparents had tried to teach me over the years. When I had discovered my type of magic—and the need to suppress it—I had shifted my focus to where I could be useful. That wasn’t the magical world.

      “Dr. Michaels,” Aron said, taking a deep breath and straightening his back. “It seems that it is time for you to go.”

      He stepped around the bed and took my elbow, guiding me out of the room. I didn’t resist—there was no point in doing so—and as we left, I cast a glance back at the mage. Lexy leaned over him, her hands on either side of his head, and a chill washed over my spine.

      “I don’t think she’ll be able to help him,” I said as we left.

      “She is more powerful than you can imagine,” Aron said.

      “I take it that she’s the one who tried to heal him before?”

      “There are several who have attempted to heal him, and Lexy is among them.”

      When we reached the door, he escorted me out and then pulled me across the darkened lawn with a sliver of moonlight to guide me. As he raised the fence for me to crawl back under, I grabbed his forearm. His very muscular forearm.

      “Listen. You brought me here for a reason. If nothing else, I can help awaken him again. There’s a medicine I can call into a pharmacy for him. You’ll need to get it to him three times a day, but it should lower the ammonia level in his system and he can come around. It might be better to bring him to the hospital, but seeing as how you’re unwilling to do that…”

      “Lexy will save him,” Aron said.

      “And if she doesn’t?” I didn’t know the limitations of magic, but I had a feeling that the dying mage had just discovered them. If they hadn’t managed to help him so far, just knowing that it was liver failure wasn’t going to be enough to bring the mage back around. I didn’t know whether medicine would do it at this point, either, but it was worth a shot.

      “Then much will be in danger.”

      “The Veil.”

      Aron nodded.

      “Let me help,” I said. “I know you don’t want to trust traditional medicine, but you came to me, so you must believe that I can do something.”

      “I came to you as a last effort to restore him.”

      “Who takes his place if he dies?” I asked.

      “Why should that matter?”

      “It matters who would benefit from something happening to him. So who takes his place?”

      Aron motioned me to head under the fence, and I did so. This time, he crawled under, lowering it back in place behind him. I had to admit that was a little disappointing. I had hoped to see him jump the fence again.

      “There is a process,” he started, opening the car door for me.

      “I’m sure there is. That doesn’t answer the question.”

      “The council consists of seven mages of incredible power. When one of them steps down, another is called to replace them, though there is typically an overlap so that the Veil doesn’t weaken.”

      “Again, you haven’t answered my question.”

      He motioned for me to get into the car and when I did, he closed the door before climbing into the driver’s seat. “There are many potential candidates, but the most likely is a mage named Kefal.”

      “Is there any reason to suspect Kefal?”

      Aron stared at me, a debate warring across his face. “The mages who would most stand to benefit have been sequestered. Finnaster continues to deteriorate.”

      “The poisoning might be too far along. What about Lexy?”

      “Lexy isn’t responsible for what happened.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “As sure as I can be. She’s his daughter.”

      I’d seen family members hurt supposed loved ones before, so it wouldn’t be shocking for her to be involved, but the conviction in his voice spoke of more than a passing certainty. “It’s more than that. Why don’t you think she could do it?”

      “I know her. We trained together long ago, and I trust her as much as I trust anyone. She’s the one who called me in to help.”

      “You need to look into ways the others might have poisoned him. If you would let me—”

      “I’ve included you enough, Dr. Michaels. Now that we know what we’re dealing with, we can uncover the cause.”

      With that, he pressed the ignition and the car roared to life, startling me. As we drove off, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t quite right, though I didn’t know what it might be.

      As I watched Aron, although he was usually unreadable, there seemed to be a hint of worry tugging at the corners of his eyes.

      Maybe he was more worried than he let on.

      I had to help. The only problem was that I didn’t quite know how.
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      The car pulled to a stop outside the hospital. Aron had been silent during the drive, and I didn’t know if he was upset or merely contemplative. While he didn’t strike me as the deep thinker type, he had seemed bothered by what had happened to the mage, so maybe he had deeper emotions than I realized.

      I paused with my hand on the door handle. It would be easy to get out and say nothing more. Maybe Aron would disappear and become little more than a memory. If that happened, I wouldn’t even be able to be disappointed. Spending so much time around magic like that—and the Veil—made me uncomfortable. But if I said nothing, I wouldn’t be serving my patient.

      “You could help him,” I said.

      “I did what I could by bringing you to him.”

      “That’s not what I mean. There’s a medicine that will help him wake up. I don’t know how long it will last, especially if he’s suffering from fulminant liver failure, but I think it would work long enough to see if he might be able to provide you with any answers.”

      “Lexy will be able to save him,” he said.

      Did he really believe that? Maybe he really did believe that Lexy would be able to save the mage, but there was doubt, and in a guy like Aron, I could tell that doubt was dangerous.

      “If she doesn’t seem like she can, then at least give thought to trying what I suggest.”

      Aron met my eyes. The intensity was there, as it always seemed to be with him, and he nodded. “Thank you for trying, Dr. Michaels.”

      “I didn’t do anything that another doc couldn’t do.” Maybe less. Some of the old-school doctors like the ones I had met while in medical school were able to make amazing diagnosis with only a physical exam. At nearly eighty, Dr. Ilfrat still worked with students and demonstrated the kind of physical exam acumen that no modern doc possessed. With all the labs and x-rays and everything that we could do these days, the old school exam was a relic of a bygone era.

      “No other physician would have been allowed access to the councilor.”

      I started to pull up on the handle but hesitated. “Why me?”

      Aron watched me, and I wondered briefly if he was going to answer or not. “Because you have proven to be capable.”

      “Sure, but like I said, there are others who probably would have been better suited for what you needed. I can think of three or four attendings who would have been much better than me. They have more experience and—”

      “Not the kind of experience that was needed. Good day, Dr. Michaels.”

      I stepped out of the car and watched his taillights as he drove away.

      When he reached the end of the street, slowing to make a right turn, another car zoomed through the intersection and slammed into his car.

      “Jesus!” I shouted as I ran toward the intersection.

      From my vantage, I could see the way the driver’s door had crumpled. Glass had shattered, likely raining down on Aron. The other car was older, the kind of boat that had been popular in the Seventies, and didn’t appear to have all that much damage, certainly nothing compared to what had happened to Aron’s Beamer.

      As I neared the intersection at a sprint, thankful streetlights made it easier to see, Aron was reaching to push open the passenger door. We locked eyes through the window for the briefest of moments, and then another car came crashing through from the other direction and slammed into the passenger door.

      Glass shattered and metal crunched with a painful sound.

      I jumped back, startled.

      The drivers of the two cars stepped out of the vehicles.

      A chill washed along my spine as someone summoned magic.

      Was it Aron trying to get free, or was it one of the drivers of the cars? With the way he’d been smashed, I wasn’t sure that Aron would be getting back out of the car. It might be that he wouldn’t be able to ever get out of the car. I’d seen accidents like that before, and most of the time, the injuries were severe.

      One of the men withdrew a sword.

      Christ. Another sword?

      “Hey!” I shouted.

      The man with the sword turned toward me. I expected him to have the strange harsh features of the demon spawn that I had seen the other day, but this man had close-cropped brown hair, a gray t-shirt with some sports logo on it, and a pointed nose on a very human face.

      The chill along my spine increased.

      Not human. Mage.

      He started toward me, bringing the sword around.

      As he did, the chill of death settled in my chest. Was it coming for me or for Aron? Maybe both. The chill was strong and burned through me, leaving me with waves of nausea. Were I not concerned about Aron, I probably would have retched.

      When he neared, I reached for the only weapon I had. It wasn’t much, and it certainly wasn’t meant to be used in this way, but it was all I had.

      I swung my stethoscope at him.

      Terror combined with the effort of trying to withstand the nausea sent a cold blast through the stethoscope. Even as I brought it around, I knew what I’d done without meaning to. Dark magic flooded into the stethoscope, making it glow with a deep purple light.

      When it struck the sword, the metal blade shattered.

      The man didn’t have a chance to process that, as the stethoscope swung around and connected with his cheek, caving it in.

      I continued through the movement, my martial arts training making certain that I didn’t leave a threat standing. The magical stethoscope had likely shattered his jaw, but he was still standing, and a threat who remained standing was a threat that hadn’t been fully dealt with.

      A sharp kick to his knee made him buckle. I brought my knee up, connecting with his nose, and he fell face forward onto the ground.

      I hoped he was down, but there was still the other guy to deal with.

      Where had he gone?

      Spinning around, I found him approaching the crumpled side of Aron’s car. Like the other guy, he held out a sword, but the end of his blazed a bright orange. Heat radiated from the blade.

      I didn’t know what spell he was using, but I didn’t have to in order to know that if he managed to reach Aron’s car, it would likely explode. Regardless of how much magic Aron had, there wouldn’t be any coming back from that.

      Whipping the stethoscope around—and hating that it had become a weapon—I struck the guy in the back. I had been aiming for his head, but this wasn’t the intended use for a Littman Master Cardiology stethoscope.

      The man spun toward me, the sword now pointed in my direction. The heat blazing off it made me take a step back. Fear coursed through me and I sent another surge of power through the stethoscope, leading a cold blast that left the black rubber glowing purple.

      It was the second time I’d used my dark magic today. It had been years since I had used it, and in that time, I had lost all semblance of control. Power poured into the tubing, and when I swung it again, it was almost a whip as it cracked against his side.

      The man grunted, lowering his sword.

      That was the opening I needed and I kicked, sending the sword flipping in the air. I lost sight of it, but even better, so did he.

      Darting forward, I brought the stethoscope around again, crashing into the back of his head, and he fell forward, forcing me to dance off to the side to avoid him.

      I took a moment to make sure both bad guys were down. The temptation to check on them was there, but I knew the nature of their injuries, so I didn’t have to wonder whether anything was fatal. The only part of the attack that I had lost control of had been the power into the stethoscope. The fighting had been controlled.

      Turning to the car, I tried to see whether I could get to Aron, but the second car blocked the door completely. I jumped onto the hood of the BMW and kicked aside the glass. He lay stretched across the front seat, gasping.

      “Aron?”

      He moaned, reminding me of our first meeting, when he’d nearly died.

      “Come on, Aron. You need to get up.”

      I looked over and realized that one of the mages was now missing. Had he managed to come around? If I hadn’t seen Aron heal himself the way that I did, I wouldn’t have believed that anyone—magical or not—would be able to heal themselves so easily.

      Heat exploded behind me.

      I glanced back to see the rear of the car engulfed in flames. Were they magical or natural? With the crash, I didn’t know whether there was a gas leak and whether I was standing on top of a potential bomb.

      Aron moaned again and this time, he opened his eyes. “Dr. Michaels?”

      “You need to do that now? Can you move?”

      “I think I’m pinned.” He was much calmer than I would have been had I been the one pinned in the ready-to-explode car.

      “By what?”

      “The dash. The door. The seat.”

      “That’s a lot of ways to be pinned.” I stood, looking at the back of the car. The fire was spreading and smoke began to fill the air. The distant sound of a siren rang out. Normally, I tensed when I heard that sound, not knowing what they might be bringing me for work, but this time I welcomed it. “If we wait, the firemen will be able to extract you.”

      As I said it, an explosion nearly threw me off the top of the car.

      Maybe we didn’t have time to wait for the helpful firemen.

      “Can you use your magic?” I asked.

      “I am using everything I can to stay alive.”

      Well, shit. Considering the various ways that he was pinned, I believed that.

      “Help me, Kate,” he said. His eyes started to flutter shut.

      I had seen this kind of thing often enough that I knew he was slipping away even if I didn’t have the painful cold clutching at my chest.

      Reaching through the window, I tried moving him, but he was as lodged in there as he said he was. And without some way of pushing him free—whether it was magic or the jaws of life—he wouldn’t live much longer.

      There had to be some way of pulling him free, but what?

      The only thing I could think of was using magic.

      The last two times I’d tried, there had been no control. If I made the same mistake again, I would just as likely cause the car to explode as I was to save him.

      If I did nothing, he wouldn’t make it. The sirens were still too distant.

      Damn it!

      I grabbed the dash with both hands and focused on the deep part of myself. When I’d been trying to stay alive, I hadn’t had the opportunity to focus on the magic. It had come out almost on its own. This time, I reached for it the way that I had once been taught to do, pulling on it from deep within myself. The power was always there, a part of me, but it was a part that I tried so hard to ignore.

      My hands began to glow, taking on the darkness of my magic.

      There wasn’t a spell for what I did. It simply happened.

      Power coursed through my hands.

      The dash trembled.

      Would it not be enough?

      I hadn’t used my magic often, certainly not often enough that I could count on it to work when I needed it to, but I thought that I still knew how to summon it well enough.

      Cold clutched at my chest.

      “No,” I grunted, trying to push away that sense of cold, that promise of death that was coming for Aron, but it filled me anyway.

      More power surged through my hands.

      The dash rumbled as I jerked it free.

      I yanked it out through the window and reached in for Aron, pulling him out and resting him on the hood for a moment while I jumped down. Flames crackled near the rear  and there was a steady hissing, like steam building.

      There wasn’t much time left.

      The sirens were nearby. A little too late to be helpful, but maybe they could put out the fire that would consume the car.

      As I grabbed Aron, lifting him with strength a distant part of my mind knew I shouldn’t have, I stumbled backward just as the explosion ripped through the car, sending a fireball into the sky.

      I staggered onto the sidewalk but couldn’t hold onto Aron any longer. I settled him to the ground and quickly started looking over his wounds. Blood stained his shirt around his stomach and I pulled the shirt up to see a massive puncture wound on his abdomen. I shoved my hands onto it, trying to staunch the bleeding but doubting that it mattered much. With my hands pressed over the wound, I couldn’t check for any other injuries.

      “Michaels?”

      I looked up to see Derek watching me. “Derek?”

      “I was coming for my shift when I saw the accident—”

      “I need your help.”

      “What happened?” he asked, glancing to the ER.

      I’d almost forgotten how close I was to the ER. Would anyone in there have seen me standing on the hood of the car, my hands glowing as I gripped the dash and ripped it free?

      “There was. I was right here when it happened. Two cars crashed into either side of this guy’s car.”

      Derek crouched next to me, pulling my hands away and replacing them with his own. “Is it someone you know?”

      I nodded. There was no use denying that I knew Aron, especially as he had been in the ER and Jen had seen him. Taken pictures of him, even.

      “What happened?”

      “He was pinned in the car,” I said as I started to examine him, looking for signs of other injury. Besides the puncture wound to the belly, there wasn’t any sign of obvious injury.

      I checked his pulse. It was thready and weak. How much blood had he lost?

      “We have to get him to the ER,” Derek said. “He’s going to need blood.”

      Looking over at the ER, I tried to calculate how many steps it would be for us to carry Aron. We could wait for the ambulance to get here, but even a block away, it might take too long, especially with the confusion about what had happened. An explosion would do that.

      “I don’t know how badly he’s injured,” I said.

      “Right, but if we wait…”

      “Can you help carry him?”

      “Help? I can carry him. You hold pressure.”

      Derek released his hands and I jumped forward, shoving my hands down on the wound. Was it my imagination or was the wound bleeding less? Derek grabbed Aron, scooping him up and cradling him in his arms. I hadn’t expected that kind of strength out of Derek. He was fit, but Aron had to weigh nearly two hundred pounds, and he held him like there was no problem.

      We hurried to the ER, reaching the entrance about the time the firetrucks reached the scene of the accident. The bright lights of the ER greeted us as we entered, the sounds and smells of it familiar.

      “Come on, Michaels. He’s getting heavy.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      Derek shouldered open the door leading into the exam rooms and hurried toward the trauma bays, quickly finding an open room. Several were occupied, so it was a good thing that we managed to find one that wasn’t.

      When we set him down on the cot, Derek let out a heaving sigh.

      Two nurses hurried in. “What happened?” Shari asked. She was petite, nearly fifty, and one of the best ER nurses we had. “And what are you doing here, Dr. Michaels?”

      “MVA. Two cars crunched his,” I said. “Pinned in the vehicle.”

      “How did he get out?” Shari asked.

      “I pulled him out.”

      Derek looked over at me, frowning deeply.

      “The car was going to explode. I could see the fire and the smoke…” I didn’t need to tell him that I’d managed to pull the dash of his car off to yank him out, or that I had basically pulled Aron out of the burning car myself. Those questions were plain on his face.

      I blinked away the exhaustion. Aron needed me to have a clear head.

      “Penetrating wound to the abdomen. He’s lost a lot of blood. We’re going to need a trauma panel and grab me the ultrasound,” I said.

      Thea, the other nurse, nodded and hurried off. Shari went to work, hooking up the monitor and getting the first set of vitals. I wasn’t surprised to see that his blood pressure was low. With the kind of wound he’d suffered and the blood loss that I assumed he’d experienced, he would be in shock.

      “Get two liters of saline going,” I said. “And we need to get some O negative. Start with two and we’ll see where we’re at.”

      Shari nodded and hurried out of the room, leaving me alone with Derek.

      “Christ, Kate. What happened? How were you able to extricate him?”

      “Adrenaline.”

      “I don’t know that I’ve ever heard of adrenaline having that kind of effect. This guy is nearly two hundred pounds and you can’t be more than—”

      “Careful,” I said.

      He shook his head. “It doesn’t change the point I’m making.”

      “I work out.”

      “Hell, I know you do, but come on, Kate. What really happened?”

      I looked down at Aron, glad that he was still alive, but for how much longer? With an injury like he’d sustained, it might be too much for him—even someone with his obvious magical gifts.

      Shari saved me from answering by hurrying in with the blood and saline. She glanced at Derek for a moment. “Are you going to get the IV started?” she snapped before starting to hang the fluids.

      “Yeah,” Derek said. “Time to get moving.”

      Derek worked quickly and efficiently, traits that were fitting of him, and got two IVs started before Shari was even ready to go. He grabbed the tubing and hooked up the blood, setting the pump on bolus.

      “Lab should be here in a minute,” Shari said. “And—”

      “What do we have here?” Dr. Roberts asked, strolling in and locking his hands behind his back. It seemed to take him a minute before he realized that I was in the room. It was probably my dress, or the fact that I was covered in a mix of Aron’s blood and soot from the accident. “Christ, Michaels. What did you do?”

      “I saved this guy, so let’s make sure he doesn’t die.”

      “You’re not on duty.”

      “He’s my save. I’m staying.”

      Roberts shook his head. “Look at you. You’re not even dressed for this. Go shower off. I’ll take care of him.”

      Roberts was right. And after what I’d just been through, I might not even be the right person to try and help Aron.

      As I turned to leave, Derek gave me a strange look. “I’m not going to argue with Roberts,” I whispered, and he just nodded. “I’ll be in the lounge if anything changes?”

      “I’ll let you know. Get some rest,” Derek said.

      “What’s his name?” Shari asked, starting to enter data into the computer next to the bed.

      I glanced at Derek. “John Doe.”

      His brow furrowed, but he didn’t say anything. I was thankful that he didn’t.

      Heading into the lounge, I sat there long enough to learn that Aron was stable. He’d be hospitalized—his magic not enough to heal him that quickly from these wounds—which meant I could check on him later. I wanted to wait around to find out more about the attack, but other residents kept popping into the lounge and looking at me askance. I wasn’t supposed to be here, and the longer I stayed, the more questions there’d be.

      As much as I hated it, it was time to return home.
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      It seemed as if I had only just fallen asleep when a sound in my condo startled me awake. One advantage of martial arts training was that I responded quickly to strange sounds—sometimes too quickly—and my pounding heart jerked me awake.

      As I lay there, trying to determine whether the sound I had heard was real, it came again. A soft scraping, nothing more than that, like footsteps along the carpet.

      The walls of these condos weren’t so thin as to let me hear my neighbors walking. That was one of the reasons I liked my condo. Most of the people around me were a little older, wanting the convenience of living close to the city. Like Marvin.

      I sat up, wishing that I had a weapon near the bed. Aron’s knives would be handy right about now. His attacker’s sword would too.

      Creeping toward the doorway, I rested my back against the wall next to the door before thinking better of it. With what I’d seen lately, I wouldn’t be surprised to have a sword come slicing through the doorframe, and I didn’t have Aron’s fast healing.

      The doorknob started to turn.

      Tension filled me as I readied my strike.

      When the door opened a crack, I slammed my fist against it.

      A loud, “Ouch!” came from the other side of the door.

      “Gran?” I asked, reaching for the door and pulling it open.

      Gran had her hand covering her nose. Blood spilled around her hand and irritation flashed in her eyes.

      “Let me help you with that,” I said. “You’ve got to pinch.”

      “I don’t need help.” A flash of cold tingled my spine briefly and then was gone. Gran removed her hand from her nose. The bleeding had essentially stopped.

      “When did you learn to magically heal yourself?” I asked. In all the time that I’d been around as a kid, I had never seen my grandmother heal herself. I distinctly recalled a time when she had cut herself with a kitchen knife, slicing deep into her palm, and had worn a bandage for weeks until it had healed all the way.

      “This? It’s nothing more than a simple trick.”

      “If it’s so simple, why haven’t I seen you do it before?”

      I walked her down the hall, guiding her to the bathroom, where she quickly washed and dried her hands. “Don’t forget your face,” I motioned.

      Gran glanced into the mirror and her brow creased again. “Katie, you really need to relax. I’m going to bruise!”

      “Can’t you fix that with your little trick, too?”

      She glanced over at me and smiled. “Well, I suppose I could.”

      When she was done, we went to the kitchen where Gramps waved at me. “Hey, Katie.”

      “What are you two doing here in the middle of the night?”

      “You said we could stay with you,” Gramps said.

      “Yeah, stay with me, not assault me while I’m sleeping.”

      “If anyone was assaulted, it was me,” Gran said, touched her nose. As she did, I felt the same flash of cold along my spine. Whatever magic she was doing would take away the bruising, I was certain of it.

      “That doesn’t answer the question.”

      Gran glanced over at Gramps, frowning for a moment. “Did you use your magic today?” she asked.

      A different cold washed over me: fear.

      “Why?”

      “The council reports that there was a strange magic used out in the open today by a wielder they had never met before. They described a purple glow and, seeing as how you’re the only one we know who has anything like that, we thought we’d check with you. That wasn’t you, was it, Katie?”

      “I didn’t have much choice.”

      “It was you?” Gran asked.

      “Now, Cyn, you know better than to attack her. I’m sure Katie has a good reason for needing to use her magic.” He turned to me with a smile, twisting a heavy gold ring on his finger as he looked at me. “What happened? Why did you feel compelled to use your magic?”

      How much should I tell them? It was possible that they knew about Aron. They did serve the council, after all, so it was possible that they were completely aware of what had happened. Then again, had they known, they would have come to me sooner to warn me.

      “There was a man—”

      “A man?” Gran interrupted. “It’s about time.”

      “Not like that.” I let out a heavy sigh. “He’s a mage.”

      They exchanged glanced. “You know better than to get involved with a mage,” Gran said.

      “I’m not involved. I happened to help him when he was attacked.” Shit. That was probably too much information. Gran would suss out what really happened and then I would have to explain how it was that I was now working with a knight.

      “Attacked? Why would a mage be attacked… No. Katie, please tell me you haven’t gotten involved with a knight.”

      “I haven’t gotten involved with a knight,” I said.

      “Katie?”

      “He was stabbed a few blocks from here. He had a pneumothorax and I—”

      “A knight wouldn’t need you to help him,” Gran said.

      “I didn’t know that he was a knight, and I didn’t know that he wouldn’t need my help,” I said. “For all I knew, he was a guy stabbed in the chest with a sword.”

      They exchanged glances again. “A sword?”

      I nodded. “The first time.”

      “First time?” Grandpa asked. “That wasn’t the only time?”

      “I didn’t use any magic to help him that time,” I said. “I didn’t need to use any magic. He had more than enough.”

      “What knight was this?” Grandma asked.

      “Do you think you’d know?”

      “Possibly. There aren’t that many who serve the council in the city.”

      “His name is Aron.”

      “Shit,” Grandma breathed out and cast a sideways glance at Grandpa. She turned to the counter and grabbed a bottle of wine, making quick work of opening it. She poured a glass before looking over at me. “This isn’t good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Aron isn’t a knight.”

      “He is. That’s what he told me.”

      “Did he tell you or did you assume that he was?”

      I grabbed the glass of wine that she poured for me. Hadn’t Aron told me that he was a knight?

      As I thought about it, I realized that he hadn’t. I was the one who had made the assumption and he had gone along with it. “If he’s not a knight, what is he?” He had brought me before the council, so he had to be a knight, didn’t he? Hell, he had known things about the council that I had never known.

      “An archer,” Gran said.

      I blinked. “Archer? Like with a bow and arrow?” I looked from her to Gramps but couldn’t read either of them. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      “Archers are like knights who have been promoted,” Gramps said. “They’re incredibly skilled and incredibly powerful mages.”

      “I thought knights were powerful mages.”

      “They are. That’s why they serve the council directly. But archers serve outside of the council. They’re the demon hunters.”

      Things that Aron had been saying began to hit home. He’d told me all about the demons and about the demon kings. Was that his way of telling me that he wasn’t merely a knight but something more?

      “Why do I get the feeling that this is worse than helping a knight?”

      “Archers are trained to detect unnatural magic. The knights might protect the council, but archers protect the Veil—and everything in it.”

      “So?”

      “Aron is—”

      Gran cut him off with a hard glare. He shrugged. “Katie, don’t you see how bad it can be if you have drawn the attention of someone like that?”

      “I’m used to hiding my magic.”

      “But you didn’t.”

      “He didn’t see it. He was unconscious.” When she arched her brow at me, I realized that I probably should have told her that before now. I explained the car accident, and then the two mages who had swords. When I told my grandparents how I used my stethoscope, Gramps started cackling.

      “That’s one way to use your education.”

      “I didn’t have anything else to use,” I said.

      He grinned at me. “I wish I could have seen it. Imagine what that stethoscope would have looked like as you were whipping it around? I bet they didn’t know what to make of you!”

      Gran wasn’t nearly as amused. “Are you sure they were mages?”

      “Pretty sure. The one thing I know is when someone is using magic around me.”

      “You do? How?” she asked.

      Had I not told them about that? It had been a while since we’d spent much time together, and since then, my magic had changed. It wasn’t nearly as useful as the way they could use magic, and there were parts of what I could do that I wanted to get rid of. Including the feeling of death coming.

      “It’s like a cold chill along my spine.”

      “Can you always feel it?” she asked.

      “Most of the time. It doesn’t take much magic for me to be aware of it.”

      The chill began to creep up my spine.

      “Like now.”

      “Shit,” she breathed out again.

      “What?”

      “That’s an unusual ability, Katie. I don’t know that even dark magic users could claim the ability to detect when someone is using magic.” She looked over at Gramps. “What about you? Have you ever felt anything like that?”

      “I could work a spell, I think, but it would take effort to maintain. But from what she’s saying, I get the sense that she’s not holding a spell. This is some sort of ability, sort of like with death.” He looked at me for confirmation for a moment.

      “Unfortunately,” I said. “Both have a sense of cold to them.”

      “Which means that they’re likely the same sort of power,” Gramps said. “Maybe it’s not dark magic at all.”

      “What is it, then?” I asked. I had lived in fear of my magic for my entire life, hiding it because I knew what the council would do if they discovered it. If I could reveal what I could do…

      Would I change anything? Would I stop being a doctor? Did I want to?

      “We’ve seen the way she uses power,” Gran started. “I don’t know whether it’s dark or not, but it’s not the kind of magic the mage council will approve of.”

      “Why would mages attack someone like Aron? If he’s an archer like you say, then shouldn’t they be working with him?”

      They shared a glance. “Oh, Katie. You shouldn’t have gotten caught up in this,” Gran said.

      “Caught up in what?” I asked, looking from one to the other. Neither would meet my eyes, which I knew from childhood was a bad sign. They were hiding something from me.

      “We have to tell her, Cyn.” He spoke softly, twisting the ring on his finger. It was one that he’d had as long as I’d known him.

      “Tell me what?”

      “She shouldn’t be a part of this. If they discover her, you know what they might do.”

      “Katie is strong enough to be allowed a chance to be a part of this.”

      “Without any control over her magic?”

      “She has control. If she was able to get past a pair of knights—”

      “Okay,” I said, cutting them both off. When they got going like this, they would ignore me completely. I had seen it often enough that I recognized the way they started to get going. “You’re not telling me something. You might want to keep me away from whatever is happening, but it seems like I’ve already gotten involved.”

      My grandmother pressed her lips together in a tight frown.

      “Aron has gone rogue,” Gramps said, pointedly looking away from Gran.

      “Rogue? What is this, some kind of spy movie?”

      “I wish it were, Katie. Aron is one of the most skilled archers of the Veil, and he went rogue. That’s actually the reason we’re here. The council summoned all who might be able to help back to Minneapolis.”

      Thinking of what I knew of Aron, I had a hard time imaging him as having gone rogue. He was stubborn, but he didn’t strike me as the kind of person who would have gone against the council.

      I took a drink of wine. “What’s he done?”

      Had I made a mistake helping him? If he had gone rogue, was I now associated with him? Would it make the council even more likely to come after me?

      “It’s complicated,” Gran said.

      “I can handle complicated,” I said.

      “It’s magically complicated, dear.”

      I set the glass of wine back down and fixed her with my most annoyed look. “I can handle magically complicated. I might not have the same knowledge as you, but I’m not stupid. I can keep up. And if you don’t think I can, then explain it to me the way you would when I was a kid.”

      They had made efforts to explain things to me then, but from the moment I had discovered that I had a dark magic part of me, I hadn’t wanted anything to do with it. It was better that way and I would be less likely to run into… well, what I had run into now.

      “Minneapolis is magically unique,” Gramps started. My grandmother gave him a beseeching expression, but he shrugged it off. “We sit at a confluence of power. It’s why the vampires and shifters settled here and it’s why the fae will keep a foot on this side of the Veil around here.”

      “I know that.” It was why I should be fine using my magic if I wanted to. Enough others with magic were around that the effect of whatever I might do was diluted. It would take a mage to be almost next to me to realize what I was doing.

      “You know the area is unique, but we haven’t ever really told you why it’s unique.”

      “Ley lines,” I said. “You told me all about that, remember?”

      Grandma looked up and smiled. “It’s not that we’ve tried keeping this from you.”

      “I know you haven’t. You’ve wanted to protect me. But what does any of this have to do with the ley lines?”

      “They run beneath the rivers, feeding on them,” Grandpa said. “The Mississippi creates one of the most powerful magical lines in the world by itself, but when you add the Minnesota and the St. Croix to it… well, the city is surrounded by this confluence of ley lines. The rivers are more impressive in other places, but no other place has quite the same connection that we have here.”

      “And the Veil is different here,” I said, remembering what Aron had said.

      “Thicker, and at the same time, magic is stronger. There is power here. It’s why members of the council will stay here, in Minneapolis of all places.”

      “Again. What does all of this have to do with Aron?” I asked.

      “I’m getting to that,” Gramps said. “You need the background and you said to walk you through it as if you were a kid.”

      “When it comes to magic, you are a kid,” Gran said.

      “Anyway. The ley lines are power, but they can be influenced by outside forces.”

      “Influenced?”

      “Possibly redirected, though it would take a lot of power, the kind the council would be able to counter pretty easily.”

      “Then there’s nothing to worry about.”

      Gran glanced at Gramps. “Normally, not,” she said. “Things are unique these days, and it’s possible that things can happen now that wouldn’t normally be possible.”

      As I thought about it, I realized that I might even know why. I didn’t need to have heavy magic or experience to know what would have changed. All I had to do was watch the weather. Or walk outside.

      “The drought.” I looked from Gran to Gramps. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

      “The drought has weakened the ley lines. And with Finnaster’s disappearance…”

      “Finnaster?”

      “He’s one of the councilors. High ranking, too. When he disappeared—”

      I turned away, no longer focusing as I should be. Could that have been the councilor that I had helped? And if that were the case, then he hadn’t disappeared at all. He was sick. But why hide that fact?

      And if that were the case, then Aron hadn’t gone rogue.

      “You think Aron is responsible for Finnaster’s disappearance,” I asked, turning my attention back to them.

      “That’s what has been reported. It’s why we’ve been called back.”

      “I thought it might have had something to do with demons.”

      “Demons?” Gramps asked. “There aren’t any demons here, not like in other places. The Veil is too stout.”

      “Maybe it normally is, but with the drought?” I asked.

      “The drought wouldn’t change that, not in any significant way,” Gran said.

      I debated how much to tell them before deciding they needed to know. If there were any mages I trusted, it was them. “Remember when I said that I had saved Aron from an attack? Well, there had been a pair of demons that had attacked him.”

      “It wouldn’t be demons, Katie,” Gramps said patiently. “Like I said—”

      “I know you think it wouldn’t be demons, but I know what I saw. They were all angular and wrong. They were demons.”

      “Even if they were,” Gran started, and from her tone, I could tell that she didn’t think they were, “Aron isn’t to be trusted. With him being responsible for Finnaster’s disappearance, I don’t think we can trust anything he says.”

      “What if he’s not responsible for his disappearance?” I asked.

      “Katie, this is the part that we’re most sure about,” Gramps said.

      “Because the council told you. But what if they’re wrong?”

      “Why would you even ask that?”

      I sighed. “Because Aron didn’t abduct Finnaster. He’s trying to help him.”

      “Help him how?”

      I glanced over at the clock. I would be tired tomorrow, but I needed to go through with this. And they needed to know about whatever it was that had happened to Finnaster.

      “Either of you want to take a road trip?”
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      We pulled up outside the old industrial building in the middle of the night. It was way creepier at this time of day than it had earlier, but even then, it had been plenty scary. In the middle of the night, with shadows swirling around the grounds making it look as if the place were haunted, I had a strange sense of unease.

      “Are you sure this is it?” Gramps asked, slowing the car. It was a rental—a Kia and while not as nice as Aron’s BMW, it was nice enough.

      “This is where Aron brought me.”

      “And you didn’t think anything of it?”

      “What do I know about where the council meets?” I asked. “Besides, on the inside—”

      “You went inside this place?” Gran asked.

      “I was with someone I thought was a knight of the council and who had been whipping around magic I could feel.”

      “Because he said he needed your medical skills. That didn’t bother you?”

      “Why should it? Mages can get sick. I’ve been around you and Gramps long enough that I know that to be possible.”

      “We shouldn’t have concealed from you the way that we can heal ourselves,” Gran said.

      In the time since I had told them about how Aron had brought me out to this industrial park, she had been more somber. Then again, she’d drank the rest of the bottle of wine before we left.

      “Yeah, that would have been nice to know.” If I had known, maybe I wouldn’t have been quite as inclined to go with Aron. Then again, I had known that he had the ability to heal himself. “But there are things that you can’t recover from, and I saw the mage, Gran. Finnaster is sick. Really sick. If I had him at the hospital, there might be something that could be done for him, but I would need to draw some labs and—”

      “He wouldn’t let you bring Finn to the hospital?” Gramps asked.

      “Finn?”

      Gramps frowned at me. “We’ve known each other a long time. When we heard Finn was missing, we made a point of making sure we could get here to help with the search.”

      “Well, Aron wouldn’t let Finn go to the hospital. I had the sense that he didn’t really want me there, but he didn’t know what else to do.”

      “And he wasn’t alone?”

      “No. There was another—Lexy—with him. Aron said it’s his daughter.”

      “Adoptive daughter,” Gran said. She glanced over at Gramps. “Do we have any reason not to trust Lexy?”

      “She’s been there for him for years,” Gramps said.

      “She seemed plenty concerned about Finnaster’s illness.”

      Gran sighed. “Maybe Aron isn’t rogue. But if he’s not, there’s something else going on that we don’t understand.” She stepped up to the fence, resting her hand on it.

      When I joined her at the fence, I could feel the magic she used but couldn’t tell what she was doing as she traced a finger along it. Cold sizzled along my spine, a sharp sense that almost took my breath away. When she was done, a section of the fence fell forward, almost as if it had been burned away.

      “That’s a different way of going in than the last time,” I said.

      “What did you do the last time?” Gramps asked, tapping the lock button on the key fob. The lights of the Kia flashed twice. If there were anyone around, the lights would be sure to draw attention. At least it didn’t chirp when it locked.

      “Aron pulled up the fence and I crawled underneath. He jumped over. It was… impressive.”

      Gran looked over at me. “He’s a rogue archer, Katie. Please don’t go swooning over him.”

      I still hadn’t told him that he was in the hospital. I wasn’t sure when—or if—I would, especially as I wasn’t completely convinced that Aron had done what they thought. He had cared about getting Finn help. The fact that he had brought me to him spoke to that.

      “I’m not swooning over him. I’m just saying that he jumped over the fence.”

      “Archers are impressive. Do you know that I thought about applying to serve as a knight?” Gramps asked.

      “You?”

      “What? You don’t think I have the right kind of magic? Well, I do, but they didn’t feel that my temperament was quite right. Apparently, I’m too relaxed for the knights. They can be intense, you know.”

      “Tell me about it,” I said. Aron was certainly intense. And powerful.

      I had to push those thoughts away. If he had gone rogue, then I definitely couldn’t think of him like that. Even if he hadn’t, the fact that he was an archer, trained to protect the Veil, was reason enough to stay away from him.

      We started through the hole in the fence that Gran had made. The chill along my spine never left, only fading, and a faint light began to glow in front of her. Whatever she was doing created enough light to push back the shadows, making it a little less creepy, but only a little.

      At the door to the building, Gramps stepped past her and pressed out his hands. A faint blue glow erupted from his palms and he waved them in the air. Snaps of what looked like blue streaks of lightning streaked around him, crackling softly.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, leaning in to whisper in his ear. Whispering was probably unnecessary, especially with as openly as we were moving, but it still felt right.

      “I’m probing to see what protections might have been placed around here. There was something, but I can’t tell what it might have been.” He glanced over at me. Even his eyes had the streaks of electricity shooting through them.

      I knew my grandparents weren’t necessarily weak mages, but seeing him with his magic around him showed just how powerful they were. And they didn’t even serve on the council, only served those on it.

      “There wasn’t anything when I was here,” I said.

      “There are ways of concealing the presence of protections,” Gramps said.

      “I didn’t feel anything,” I said.

      He studied me for a moment. “We will need to understand that better when this is all over. I find it fascinating that you’re able to detect magic at all. You really shouldn’t be able to, not without a spell.”

      “Veran,” Gran hissed.

      “Right,” he said. “We need to focus again. As I was saying, there isn’t anything too potent right now. There had been something here once, but whatever it was is gone.”

      He sent a surge of that electricity through his hands again, this time with more potency than before. A blast of cold ran along my spine, spreading into my arms. Whatever Gramps was doing now was as strong a magic as I’d ever felt, though it wasn’t as if that meant much.

      The electricity crackled along the wall and when it faded, he stepped back, closing his eyes. “I don’t know, Cyn. There’s something here that feels off. We should be careful.”

      “Off? Veran, if Aron is involved, you know the possibilities.”

      “I know what they are, which is why I’m warning you that maybe we should take a step back. It might be better to come here in the daylight. What if he’s here?”

      He wouldn’t be, but I hesitated to tell them that. Hopefully, Aron remained in the hospital, but it was possible that he had recovered enough to break out. I wouldn’t put it past him to do so, and if he did, there wouldn’t be anyone at the hospital who would be able to stop him.

      It would mean questions for me.

      When this was over, I would need to head back to the hospital to see whether he was still there. And maybe ask him some questions. I didn’t like that I’d been pulled into something involving the council, but I really didn’t like that he might have lied to me about all of this.

      “He’s not here,” I said.

      “Just because you don’t detect anything doesn’t mean that he can’t be here,” Gramps said. He had adjusted pretty quickly to the idea that I could detect magic and didn’t seem as if he had nearly the difficulty with it that I would have expected. Gran still didn’t seem quite as convinced, but then Gran would have been more concerned about whether that would out me in some way. She was cautious where Gramps wasn’t.

      “No, but I don’t see any sign of his car.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Gran said. “The car could be hidden.”

      “There’s no concealment spell,” Gramps said.

      “That’s not what I mean. There are other ways of hiding a car.”

      “Here?” Gramps looked around, shaking his head. “There’s nothing out here but this building, unless you think he drove it underground.”

      “Now that you mention it…”

      I stepped past them and toward the building. Once they got arguing like that, they could go on for a while and given how tired I was, I didn’t really want to sit with them while they debated all the various places that Aron might be able to hide a car.

      As I approached the door, that chill washed down my spine.

      This time, my magic surged inside me. It happened involuntarily and I reached to control it before it could lash out, but a surge of purplish light washed out from me.

      “What was that?” Gramps asked. The argument between them was halted and he stepped closer, frowning as he studied the door. Electricity sizzled from him again. “Whatever was here is gone. There’s no traces of it at all.”

      “What did you do?” Gran asked me.

      “Nothing on purpose. It was just that it suddenly filled me.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” she said.

      “Whatever was here is gone,” he said. “Maybe the spell unraveled.”

      “Do they do that?” I asked.

      “Not generally,” Gramps said, “but some spells have a certain time limitation to them, so I suppose it’s possible that was what happened.”

      He didn’t seem convinced, but then, I had no idea what had happened. It wasn’t as if I had intentionally used magic. Sort of like earlier in the day when it had come on its own. I didn’t like the fact that it was happening without me controlling it, especially with the kind of people I had been spending time around.

      “Let’s get this over with before Katie decides to again broadcast to the magical world what she can do,” Gran said.

      “I wasn’t trying to.”

      “You really need a better handle on your magic. That’s what we’ve been trying to tell you for years,” Gramps whispered.

      Everything seemed less upsetting when he said it. “I don’t need to get a better handle on it if I don’t plan on using it. Once this business is over, I won’t be using it again. I can get back to what I was.”

      He smiled at me and looked as if he wanted to say something, but Gran pulled the door open. I expected another surge of magic, but there wasn’t anything.

      “It’s dark.”

      “I can see that it’s dark,” Gran said.

      “I’m just telling you what I see.”

      “Why don’t you go ahead of us and tell us what you see?”

      He shrugged and a surge of cold started along my lower back as electricity sizzled from his hands, spreading out  and tracing along the floor. Gramps started off, heading into the compound.

      “What kind of spell is that?” I asked, watching him.

      “It helps him know if there is other magic here. Your Gramps is pretty strong with that sort of magic.” She grabbed my elbow and guided me inside with her. “You have to be careful,” she whispered as we entered the building. “If you’re losing control of your magic, we might have to start working with you to train you again. You don’t want to suddenly start flinging around the kind of magic that you can do without meaning to. Someone will get hurt, and I’m afraid that it might be you.”

      “Normally, it’s not a problem,” I said.

      “Only since you came into contact with this archer.”

      “Apparently.”

      “I don’t like it.”

      “Yeah. Me neither.”

      The inside of the building had changed. Before, there had been a sense of age, but everything had a sort of elegance to it. Now it was decaying stone with exposed steel beams. In one corner, traces of moonlight filtered through what must have been a hole in the ceiling. Worse, the place stunk like rot.

      “You thought this was the council?” Gran asked.

      “It didn’t look like this,” I started, turning slowly in place. It hadn’t even been that long since I had been here, and in that time, everything had changed. Where was the hall? Where would the room where I’d examined Finnaster be found?

      “It was magically altered,” Gramps announced, returning from one corner of the building. “Everything around here has a trace of magic over it. That’s what we were detecting when we first came in, not some protective spell.”

      “Why would they have altered it?” Gran asked.

      He shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe to prove to Katie they were legit.”

      “Or because they had Finnaster here,” I said. I described the way that the building had looked, including the room that would have been off to my left and down a hall. There was nothing here but open space.

      “That sort of describes the council,” Gramps said. “It’s possible that they wanted him to have some familiarity.”

      “They abducted him. What familiarity would they have wanted while torturing him?”

      “They weren’t torturing him,” I said. “If anything, they were trying to save him.”

      “By taking him away from those who could help him?”

      “I know what I saw. There might not be anything magical that can save him. I tried convincing them to bring him to the hospital because even there he might not have anything that could help.”

      “We’ve already gone over this—” Gran started.

      There came a surge of cold, though this time was different.

      It settled in my chest, a painful cold that clutched at me. Without meaning to, I gasped. I recognized that sense. With everything that I’d been going through the last few months, and the way that my power had been working, how could I not?

      Death.

      It was coming, but there were only the three of us.

      “We need to get going,” I said.

      “Katie?” Gramps asked.

      I shook my head, pointing to my chest. “I don’t know what’s about to happen, but you know that feeling I told you I have?”

      “Where you can detect magic?” he asked.

      “The other one.”

      Gran and Gramps glanced at each other. A different cold surged along my spine and electricity burst from Gramps. I wondered how much he could hold. There were limits to magic, and he’d used whatever spell he held a few times already. It might be that we would reach the limits of his power, and if that happened…

      What?

      I didn’t even know what we faced. For all I knew, it was some homeless man lying nearby who was dying. If that were the case, I really should go and see whether there was anything that I could do to help. But chasing after Aron when I’d felt the same chill was how I’d ended up in this mess in the first place.

      Gran held her hands out in front of her, palms facing out, and her mouth moved wordlessly. Whatever she chanted caused the air around her to glow.

      There weren’t many times when I wished I better understood magic and how it worked, but this was one of them. If I could know what they were doing, maybe there would be something I could do to help.

      Only, there was something I could do to help.

      I was the one who felt death.

      We started toward the door we’d entered through. When we reached it, Gramps grabbed the handle and sent a bolt of electricity through it before nodding and pulling open the door.

      A blast threw him backward.

      “Gramps!”

      He writhed on the floor and I raced toward him. There wasn’t anything obviously wrong with him, but he continued to moan.

      “Gran?”

      She stood in the doorway, and everything around her pulsed with power. Cold raced along my spine. “See if you can’t get him out of here,” Gran said.

      I didn’t have time to argue, even if I would know what to say. I tried to move Gramps, but he was heavier than I would have expected. How was I supposed to get him out of here?

      How had I managed to pull Aron out of the car before it exploded?

      I knew the answer to that. My particular form of magic had been involved, though I still didn’t know exactly what it was that I’d done.

      I needed it now.

      Using my magic was a battle. It always had been. The power settled deep within me, almost out of reach and easy to ignore most of the time. The times that I was scared or nervous, it would sometimes bubble up and be much easier for me to reach.

      Seeing Gramps like this scared me.

      The magic seeped upward, and I reached for it.

      Though I might have dark magic, I didn’t know any spells or incantations, nothing like what my grandparents used with their magic. What I did came from instinct and luck. Though they had tried to teach me to control it, demonstrating a few basic incantations, I had never mastered them.

      I didn’t need mastery now. All I needed was a way to lift Gramps off the ground. Knowing I had done something similar once before made me believe I could do it again, even if I had no idea how I had done it.

      That purple glow began around my arms. Cold worked along my spine, pushing out toward my hands.

      I didn’t wait and scooped Gramps off the ground.

      He was still heavy, but now he was a manageable heavy, as if the magic fed my muscles, making it so that I could carry him more easily. Now wasn’t the time to question.

      Where was Gran?

      I found her standing outside the door, her spell glowing around her.

      Three people stood outside, held back by her power.

      Not people.

      They had the same irregular features as the men Aron had faced in the park. None looked quite right, as if they were an incomplete carving of a man, a caricature rather than something real.

      Demons.

      “Katie. I will hold them back as long as I can, but you will need to take him and run.” Gran managed to sound almost relaxed. Only the rigidity of her posture gave her away.

      “I’m not going to leave you with them.”

      “If you stay, then we all die.”

      There was nothing relaxed about the way that she said it this time.

      I didn’t move. I couldn’t move. How could I when three demons stared down my grandmother and if I went anywhere, she would die?
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      “Go, Katie,” Gran hissed.

      The cold squeezed my chest as I stared at the demons. They each carried a sword and pointed them at Gran. The largest of the demons had inky black hair, and the skin on his face looked less like a sculpture and more like dripping wax. Hatred glared in his eyes, and I suspected Gran was focusing her energy on him.

      Gramps moaned.

      At least he was still alive. The cold in my chest wasn’t for him, then. Not yet, at least.

      If I left, then it would be for Gran.

      Demons. Freaking demons.

      I couldn’t really be thinking about confronting them with Gran, could I?

      If I didn’t, I could feel what would happen.

      She might be able to hold them off for a while, but if she didn’t manage to hold them back long enough, they would come after us.

      “Sorry, Gramps,” I whispered and set him down.

      “What are you doing, Katie?” Gran asked, not taking her gaze off the lead demon. His face had melted even more, leaving him with grotesque features, like a Picasso painting that had come to life.

      “I can’t leave you.”

      “You aren’t ready for this. Hell, I’m not ready for this.”

      With my hands now free—but strangely, still glowing with the purple as my magic had seeped into them—I studied the demons for a moment, trying to figure out the best way to attack. Though my martial arts training might help me manage against multiple attackers, it had never focused on how to do so when confronting demons. I’d have to ask my karate master about that the next time I trained with him. If I survived.

      Circling around, I wondered why they hadn’t attacked yet. Could Gran’s spell hold them, or was there another reason?

      When I was outside the sphere of Gran’s magic, the demon on the left moved toward me. He had a stocky build and a square head with a too-large nose.

      I dropped, swinging my leg around, sliding it beneath him.

      He stumbled forward, and I backed up, punching out as I did.

      When my fist connected with him, pain exploded up my arm.

      Holy hell. Was he actually made of stone?

      I staggered back, glancing down at my arm and half-expecting to see it flopping, my radius and ulna snapped in half. Surprisingly, my arm was intact.

      The demon bore down on me, taking a step toward me. That sword of his made me leery and I danced off to the side, trying to stay out of the reach of the blade. What I wouldn’t give for a weapon to counter his. Even my magical stethoscope would be better than nothing.

      I feigned to my left and skittered back to the right, dropping down and sweeping my leg under his. This time, I jerked it forward, trying to knock him backward. The demon staggered, and I kicked him in the chest, driving my heel as hard as I could through him.

      He crashed to the ground.

      I lunged forward, reaching for his sword.

      “No, Katie!”

      Gran’s warning was too late.

      I reached the sword and lifted it, swinging it around as another demon approached me from behind. This wasn’t Waxy Face, but the other, a thin-looking man with long arms and fingers. His sword hummed in the air as he swung it toward me, and I brought the borrowed blade up to block.

      Why was it glowing purple?

      It cut through Thin Man’s sword and he stared at it stupidly.

      I kicked, driving my heel into his stomach before pivoting around to send my other foot into his knee. I didn’t know if demons had the same joints as humans, but if nothing else, I could make it so that he couldn’t walk.

      The demon stumbled forward.

      A blast of magic struck the demon and he burst into bluish-black flame before disappearing.

      I looked over to see Gramps standing. His hands glowed with the same electrical current that had worked through him before he’d been attacked.

      Gran faced Waxy Face, pushing out with the same glowing spell that she’d been working. It held him in place and, if anything, his features were even more deformed than they had been.

      I swung around him and kicked him in the back, sending him staggering to the side. Waxy Face was either stronger than the others or a more powerful demon because he turned toward me, moving more quickly than the others had, and brought his sword sweeping at my head.

      There was no way I could react in time.

      A blast of magic surged at him, currents of electricity streaking out from Gramps.

      The demon swatted at them with the sword.

      The distraction probably saved my life.

      I ducked, rolling off to the side, and drove out with my heel to try and catch the demon in the leg. When my heel connected, pain jolted along my leg. This guy was solid.

      How had Gran managed to melt him if he was so solid?

      He swung his sword toward me and I jerked back, barely missing the end of the blade carving through my stomach. I brought the stolen sword up, the blade still glowing with purple light, and caught him on the wrist.

      The demon dropped his sword.

      I had a moment of relief, thinking that Gran and Gramps could take care of him now that he didn’t have the sword, but the demon darted toward me, moving faster than I could react, and grabbed me off the ground, holding me in the air by my neck. Squeezing.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t do anything.

      Magic coursed through me in uncontrolled waves.

      When it erupted, it slammed into the demon.

      There was nothing refined about the type of magic that I’d used, nothing like the exquisite electricity that Gramps used or the power bubble that Gran held in front of her. Mine was a blast of power that came from deep inside me and sent the demon shooting across the ground.

      At least I was free.

      I staggered to the ground, grabbing my throat as I strained to take a deep breath. It came in a wheezing rasp as I sucked air into my lungs.

      I didn’t dare lose focus. Where was that demon?

      Trying to stand left me feeling woozy, and I staggered.

      Someone was there before I could fall, slipping an arm around my waist. Gramps, I realized from the familiar smell of his cologne. “Easy, Katie. Magic like that will take something out of you.”

      “What happened?” I said.

      Gramps guided me away from the building and I was vaguely aware that we were heading back toward the car. We couldn’t go anywhere without Gran.

      “She’s fine,” he said.

      “What about that last demon?”

      “You took care of him. He won’t be coming through the Veil anytime soon.”

      I tried looking back, but Gramps kept me moving toward the car. Every time I tried to turn around, my head felt like everything was spinning. Distantly, I started running through the potential diagnoses for my vertigo but let them go when my mind glazed over cerebellar stroke. I couldn’t have had a stroke, could I? When it came to magic, anything was possible.

      “Why do I have such bad vertigo?”

      “Vertigo?” Gramps asked.

      “Everything is spinning.”

      “Ah. That’s not uncommon when you overexert yourself. You need to know your limits. Cyn and I should have done a better job preparing you, but when you said you didn’t want to use your magic, there didn’t seem to be any need.”

      He opened the door to the backseat and helped settle me inside. The movement sent my head spinning again, and when I flopped onto the seat, it was worse. Without meaning to, I leaned forward and vomited all over the floor.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      “It’s okay,” Gramps said, climbing into the driver’s seat.

      “It’s a rental,” I said.

      “I know a few tricks that will remove it without leaving any stains,” he said.

      I blinked my eyes, trying to see Gran, who rested in the passenger seat, barely breathing. “Gran?”

      “I’m okay,” she whispered. “Just need a minute to recover.”

      Gramps took off carefully and I lay in place, trying to keep my eyes closed. I didn’t want to move, but I couldn’t get past the sense that everything continued to spin. At least I didn’t throw up again.

      “What was that, Katie?” Gramps asked softly.

      “Demons, right?” I managed to say. I didn’t know how much I’d be able to say otherwise. “They looked a lot like the demons that attacked Aron.”

      “I know they were demons, but what did you do to that last one?”

      I blinked open my eyes and saw Gran had twisted so that she could look back at me. She looked tired… and old.  For the first time that I could remember, she looked her age, as if the attack had stolen the youth from her.

      “I don’t know. I didn’t have any control.”

      He took a shaky breath as he glanced over my shoulder before veering off the road and toward the highway. Another ten minutes or so and we’d be back at my condo. All I wanted was to sleep, but I didn’t know whether I would be able to.

      “That much was clear,” he said. “What did you do?”

      I tried to think of what I had done when the demon had grabbed me, lifting me into the air. I’d felt scared but didn’t know whether there was anything that I had done that had controlled the response. It had come out almost involuntarily. Even if I had wanted to, I don’t know that I would have been able to control it.

      “I don’t know,” I said again.

      I rolled my head back and closed my eyes, staring at the back of my lids. The vertigo seemed to ease, but only a little. With each breath, I felt less and less like I might vomit, so that was good.

      “Why didn’t you go like I asked?” Gran asked.

      “I couldn’t leave you,” I said.

      “You don’t understand your magic. We all could have died.”

      Maybe. But we didn’t. Had I run like she had wanted, then it was possible that I would have been able to get away, but it was possible that we wouldn’t have gotten away. At least with opting to fight, I gave us a chance.

      It was stupid, and I knew that it was, but I also knew that there hadn’t been much in the way of options otherwise.

      “I should have listened to you,” I said.

      “You should have. But thank you.”

      I cracked my eyes a little and smiled. “You’re welcome. Whatever you did to that lead demon was disgusting, by the way.”

      “I didn’t know he was the leader,” Gran said, turning to look out the window. Lights whizzed all around us. “So maybe we got lucky. I haven’t faced demons before.”

      “You haven’t?” More than anything else, that woke me up. It didn’t take away the nausea, but maybe it didn’t need to.

      “I’ve only heard the necessary techniques. Most of us can’t stop a demon head-on the way you did. We can delay them, and with the right spell, we can confine them until archers arrive. I think we got lucky there.”

      I grunted. “Lucky. That’s how I’d describe it, too.”

      “It was lucky,” she said. “Had you not had access to whatever magic you have, we would have been overpowered by those demons.”

      “Why were they there?” Gramps asked.

      “Maybe they knew your friend Finnaster was there,” I said.

      “Maybe Aron released them,” Gran said.

      “Could he even do that?” Gramps asked.

      “Why not? He’s an archer, so he would know all about demons. Why couldn’t he summon them across the Veil too?”

      “I don’t know, Cyn. That starts to stretch things a little bit. I don’ t know Aron, but an archer going rogue is one thing—especially as it’s happened before—but summoning demons too? That doesn’t make a lot of sense.”

      “None of this makes sense,” Gran said, “including why we were called here. And now Katie is involved. I don’t like this at all, and it’s time to ask a few questions.”

      “Where are we going?” I asked. I had wanted to fall asleep, but even that wasn’t going to happen. Not with everything spinning around me.

      “We are going to speak to the rest of the council,” Gran said. “But you are going back to your condo and sleeping.”

      I raised my head and peeked at the clock on the dash. It was late—or early. Either way, it wasn’t long before my shift. I might want to sleep, but I didn’t have that luxury. There were lives that needed saving, and Dr. Michaels had to get back on the case.

      “Not back home,” I said.

      Gran twisted in her seat and faced me. “We can’t bring you with us to the council. With what’s happened tonight, we need more answers, and I’m not sure that you should be there for them. Besides, if they learn about you and your abilities…”

      “I don’t care about the council,” I started, though that wasn’t entirely true. I didn’t really care about the council. “But I’m going to need for you to drop me off at the hospital. My shift starts soon.”

      “Shift? You just fought demons.”

      “And survived,” Gramps added.

      “And survived. You should be getting rest. With the type of magic that you used, you’ll need to rest. I don’t know how long it’ll take for you to recover, but probably the better part of a day or more. Maybe you sit this one out.”

      I took a deep breath, steeling myself as I tried to sit up. When I did, the same waves of nausea rolled over me as the world spun around, but it didn’t make the same number of revolutions as it had the last time. As far as I was concerned, that was a win.

      “That’s not how residency works,” I said. “I have to be there, or I’ll be working weekends the rest of my residency.” And maybe longer, depending on where I went. No. I could pull this off. It might be hard, and I might be tired and weak, but I would manage.

      Besides, it gave me the opportunity to check on Aron.

      I needed answers about what the missing councilor. Regardless of what my grandparents said, I didn’t think that he was. Now, that didn’t mean there weren’t things he was keeping from me, but I didn’t think he was responsible for attacking Finnaster. He had seemed truly concerned about the mage, and the fact that he had been willing to ask for my help had to mean something.

      “Are you sure?” Gramps asked.

      “Yeah. I’m sure. As much as I’d love to just sleep, if I go home, I’m not going to get up for work.”

      We fell into a comfortable silence as they drove the rest of the way. I thought that I’d need to prompt Gramps about how to find the hospital, but I didn’t. He’d always had a gift with navigating, so I wasn’t surprised. I even drifted a little.

      When we pulled up to the ER bay, I finally stirred, thankful that the vertigo had passed. “Head back to my apartment whenever you’re done with the council,” I said.

      “Don’t worry about us, dear,” Gramps said, flashing a smile as I slid out of the car.

      I caught his eye and smiled back but paused when I looked over at Gran. For some reason, the tightness around her eyes returned. Had I felt the cold chill in my chest, I would have been worried. As it was, I figured it was only her fatigue, but a nagging worry left me wondering if there was something she kept from me.
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      My head throbbed. The last hour had dragged by painfully slowly. The cluster of patients who had come in right before the end of my shift hadn’t helped. Dental pain. Back pain. Abdominal pain. The seekers’ trifecta. All that while dealing with questions from the police about Aron and the car accident that I couldn’t answer, along with the strange looks Dr. Locks kept giving me.

      “I can help you get an appointment with your dentist in the morning,” I said to the twenty-something meth head sitting in front of me. Maybe if he wouldn’t do so much meth, he wouldn’t have pain. Then again, there was no sign of abscess, so any pain he had wasn’t nearly as severe as he wanted me to believe.

      “My dentist won’t be in tomorrow,” the kid said.

      Kid. He was only a few years younger than me, but our lives couldn’t have gone much more differently. Here was a guy who lived mostly on the street, hooked on meth and narcotics, coming in to see me thinking only to get a little relief from the pang of his addiction. I wouldn’t do him any favors giving him what he wanted, but sometimes that would be the easier way out. Times like this—when my head throbbed and my entire body ached—I thought about it. Like, really thought about it.

      If I did, I was only contributing to the problem, and medicine had done enough of that with giving out Percocet like it was candy. When I was in medical school, we were taught how pain was the sixth vital sign. Then we began to recognize how many people were hooked on the drugs we had been giving out for pain.

      Doctors had been the pushers and I wasn’t interested in being anyone’s hookup.

      “Is that right? You know his schedule?”

      The kid fixed me with a hard expression. At least, he probably thought it was hard. “Listen. You’re a resident. All I need is a little dilaudid and the pain will go away. If you don’t, I’m just going to stay here until you make the pain go away. I bet your attendings will want you to make sure I’m taken care of.”

      Guys like him who knew the names of different narcotics always were seekers, but it was this kind of asshole who thought to threaten me who really irritated me. “Is that right?”

      “Yeah. One milligram does it for me. You do that and I’m sure I’ll be able to go home.”

      I stared at him for a moment and he looked back at me with a half-smile. These were the kind of patients who stole all empathy from me. “Why don’t you just sit here, and I’ll send my nurse in with meds for you.”

      He leaned back on the cot, his eyes closing and a satisfied smirk on his face.

      When I stepped out of the room, I caught Stephanie, an older nurse who wouldn’t take any shit from a kid like that. “Which nurse has the dental pain patient?”

      She glanced over at the door. “That’s why he’s here?”

      I nodded. “He asked for a milligram of dilaudid and he’d be well enough to leave.”

      “Is that right?”

      “So why don’t you give him eight hundred milligrams of ibuprofen and tell him that we’ll call the number on file with a dental appointment in the morning.”

      “Anything else?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t going to give out narcotics to someone like that, and the ibuprofen would probably do as much for as his pain anyway, not that he’d believe it.

      “You don’t look okay, Dr. Michaels,” she said.

      “Just a long day. Great way to end it, too. Between this guy and the lady in six, I’m ready to get out of here.”

      “Yeah, she’s a real treat. Third visit this week for her back. She’s a sad case, too.”

      I sighed. The lady in six had enough medical problems to give her a real reason for coming to the ER, but she needed to give the new meds she’d been given a chance to work. And she was someone I believed actually had pain, not like this guy. “I’m signing her over to Dr. Trent, but at least I’ll save her from this one.”

      “Maybe you should have given him to her, too.”

      I shook my head. Beth could be a real bitch, but she was a good doctor and I didn’t want to irritate her if I didn’t need to. Besides, she was a third-year resident, so was essentially my supervisor at times.

      “See you next time,” Stephanie said.

      Waving, I made my way through the ER and back to the resident lounge, pausing long enough to type up my notes. I had already signed out to Beth, so didn’t need to spend much more time here before leaving, and since I was still exhausted from the night—and the attack—I wanted nothing more than to sleep. A short walk and I could be home, back in my bed and getting the sleep my body demanded.

      There was a problem with that, though.

      I wanted to know what Aron might have known.

      With a sigh, I flopped back into the chair at the computer and logged into the EMR, quickly searching for whatever I could find about the John Doe I’d brought in the night before. As I searched, I couldn’t find anything. There wasn’t any record of my John Doe. There were plenty of others—which made it hard to search for whatever might have happened to him—but none of them were likely to have been Aron.

      There was another way I could discover what happened, but it would involve risking others realizing the information I searched for. After all the taunting I’d been getting lately, I didn’t really want to risk it, but then again, I did want to know what had happened with Aron. And I couldn’t ask Derek without revealing more about why I’d been with Aron in the first place.

      Dragging my tired body back to the front of the ER ran the risk of one of the attendings seeing me and thinking that I was still working, but I decided to do it. When I reached the front desk, I smiled when I saw Betty there. She scrolled through a site for what looked like computer parts, making a point of ignoring the people around her. It was a wonder there wasn’t a line at the desk, especially with how busy the ER had been.

      “Hey, Betty, can you help me find a patient of mine?”

      “You know how to look them up better than I can. Besides, you know what will happen if they find out I’ve been digging around in charts I’ve got no reason to look into.”

      “I can’t look this one up. At least, I can’t find him.”

      She tore her gaze off the computer screen and gave me a half smile. “Him? You starting to chase patients now, Dr. Michaels? You know that’s frowned upon.”

      “It’s more than frowned upon,” I said. There were oaths you took and there were ethical expectations of the job. That would violate both, at least in my book. “But this is a John Doe and I’m not able to figure out what happened to him. I want to see how he’s doing. All I need is the name he was reregistered under.”

      While Betty couldn’t get away with looking up patients and reading through their charts, I was allowed. Other residents might look for different reasons, but I only checked out of intellectual curiosity, a way to learn whether there was anything that I could do differently. Doctors are human and make mistakes, but I’d rather be the kind who learned from my mistakes so I didn’t make them again.

      “Alright, I’ll see if I can track down your JD. When did he come in?”

      “Last night. Car accident.”

      That was enough for her to find it. There wouldn’t be all that many John Does that would have come in during the same time. There might be a way for me to track a patient from one registered name to another, but I didn’t know how to do it.

      Betty, on the other hand, knew how to find people. Sometimes she could find the right name while they were in the ER. It made it easier to call family, especially in trauma cases.

      “I looked this one up before,” Betty said, minimizing the shopping site. “Couldn’t find anything then.” She clicked a few places and pulled up another window, this one for John Doe. “Still the same. No name.”

      “Can you tell me what room he’s in?”

      She glanced up at me. “I can give you the record number so you can look it up yourself.”

      I suppressed a sigh. That meant I’d have to go log in myself, and that would only force me back to the resident lounge and risk running into someone, but if I demanded the room, Betty would start to wonder. I was supposedly only interested because I wanted to follow up on the case. “That would be great.”

      Taking a slip of scrap paper, Betty wrote down an impossibly long number before handing it to me. “Get some sleep. You look terrible. You won’t be picking up anyone like that.”

      “I don’t want to pick up anyone.”

      “Fine. Have yourself a meaningless one-night stand.” She smirked at me. “Girl, if I had your looks when I was your age, I would have—”

      “That’s great. Thanks.”

      Betty shrugged and turned back to her screen, leaving me to drag myself back to the lounge and a computer. When I entered the lounge, I found Dr. Roberts lying on the couch, staring at a magazine.

      He sat up when I entered. “Is she ready… Oh. It’s you, Michaels.”

      “Yeah. Thanks for the excitement. What are you doing back here resting during your shift?”

      “Not a lot to be done while I’m waiting to prep for a chest tube. I figured I’d get some reading done.”

      I glanced at the cover of the magazine. Men’s Fitness. Figured Roberts would be looking at something like that.

      “Aren’t there, you know, other patients to be seen?” It was people like Roberts who made the shift unbearable. They could be seeing patients and getting through the backlog, but too often guys like him hid, letting others do the work. I hated it.

      “What do you care? You’re not on.”

      “Right,” I mumbled, determined to ignore him, and took a seat at the computer. Brad lay back and stared at the magazine, looking far too at ease for someone who was supposed to be working. Why wasn’t I surprised that he opted to let the interns do all the work? There were limits in place to allow interns time to adequately evaluate patients, but Brad struck me as the kind of person who conveniently forgot about that as he advanced.

      “What are you looking up, anyway?” he asked.

      “Just trying to finish up my notes,” I said.

      “I thought you’d already signed out.”

      He wasn’t supposed to know that. “I forgot to add something.” I pulled up the John Doe record using the number Betty had given me and started going through the notes. There was the documentation from the stay in the ER. He’d been injured—and quite seriously too. By the time he’d gotten here, his blood count had dropped significantly. Had he bled out much more, he might not have survived. I skipped ahead, looking to see what else I could learn about Aron and reached the last note when my breath caught.

      Left AMA. Against medical advice.

      “What are you looking at?” Brad asked.

      Somehow, he’d gotten off the couch and managed to sneak up behind me. I should have noticed him doing it but was too caught up in reading through the notes on Aron to pay the necessary attention to him. I was trying to click out of the chart when he leaned over my shoulder.

      Instinct sent a chill through me and a jolt of purple power surged out of my finger and into the computer.

      “Shit, Michaels! What was that?”

      I hurriedly stood and stepped away from the computer. The screen had gone black and the small computer resting on the desk started to smoke. If I had used too much power, it would lead to the computer practically exploding, but thankfully that didn’t happen.

      It shouldn’t have happened anyway. Losing control as often as I had been was not good. If it continued, there would be questions, especially if Aron continued to come around. Considering what he’d been through and the lengths he’d gone to keep me involved, I had to believe that he would keep coming around.

      “Grab the fire extinguisher,” I snapped.

      He swore as he raced away from me, leaving me staring at the blank monitor. I wasn’t concerned about the fire, though the stench from the burning computer parts was almost enough to force me back. Waving my hand over the computer, I tried to fan away the smoke while I coughed. Hopefully I wouldn’t set off the smoke detectors.

      Brad returned carrying a small glass of water and I started laughing. “What do you expect to do with that?”

      “I thought that maybe I’d put the fire out.”

      “Looks like it’s already out. Just smoking now.”

      Brad poured the water on the computer anyway, leading to more smoking and snapping. I grabbed it and jerked it free from the desk, throwing it into the middle of the floor.

      “It might have helped for you to have unplugged it first,” I said.

      I glanced up at the fire alarm, just waiting for it to go off. It would be my luck if it did. I wouldn’t be able to wait around, but Roberts might expect me to.

      Brad looked at me, something in the gleam of his eyes telling me that he suspected something his mind told him shouldn’t have happened. Could he have seen the burst of power out of me? It shouldn’t have been visible, but then, I should have been able to keep control of it too. It pissed me off that I continued to lose control like this.

      “If you’re done causing computers to explode, I think I’m going to get going,” I said.

      “Me? The computer only sparked while you were working on it.”

      “Blame IT. We’ve been due for an upgrade for a while and they continue to ignore our needs.”

      Brad frowned, and I stepped away from the remains of the computer. I could practically feel him staring at me as I left the lounge. When I got outside, rather than heading home, I hurried toward the stairs. Aron might have left AMA, and I had only the timing of when the note had been filed to give me an idea of when he’d left.

      I adjusted my white coat as I took the stairs two at a time heading toward the unit where he’d been hospitalized. They’d sent him to a surgical ICU, not surprising considering the kind of injuries that he’d had. At least I had a chance of knowing some of the attendings. As residents, we rotated through different wards so that we had the necessary experience of knowing what would happen to patients when they left us. I’d spent a month in the ICU where Aron had been, putting in lines and taking care of guys just like him.

      Well, maybe not quite like him. Most of my patients required medical skill to save.

      “Hey, Dr. Angel,” I said as I reached the unit. Two nurses sat behind a desk monitoring the patients and barely looked up as I came in. They were used to residents and probably thought I was here for a rotation.

      Dr. Angel was a younger surgeon, probably only a five or so years older than me, and had been as kind as any surgeon could be when I’d rotated through the unit before.

      “Michaels,” he said, not looking up from the desk. “What are you doing back so soon? Coming for an elective?”

      “Not yet,” I said. “I had a question about a patient you had on the unit.”

      “What patient?”

      “A John Doe who came in yesterday following a car accident.”

      Dr. Angel looked up at me. He had piercing blue eyes and an angular jaw, made even more defined by his lean body. I still hadn’t figured out how a trauma surgeon managed to find the time to run as much as he did. The man ran marathons, but how?

      “You weren’t on that case.”

      “No, but I was the one who helped pull him from the car.”

      His eyes widened slightly. “That was you?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      He glanced over to one of the ICU bays. It was probably the one where Aron had been before leaving. “The guy was crushed, Michaels. We were talking with the residents about the kind of force that would have been required to cause his injuries and got to trying to figure out how he even managed to get out.”

      “He was trapped, but it probably wasn’t as bad as what you’re thinking.”

      “I saw the injuries.”

      I shifted my feet nervously. Dr. Angel was alluding to questions I didn’t want to answer. “I heard he left AMA.”

      A scowl twisted his face. “He shouldn’t have left. I tried explaining what was at stake for him if he did, but when he woke up, he was determined. We’ll probably end up getting him back in much worse shape than when he first came in.”

      Even a surgeon as nice as Dr. Angel had an arrogant streak. I’d found that most surgeons had that, at least the good ones. Even some of the shitty surgeons did, and they were harder to dismiss. They could be dangerous.

      “How did he recover?”

      “Hell if I know. I was gone most of the day and got in a little while ago and he had already pulled out most of his lines as he started to go.”

      At least I had a better sense of timing. If Aron had only just left, then I should still be able to find him. Then again, if he had even mostly recovered, it was possible that he would be able to use his magic to conceal himself. I might not find him at this point.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it. With the way he came in, he shouldn’t have been able to recover that quickly. I figured we were going to have him for the better part of a week or more.”

      I had a better sense of how powerful Aron’s ability to heal himself might be. The kind of injuries I knew him to sustain in the accident had taken about twelve hours to recover from. Twelve hours where most people would take weeks or months. It was hard not to be impressed.

      “Maybe he wasn’t as injured as you thought,” I said.

      Dr. Angel glanced down at the desk. “Maybe not, but the imaging was pretty conclusive. It’s hard to imagine that had been inaccurate.”

      We both knew that there were plenty of times when the imaging didn’t fully reveal what was wrong with someone, but most of the time it underestimated the severity of an injury. I should have taken the time to see what Aron’s reports had shown, though from what I had seen firsthand, I had a pretty good idea of what he’d gone through.

      “If you hear anything, let me know,” he said.

      “Why would I hear anything?”

      He smiled as he looked up at me. “Seeing as how you’re the ER doc, I figured if he came through the ER again, you’d find out about it. Just let me know, would you, Michaels?”

      I nodded and backed out of the ICU before I got any more questions or made an ass of myself. It might already have been too late, especially if I was going to get defensive like that. I might as well have told him that I knew Aron from before.

      Outside the ICU, a chill began to work along my spine.

      I had gone a long time without feeling that sensation, and now it seemed to be happening to me all the time. Was it all because I had gotten caught up in mage council business or was there some other reason behind it?

      Where was the magic?

      It shouldn’t be in the hospital like this. Unless Aron hadn’t left and had simply waited, but he would have had no reason to do that. There wasn’t any need. He knew where I lived.

      The other possibility was that it the mages who had attacked Aron had returned. I hadn’t killed them and considering how quickly Aron had recovered, it was unlikely I had even really slowed them much.

      I pulled my stethoscope from around my neck and held it ready. It was stupid to use it as a weapon, but it had worked for me before and I wasn’t about to be surprised by another attack.

      I looked around, searching for signs of the mages, but there wasn’t anything that I could pick up on. If they were here, they were doing a good job of hiding themselves. In a hospital the size of Hennepin General, there would be hundreds of places to hide. They could literally go into any patient room and disappear. But I had to think that they wouldn’t familiar with how things worked in the non-magical world, which meant they wouldn’t think it would be safe for them to sneak off into one of the patient rooms.

      The hallways. That would be where they would be hiding.

      Making my way carefully, not feeling nearly as confident as I should in my own hospital, I paused at each intersection. To my left, there was a cluster of people I suspected were all part of the same family. Several generations at least, and all bunched together. I had seen people like that often enough in the ER to know what that was like. Down another hall, a younger couple stood talking off to the side. They probably had a parent in the hospital.

      When another surge of cold raced along my spine, I glanced back.

      Two men, neither looking quite like they knew what they were supposed to be doing, continued toward me. One of the men wore a long cloak. If nothing else screamed mage, that did it. The other had the sense to wear pants and a jacket, but they were made in a strange style.

      Most mages like my grandparents knew they had to blend in. These two looked as if they hadn’t even bothered to try. Which was enough for me to know that I should worry.

      I headed toward a staircase. If nothing else, I wanted to get ahead of them, but more than that, I wanted to keep them from causing a scene inside the hospital. They might be able to openly attack, but I still had to work here.

      As I neared the second floor, I heard the door open above me.

      “She’s in the stairs. I detect her.” The voice was deep and had a strange inflection to it. Maybe I was wrong and it wasn’t a mage at all.

      “Hold the spell,” the other voice said. It wasn’t nearly as deep, but it carried to me.

      Had I any doubt that they were mages—or magic users at the very least, that disappeared with the comment.

      “There’s only so much I can do to maintain this,” the first said. “She’s difficult to track.”

      “We managed to find her here.”

      “Only because this was the last place we had seen her.”

      Not good. They were tracking me. And they had the magical means to keep up with me. I could run, but if they had me in a spell, there would be no way that I could avoid them forever, and I sure as hell didn’t want them to follow me home and discover where I lived. It was bad enough they knew where I worked.

      I would have to do something about them, but I wasn’t sure that I wanted to risk that. Anything that I might do would draw more attention to me, especially if I failed. Then again, I seemed to have already drawn that kind of attention, so it might be better simply to face it head on rather than avoid it. This way, I would control what happened.

      Pausing at the second floor, I decided to keep going down. The basement level led out toward the parking ramp, connected by a rarely used tunnel. I didn’t have much reason to take the tunnel and had never driven to work since I lived so close, but I knew it was there and doubted there would be many people in it this time of day. That could be both good and bad.

      I took the stairs two at a time, leaping the last of them and racing for the entrance to the tunnel. Should I hurry or give them a chance to follow? I wasn’t sure what the best option would be, only that I didn’t want to let them get too far from me. Maybe I could outrun them and find a way of following them back to wherever they would go, but that might be even more dangerous than confronting them. At least this way, I was on familiar ground. The moment I went someplace after them was the moment I risked the unfamiliarity of the magic world.

      As I waited, the door clicked closed, casting me in the faint fluorescent light. It flickered around me.

      I squeezed the stethoscope. What I wouldn’t give for a proper weapon. Even the demon’s sword had been useful, and I didn’t really know all that much about using swords. Gramps must have left it behind when he dragged me to the car. There was some training in my karate, but not as much as I had decided I wanted. After what happened, I thought it was definitely time to get some weapons training.

      My body was a mess of tension and without meaning to, magic began to work through me. It started slowly, nothing more than a faint glow that pulsed out from deep within me, but as the tension continued, it flowed from me. I didn’t even bother to stop it.

      Instead, I directed the magic into the stethoscope. I’m sure it would amuse Aron that I chose the stethoscope as my weapon, but it had worked well enough for me the last time, and I had to go with what I knew. At least I hoped that I had a better understanding of how to use it were the time to come that I would need to.

      Then the door opened.

      The two mages entered, magic flowing from them.

      Cold raced along my spine in a painful jolt. Whatever magic they were drawing was powerful. I didn’t dare give them a chance to attack, choosing to be the aggressor. The fact that they had followed me all the way down here told me all that I needed to know about what they wanted. Me.

      My stethoscope swung, and a lance of purple power flowed from it, surging from the bell as it crashed into the nearest mage. He hadn’t been expecting a crazed doctor to whip a stethoscope at him and didn’t even move as the attack came.

      Not that I blamed him. Had someone told me a week ago that I would be attacking a pair of mages with only a stethoscope, I would have called them insane.

      The next guy managed better.

      I followed through on the movements, darting down and then up with the stethoscope as if it were an extension of my arm. Had I not used magic to enhance my stethoscope, his sword would have sliced through it. Instead, the stethoscope wrapped around the blade. I jerked on it and yanked the sword back.

      It came free from his hand.

      The moment of victory faded when a spell crashed into me.

      The flash of cold along my spine came first, but the complete inability to move followed. It was as if I’d been injected with a paralytic. I could still breathe, so whatever he’d done to me didn’t affect my diaphragm, but I couldn’t get my arms or legs to react the way that I wanted.

      “Where is he?” the man asked. Of course, it would have to be cloak guy who would be the one to overpower me. That was more than a little embarrassing.

      Hope that my mouth wouldn’t work, and he wouldn’t be able to get an answer out of me faded when the spell relaxed, but only enough for me to move my lips. There was a distinct change to the cold in my spine as it did. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”

      Cloak guy took a step toward me. I could do nothing. There were things that my training had prepared me for, but none of them had involved the possibility of a mage placing a spell on you that prevented you from moving. It was impossible to believe that he could even do it, but then, here I was, helpless before the power of his magic.

      “You were there, and you have power. I can feel it.”

      “If I had power, don’t you think I would use it to get free?” I was trying, but fear seemed to detract from my ability to reach my magic. As much as I hated the dark magic, this was a time when I wanted to call upon it.

      “Power, but not knowledge. A shame. The council could use someone with your power.”

      “The council doesn’t want anything to do with me,” I managed to get out.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on that deep store of power. If I could reach it, I could use it to combat this spell. It wasn’t that I thought myself better than a trained mage, but I knew my strength and knew that I should be able to throw off this kind of magic.

      Something seemed to prevent me from reaching my magic.

      That must be what he meant by my ignorance.

      Whatever it was that he was doing took away my ability to move and reach my magic. At least I understood why he felt so confident coming at me.

      “The council wants all who have the necessary power to learn.” He said it in a practiced way. Could cloak guy be with the council? Could he be a mage? If others thought like my grandparents, it was possible that they believed Aron went rogue, which would mean that others might be after him.

      Could I have gotten myself into real council business?

      I should never have run into the park to help him. This definitely wasn’t what I needed. And if I attempted to escape—or better yet, somehow managed to do so—it would reveal more about me.

      The other mage started to stir. He looked over to see me lying motionless. “Dark magic,” he whispered.

      Cloak guy frowned. “What was that?”

      “Feel for her magic. Dark magic.”

      My heart started hammering. I should have been more careful.

      No. What I should have been was anywhere but around mages. That was the reason that I’d hidden outside the Veil. I didn’t want the kind of attention I had now.

      “Are you certain?”

      The other mage sat up and another chill washed along my spine.

      “I can feel it even now. Powerful, too.”

      Shit.

      I frantically started to reach for my magic, wanting to find some way of blasting cloak guy back to free myself from his spell, but I couldn’t summon anything. As much as I tried, nothing seemed to work. My body refused to respond to me, and that included the ability to reach for my magic.

      “I would suggest burning it off her, but it might be useful with what we have planned,” cloak guy said.

      “What if she manages to get free?”

      Cloak guy used some spell on me and I suddenly couldn’t talk. “That should keep her silent until we get free.”

      The other guy lifted me, hoisting me to his shoulder as if I weighed nothing. With as panicked as I was, I couldn’t tell whether he used magic or if he simply was that strong. They had just stepped out into the parking garage when an explosion rocked them back.
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      With how much power slammed into me, I should have felt it. I think it was the fear filling me that prevented me from paying attention to the sheer power of the spell that had been used. Either way, the moment the explosion struck, cloak guy’s focus failed and the spell holding me collapsed.

      I rolled off to the side, getting away from the two mages. I didn’t know who was responsible for the attack, but far be it for me to get in the middle of a dispute like that. Besides, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to get caught in the middle of what was about to take place.

      “It’s him,” the other mage said.

      Him? As in Aron?

      I clutched my stethoscope and started to summon my magic. It filled me, and I let it ease down into the stethoscope. I didn’t know what kind of opportunity I might have here, but I wasn’t going to be unprepared. Cloak guy had managed to incapacitate me as if I had no magic at all. I didn’t think there was anything that I could put together that would help, but maybe I could avoid the possibility of him doing the same thing again.

      “Don’t let her get—”

      A powerful spell slammed into the other mage, and he went flying across the parking garage and slammed into a new Lexus. It was a nice car—or had been before the mage-sized dent in the fender.

      Cloak guy drew on the kind of power that sent chills down my spine. As he readied to throw the spell, he stalked forward and it exploded from him.

      Whoever he was, he had power. I could almost believe him to be one of the council with the kind of magic he tossed around. That kind should weaken him, but each spell seemed as strong as the one that came before it.

      “You shouldn’t have returned for her, Archer. Did you really think that she was worth the risk?”

      Archer meant that it was Aron. The taunting meant that though Aron might have knocked him back for a moment, that moment was over. The same spell that had confined me now likely held Aron.

      Would he take the same approach with Aron and plan to carry him away?

      “You’ve outlived your usefulness, I think.”

      That answered that question.

      Would the council attack Aron like this, even if they believed he’d gone rogue?

      I filled the stethoscope with power. I shouldn’t even be considering going against a mage with his power, but Aron needed my help. Again.

      Then again, had he not been here, they would have carried me away.

      I owed him this time.

      Lunging forward, I swung the stethoscope, ready to release the power from it. Cloak guy turned to me, his hand raised, and I froze in midair.

      God, but he had power.

      A councilor, he had to be, but why would one of the mage council attack one of their archers? That didn’t make any sense.

      “You should not have gotten free.”

      “Sorry about that,” I managed to get out.

      With his attention split, part of it focused on me and part focused on Aron, I wasn’t held quite as tightly as I had been before, and certainly not paralyzed the way that I had been.

      Maybe Aron would be able to get free, too.

      “What are you?” the mage asked, his attention now fully upon me.

      What not who.

      Did he know something I didn’t? One of the council would likely have much more experience with magic than I had and would be quite likely to know the various forms it took. What did he think I was?

      I decided to ask. Hell, if anything, it might delay him hurting me.

      “What do you think I am?”

      The mage frowned, twisting me from side to side, his power squeezing me. The magnitude of his magic astounded me. How many mages would it take to overpower someone like this?

      How had a simple illness managed to do the same to Finnaster?

      “You have the wrong kind of power, but I am unconvinced it’s dark magic,” he said as he examined me.

      Icy cold raced along my spine. I suspected it came from him, but I hoped I was wrong. If it wasn’t dark magic, then what was it?

      And what would that mean for me?

      There wasn’t time to consider it. Not now.

      I needed to find Aron.

      He had to be somewhere near, especially with the attention the mage had given him when he first stepped out into the garage, but I didn’t see him, though the way I was held suspended in the air, unable to move, had quite a bit to do with that.

      “Dark magic has a different feel to it,” he said, stepping toward me. One hand remained thrust behind him. Did that matter? Was that how he managed to suppress Aron? “Marcus might believe it to be dark magic, but I know dark magic.”

      My eyes widened. Could that be how he managed to hold me the way that he did?

      Ever since I was a child, I had feared dark magic, despite the fact that I had grown up believing that it flowed through me. If there was dark magic within me, there wasn’t anything that I could do about it other than have it burned off. Doing anything else was considered risky, especially as the magic itself could taint the practitioner.

      For the most part, I had managed to ignore that power—until recently—but I had never met someone familiar with dark magic.

      The way that he managed to hold me and Aron at the same time, using a spell with such power, could be dark magic. From the way cloak guy spoke, the other guy didn’t know.

      That could be useful.

      “If not dark magic, then what?”

      He was near me now and I could smell the stench of sweat coming off him. Attempts to mask it with cologne had failed. Hot breath wafted over me.

      I wanted nothing more than to get free of whatever he was doing to me.

      The sensation became overwhelming, a surge of emotion stronger than I had felt before, and it flowed up through me, filling me with my power.

      It exploded from me.

      Like usual, I had no control over it. As much as I tried, it happened on its own.

      Freed from his magic, I scrambled forward before cloak guy could react.

      I swept my leg beneath his. He was tall and heavy, but I had knowledge about how to anchor myself as I kicked. Dark eyes widened when my foot connected with the back of his leg and he staggered back.

      When he crashed into the ground, I was on top of him, using grappling techniques rather than magic. That, more than anything, caught him off guard. Cold tingled my spine as my fist connected with his temple, but not with the same force. Wrapping myself around him, I placed a chokehold on him and squeezed, holding on until he stopped moving.

      Only then did I manage to get up.

      Where was Aron?

      I didn’t want to linger, not if this mage might come around. Knowing how quickly they healed, I shouldn’t risk it for long. It might be better to end him, but that went against everything that I believed in. It was better for me to leave him and escape.

      Aron was lying on the ground next to an older Buick. He stared up at the cement ceiling, his eyes not blinking.

      “Aron?”

      I nudged him with my shoe. His body was stiff, as if he were already dead and rigor mortis had set in, but his chest continued to rise and fall with each breath, so I knew he still lived. Could cloak guy still be holding onto this spell?

      My gaze darted toward where cloak guy lay, and I found him still motionless.

      Not him.

      That left the other guy. Marcus.

      Of the two of them, he hadn’t been the one I had feared. Marcus had detected the kind of magic I used, but had he been able to do anything more than that?

      Fear sent my magic coursing through me. My hands glowed, and I sent the energy out of my hands and into the stethoscope. At this point, I might as well keep using the same weapon.

      The stethoscope started to glow. Shoes scuffed on the cement and I spun, whipping the stethoscope up and around. A burst of energy shot from the bell.

      Marcus caught the energy, cupping it into his palms and trapping it before sending it streaking toward the ceiling. A dark smile played across his lips. “Not dark magic at all,” he said.

      “Let him go.” I shifted my feet so that I could get closer to Aron, not wanting to give up any space to this mage to keep him from having a chance to attack him.

      “He’s useless to me now. But you… you are something else.”

      More of my magic trickled out, seeping into the stethoscope. I started spinning it, trying to concentrate that power, as Marcus watched me.

      In a blur, he was in front of me.

      I had never seen anyone move that fast.

      “You’re a vampire,” I said. It explained why I hadn’t felt power when he had caught the magic I’d sent at him. Vampires had power, but it was different than the mages.

      “Something like that,” he said.

      I had no idea what he was about do to me. I didn’t want to wait around to find out, either.

      Feigning moving one way, I swung the stethoscope around.

      The juke worked, distracting him as he must have expected me to break toward escape, but I hadn’t been willing to leave Aron. The stethoscope crashed into him and I unleashed more force than I had intended.

      Power burst out of me and slammed into him.

      I had already seen that Marcus could be hurt by the right use of power when Aron had caught him with a blast as they carried me into the garage. The type of magic I used could push him back, but I hadn’t intended to unleash quite as much as I did.

      The power tore through him, the tubing enhanced by my magic, and I sliced Marcus in half. He disappeared in a flash of ash.

      My breath caught.

      I tried to muster the necessary anguish but couldn’t. Marcus would have hurt me, of that I had no doubt, but there remained an edge of concern within me. I knew the tenuous peace the vampires and the mages managed. Would I be the reason it failed?

      If it did fail, it wouldn’t be my fault. I had only tried to protect myself. Even in the Veil, that mattered, didn’t it?

      Reaching Aron, I found him groaning.

      At least the power that had been holding him was gone. Maybe it hadn’t been cloak guy at all, but Marcus holding both of us.

      “Can you get up?”

      Aron looked up at me, his hand reaching for his waist. “You’re unharmed.”

      “As much as I can be. I think they would have dragged me away had it not been for you.”

      Aron managed to sit up and looked around the garage. His eyes twitched when his gaze fell on cloak guy. “Kramen.”

      “What was that?” It sounded almost like he was trying to utter a spell, but it would be an odd one if that were the case.

      Aron got to his feet. “Him. This is Kramen Grensil.”

      “He’s a powerful mage, I take it.”

      “Dark mage. Powerful, and one who has caused the council much difficulty over the years.”

      I breathed out a sigh. “I thought that he might have been one of the council.” Cold raced along my spine and I looked over at Aron. “Are you using magic?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know that I can for a while.”

      “Then we should get going.”

      “Why?”

      “There’s someone coming and whoever it is has serious power.” From the way it felt, it might even be more than one person. That would be worse. “Do you have a ride?”

      Aron nodded and motioned toward a car parked down the row. Another blue BMW chirped when he tapped the key fob. How many of these did he have? When I climbed into the passenger seat, he looked over at me. “You can detect magic users?”

      I nodded. “Why?”

      Aron tapped the ignition and his tires squealed as we headed down the ramp. We exploded onto the street, heading north. I twisted in my seat to try and see if anyone followed, but I couldn’t see anything.

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked.

      “They were after you, not me,” he said.

      “I gathered that by the way they said they were tracking me. That doesn’t answer why.”

      “You saved me. You saw them. That would be reason enough.”

      “They didn’t go after you?”

      “I’m a more difficult target. Or so they thought,” he added. He barely paused at a stop light before taking a right, speeding along the street and heading away from downtown. It took me away from the places in the city I knew, and away from the places where I was comfortable. “And the fact that Kramen was involved suggests a deeper plot than I realized.”

      “Is he the one to have poisoned Finnaster?”

      “He wouldn’t have the opportunity.”

      “He’s working with someone else?”

      “That’s my fear.”

      “What’s going on, Aron? I’ve lived in this city most of my life and have never detected this much magic before. Why would that have suddenly changed? Wait. We’ll get to that next. Why did you lie to me?”

      His knuckles whitened as he squeezed the wheel. “I didn’t lie to you.”

      “Wherever you brought me wasn’t to the council.”

      “There was a councilor present. That makes it the council.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      He glanced over at me, intensity burning in his deep blue eyes. For a moment, I felt a flutter of attraction. I was a woman, after all, and it had been a while. I pushed it down, suppressing that emotion.

      “He needed help that we weren’t able to provide to him.”

      “So you decided to bring a mage doctor in?”

      “That wasn’t my first instinct, but when everything else failed him, we decided that another approach was necessary.”

      “That approach being you abduct him from the council?”

      “I didn’t abduct him.”

      “That’s not what the council thinks.”

      Aron squeezed the wheel for a moment. “How do you know what the council thinks?”

      “I told you about my grandparents. They serve the council.”

      He turned to me. “You told them what happened.”

      “Why shouldn’t I have told them?”

      His jaw clenched. “There is no reason that you should have kept anything to yourself. It is unfortunate.” The car suddenly lunged forward, blasting past two cars on the right. Had it been with anyone else, I would have worried that I had escaped one trap only to end up in another, but I didn’t think Aron had any interest in trapping me. If he did, he would have had plenty of opportunities before. No… this was something else.

      “What’s this about? I mean really about?”

      “You don’t want to know.”

      “I really don’t, but I think with everything that I’ve been through, I need to know.”

      Aron glanced over. “I’ve told you about the power supporting the Veil.”

      “You said something about it. The rivers that form the ley lines are weaker from the drought.”

      He glanced over with surprise in his eyes. “Yes. Weaker. And because they’re weaker, something tries to push through. We’ve seen tests so far, nothing more than that, but enough tests that have succeeded that I worried there might be something more at stake. When councilor Finnaster was poisoned, I knew my suspicions were well-founded.”

      “What suspicions were those?”

      “I worried that there would be a move on the power structure to control the Veil.”

      “The council holds the Veil.”

      “The council. The vampires. The shifters. All hold the Veil, but each has a certain part of it that matters more to them than others. If it were up to the others, there would be no attempt to hold the Veil in such a way as to conceal our presence from humankind.”

      “Is that why Marcus attacked?”

      “Who?”

      “The vampire who held you. Is that why he attacked?”

      “There was a vampire in the garage?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “My ability is not to detect vampires. Most of the time, there is no need. Theoretically, we are all on the same side. I would not expect the vampires to be involved in anything these days.”

      “Why?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. My contacts within the vampire families have signaled unrest, though that’s not uncommon. The council knows to stay away with such occurrences.”

      “You said theoretically you’re all on the same side. Which means that in reality, things don’t go quite that well.”

      “Not usually. There is jockeying for power, as one would expect when various magical factions have unequal authority.”

      “Back to the vamp. Why would he have attacked you?”

      “As I have suggested, I’m not so certain that the attack was about me. I believe that it is more likely to have been about you. And for Kramen to reveal his involvement suggests that I’ve uncovered too much.” He glanced over at me. “And now they know that you have an unusual kind of power.”

      I tensed. Here it came.

      “I don’t know much about my power. I’ve never been able to control it, not well, at least.”

      “You believe it a dark magic.”

      My mouth was dry, and I licked my lips.

      He was worse than one of the knights of the council. This was an archer, someone who served the council—and the mages—in a very distinct way. What would I do with him knowing about my abilities? Was there anything that I could do?

      There wasn’t.

      His magic outstripped mine, even if I wanted to try and challenge him. That left me with honesty, something that was difficult for me when it came to magic.

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

      We turned a corner, still traveling at high speeds. We were moving fast—far too fast for the city—and I slammed into the door.

      “I don’t intend to do anything to you.”

      “I don’t like the sound of that.”

      “Dr. Michaels, I have been around dark mages many times, so I am familiar with that type of magic. It is one of the things I am asked to find. What you possess is not dark magic.”

      My heart fluttered, and I felt my mouth go dry again. “You don’t know that.”

      “No. I don’t know that, but I’ve never seen dark magic used in the way that you have been using it. If it is dark magic, then it’s nothing like what I’ve ever experienced.”

      “I’ve been told that my father must have been a powerful mage,” I said.

      “You don’t know who he is?”

      “I didn’t know my father and I barely knew my mother.”

      “What happened?”

      I shrugged. “She died when I was young, before I had manifested my abilities. I don’t know whether she knew what I would be or not, and I guess that I never will.”

      Looking out the window, I tried to figure out where he was taking me. At one point, he had merged onto the interstate and now we raced along I35 heading north.

      “You need not fear that I will report you.”

      “That’s reassuring.”

      “That doesn’t reassure you?”

      I pulled my attention off the road and turned to look at Aron. Somehow, he even managed to make driving look attractive. Damn this archer.

      How much should I share with him? Anything I told him risked getting back to the council. And since he had gone rogue—or it seemed that way, at least—he might be tempted to use whatever he could learn about me against me. I could envision scenarios where he would take that knowledge back to the council as a reward.

      “No. That doesn’t reassure me.”

      “Maybe this will,” he said, stepping on the gas as we sped out of the city. Obviously, he didn’t fear getting pulled over. If he did, would he simply use magic to get away? “There are some who suspect that I have betrayed the council.”

      I looked over. “That’s supposed to reassure me? I’m traveling at a high rate of speed with you and heading out of the city.” Saying it like that made me uncomfortable, not that there would be anything I could do about it. If Aron wanted to keep me in the car with him, then I doubted that I’d be able to do much. “Going God knows where on some crazy mission with a rogue archer.”

      “Not rogue. There are some who think I’ve betrayed the council. I haven’t.”

      I glanced over at him. “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

      “It is an important distinction.”

      “Maybe to you, but when you’re me and you’re the one riding with this archer, that distinction doesn’t matter nearly as much as you would like.”

      “I had begun to hear about danger to the council. The Veil had grown weak, the drought having an even greater effect than most had been willing to believe, and we had been seeing more and more evidence of demons attempting to push through.” Aron stared out through the windshield, his grip tight on the steering wheel, his hands flexing from time to time. As powerful as he was, I half expected him to crush the steering wheel.

      “What’s the danger to the council?”

      “There should have been no danger,” Aron said. “But there was. The number of demons coming through the Veil troubled me, and when I approached the council with my concerns, they were brushed off, dismissed as nothing more than the paranoid musings of an archer.”

      I didn't know what Aron was getting at. I had encountered more demons than I had imagined over the last few days and had thought that was simply normal for an archer. “That’s not typical for you?”

      “Not typical, and the kind of demon that has been pressing through the Veil is more than just typical. They are powerful.”

      My mind raced, trying to understand what it was that Aron shared with me. It was important, and the fact that he offered the information that he did told me that he was in as much trouble as I was. I should've known that, especially since he had come to me for help, looking to traditional medicine rather than magic when the councilor had been sick, but I’ve been fixated on other things. “Why were these demons unusual?”

      “Demons like this don't simply cross the Veil, not that easily. They must be summoned, and we have seen increasingly powerful demons summoned across the Veil.”

      “They’re testing it,” I said.

      “That is what I fear,” he said.

      “What does this have to do with the ley lines and the councilor?”

      “If you were to ask others on the council, they are unrelated. Finnaster was poisoned, which is unusual, but others have attempted to manipulate the makeup of the council before, so it's not entirely unheard of for one of our councilors to face a challenge.”

      I barked out a laugh. “A challenge? Is that what you would call this?”

      Aron glanced over at me. “I'm not the only one who would call it that. Most on the council view what happened to Finnaster as a challenge rather than anything more than that.”

      “Other than you.”

      “Other than me.”

      We continued to race north, the interstate humming along beneath the BMWs tires. The car was fast and he pushed it hard, going much faster than I had ever traveled in a car. I risked a glancing over at the dash and saw the speedometer tacking over one hundred miles per hour. My mind twisted with my medical training, scenes of accidents I had witnessed over my short duration in the ER, all of them occurring at high speeds such as this. It would be just my luck to have gotten caught up with a mage who drove recklessly. He might have magic that would help him recover, but my magic didn't work like that. I doubted that I would recover from severe trauma and leave an ICU AMA the same way Aron had done.

      “So the weakening of the ley lines and the poisoning of Finnaster are related, but how do they tie into the increasing strength of the demons?” Another thought came to me, one that tied to what I’d seen before meeting Aron. I thought of the stab wound patient who had come into the ER, but then there was also Travis Dorn. I’d thought him a GSW, but what if it was something else? It would explain his strangely dressed family. “And the attack on the knights. It’s all related.”

      He swiveled toward me and nodded. “It wasn't clear to me before, but if there was a vampire involved in the attack on you, then there has to be more going on than what I was even thinking.”

      “You were thinking that this was only about demons?”

      “I had, until Kramen’s involvement. Now I worry about a particular demon.”

      “What particular demon?”

      Aron stomped on the gas and the car went racing forward, faster and faster. I didn't bother to look over at the dash to check the speedometer. I didn't need to in order to know that we were racing dangerously along the road. Was the car somehow magically enhanced? It seemed to be traveling even faster than it had any right to do. Then again, it was a BMW. Weren't they supposed to be fast?

      “Aron?” I asked when he didn’t answer.

      He didn't take his eyes off the road, and for that I was thankful. “Let’s just pray that I’m wrong.”
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      The car came to a stop on a dirt road far from any town. We had been driving for the better part of an hour, having left the interstate someplace north of a casino and heading off on two-lane roads. Trees grew thicker around us, their leaves having already turned. The splashes of color on them would have been much more impressive had I not been fearful of what we had been experiencing.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      Aron put the car in park and we sat idling for a moment. “If the vampires and dark mages are involved, I needed to get confirmation before I make any accusations.”

      “And you need me with you?”

      He glanced over at me. Those piercing blue eyes of his seemed to delve deeply into mine. I tried to ignore the tingling rush that came through me when he looked at me like that. Aron wasn't the type of guy I preferred. He was far too intense for me, and I needed someone to laugh with, to take the edge off the horrors I saw on a daily basis. We made plenty of terrible jokes at work, gallows humor the best way to get through some of the things we saw, and I enjoyed laughing at the end of the day as much as I could. With Aron, I doubted there was much humor. He was far too serious.

      Then again, his type of work was almost as serious as mine. I might not deal with demons and other monsters, but I saw awful things probably more often than he did.

      “I’m not sure that it’s safe for you to remain behind,” he said.

      “I would’ve been safe enough,” I said.

      “They found you in the hospital. How long would it be for they tracked you to your home?”

      “Well, Marcus won’t be tracking me anywhere,” I said.

      That elicited a twitch of a smile. “It's difficult to stop a vampire. You did well. I'm curious what weapon you used. Most vampire hunters prefer swords.”

      “Not a stake to the heart?”

      “That is effective, though vampires are not entirely like you read in stories. A stake to the heart can slow them and, depending on the species of wood, can even kill them, but the most effective means of stopping a vampire is decapitating it. It is difficult, even with a sword, as there's something about the change that stiffens the bones in their neck.”

      “I'll take that under advisement the next time I'm faced with a vampire,” I said. “But I didn't need a sword.” I held up my stethoscope. It dangled in my hand, not looking anything like the vampire slayer that it was. How many stories were told of doctors swinging the stethoscope to take down vampires? Not nearly enough, I decided.

      “It is an interesting weapon.”

      “It shouldn't be a weapon,” I said.

      “Dr. Michaels, I know that you would prefer that you not need your magic, but I’m thankful that you have been willing to use it.”

      I sat there, suddenly tense. He was thankful now, but I didn't doubt that a time would come when that would change. Eventually, he would decide that my magic—dark or not—needed to be reported to the council, and when he did, I would be forced to make a decision. I could either accept the punishment the council might inflict—punishment that likely would involve my magic burned away—run, or fight. Fighting wasn't much of an option, especially as I had seen the kind of magic that I might be up against if it were to come to that. More likely than not, I would end up with the magic burned away, and then how would I be left? Who would I be?

      “It’s Kate, by the way.”

      Aron frowned.

      “My name. Kate. Now that we’re on the run from other magical things, I think it’s okay for you to use my first name, especially if we’re going to be working together while trying to figure this out. Now would you please tell me what we’re doing here?”

      Aron nodded toward the forest. It was late, dusk having long since fallen, and I couldn’t see any moonlight. This far north, there were plenty of stars and I hoped to even catch a glimpse of the northern lights. For all my time in Minnesota, I still hadn’t seen them, but then, most of my time had been spent in the city surrounded by all the light pollution there.

      “We’re here to see them,” he said.

      I followed the direction of his gaze and noticed three sets of glowing yellow eyes watching us from the darkness. If I had thought that I was filled with tension before, I was wrong. Now I was filled with tension.

      “Shifters?” I asked, my voice hoarse.

      It was one thing to encounter a vampire. They lived in the city, and most of them left people alone, following the dictums set out by the council to avoid detection. The shifters were different. They preferred to roam the forests of the north, staying isolated, free to use their magic without exposing it to anyone. And from what I’d heard, they had some serious magic.

      “They are shifters, yes, though you need not fear them.”

      “Because they won’t attack me?”

      “Not at all. Were you alone, you would be in danger of attack. They won’t attack because you are with me.”

      He pushed open his door and climbed out.

      I went a little slower. I had my own experience with what should and shouldn’t happen when I was with Aron, and so far not getting attacked didn’t seem to be the right response. Instead, it seemed as if most things were more inclined to attack while I was with him.

      When I reached Aron, one of the wolves shifted, changing over to his man shape. He was completely naked and rippled with more muscle than even Aron. I knew I should look away, but there was a moment that I didn’t want to.

      I’d never seen a shifter change before. No… I’d never seen a shifter before, let alone not seeing one change. There was something definitely impressive about it and I could see why all the teen angst movies made the shifters into something mystical, but they had it wrong. The shifting wasn’t a slow transition. It happened so quickly that I almost couldn’t follow; the only change I noticed was the faint rippling of the muscles of his chest when it was done.

      “You brought an outsider?” the shifter asked.

      I took a moment to look at him, making a point of averting my gaze from the nakedness. He was tall and muscular, with a frame that looked like he had once played football. His eyes no longer glowed in his human form and were now a deep brown. Dark hair matched his eyes—and the color his fur had been, I realized.

      “She is a mage,” Aron said.

      “We have not agreed to having a mage visit,” the shifter said. “We tolerate you.”

      That was interesting—and a dynamic I hadn’t expected. From the little that I knew about shifters and mages, they had always gotten along. Maybe not best of friends, but considering that they both had significant power, there were bound to be issues.

      “Then tolerate her. I need to speak with Ariel.”

      I smiled to myself, caught between feeling impressed by the way that Aron managed to sound so confident and the need to hide my smirk at the name.

      “She is unavailable,” the man said. His body rippled again, though this time I was sure it was for show.

      Aron leaned toward him, a display of alpha masculinity that I hadn’t seen from him before. It wasn’t that I was surprised to see it. There was something about Aron that screamed alpha, but so far, I had seen the confidence but none of the other behaviors that fit. Well, other than the reckless driving and calling me a nurse. Those were both a bit off-putting.

      “Make her available,” he said in a soft whisper. His voice didn’t carry very far. It didn’t need to.

      Cold crept along my spine.

      None of the other shifters had moved, all of them still in their animal forms. The one who’d changed stared at Aron, unblinking and seemingly unfazed by the challenge. None seemed to recognize that Aron had begun to prepare a spell.

      It would be a powerful one and filled with the same kind of destructive energy that I’d been picking up on for the last few days.

      The shifter took a step back.

      The rippling faded. “Come with me,” he snarled, turning away.

      Aron nodded as if he had expected nothing less.

      The two other wolves bounded off, disappearing into the trees, leaving me to walk alongside Aron as we followed the shifter into the forest.

      “What was that about?”

      “It was a display, as many things are with them.”

      “What kind of display?”

      He glanced over at me. Magic still filled him, though he didn’t release it. Somehow, I could feel the way it filled him, a dangerous sort of power. Were the shifters aware? Was that why he had backed down?

      “The kind that convinced him to let me meet with Ariel.”

      “Like the Little Mermaid?”

      He frowned at me. “She is a shifter, not a mermaid.”

      I chortled. “I figured even big bad archers would know about Disney movies.”

      “Is Disney this mermaid’s name?”

      I shook my head. “Never mind.” We continued into the forest and the longer we went, the deeper the darkness around us stretched. The air hung with the smell of fall, that heady aroma of earth mixed with the start of decay. It was pleasant, even for someone accustomed to the city. It wasn’t something I wanted to be around all the time—I would miss the lights and the sounds of the city—but as a place to escape to every now and again, it wasn’t bad.

      “What do you hope to accomplish meeting with this shifter?”

      “I hope to accomplish an understanding. If there was a vampire at the attack, then I would like to know what the shifters know about it.”

      “What makes you think they’ll know anything?” He arched a brow at me and I shrugged. “They’re all the way up here,” I started, though I didn’t know where all the way up here really was, only that it was north of the Cities. “They might not be connected to what’s happening in the city.”

      “It’s not the city that I’m interested in. It’s the connection they might have to magic that I care about. They will know something. Ariel is nothing if not dogged in her pursuit of knowledge.”

      “Did you really refer to a shifter as dogged?” I smiled. It was a joke, and one that I was actually surprised Aron would make.

      He didn’t answer, choosing to continue into the forest.

      As we walked, looking at the forest all around me, barely any light making it through the trees, I began to wonder what I was doing here. This wasn’t me. I had left the ER—escaped, really—and had gone off with a powerful mage who would erase my power if he learned of it and hadn’t even fully questioned what I had been doing. It was a mistake, and I shouldn’t stay here, not with that kind of mistake.

      “Dr. Michaels?” Aron asked.

      I must’ve slowed because he had to wait on me. I should have let him get ahead of me and disappeared into the trees, but where would I go? I could return to the car, and when I did, I could find my way back to the city, leaving Aron behind. Would I be upset about doing that?

      No, I realized. I didn’t know what was happening. This wasn’t my place. This wasn’t my conflict.

      “Yeah, I’m coming,” I said, hurrying ahead to catch up with him.

      After a while, the trees opened up around us and what they revealed made me come to an abrupt stop.

      “What is this?” I breathed out, not trusting myself to speak.

      Trees created something of a circular clearing, most of them enormous, far larger than those along the road had been. Small buildings seemed practically worked into the base of many of the trees, many with lights flickering from within them.

      “These are the shifter dens,” Aron said.

      “Dens? Like wolves?”

      He gave me a curious look. “They are shifters,” he said.

      I could only shake my head while staring ahead at the still-naked shifter who strode into the middle of the clearing. Where had the others gone? They would have followed us—I was sure of that—but I didn’t see any sign of them.

      “I see that, but what I’m struggling with is why dens? Why not pick a city or town and take it over, especially if they want to be this far north? I imagine it wouldn’t be too difficult to take over any number of places.”

      “The shifters believe their power is concentrated by staying in dens. They are better able to mark it; their pack is more powerful this way. Or so they would have me believe.”

      His eyes stayed locked on the muscular shifter who stopped in front of a tree. Something within the tree glowed with enough light for even me to see. If the shifters carried any of the traits of their animal forms, I suspected they would have much better night vision than I did.

      “What kind of magic do the shifters have?”

      “It would be difficult to explain,” Aron said.

      I was about to tell him to try when the naked shifter turned around.

      There had been something numbing about watching his bare butt the entire walk through the forest. Not that I minded, but after a while, I had seen enough. Now that he turned around, I caught an entirely different view.

      A hot flush washed over me, and I forced my gaze up to his face. Did he even notice that I’d been looking? He was a shifter and likely could smell the sudden surge of sweat washing over me. What else could he smell?

      “You will remain here while I go and see whether Ariel will meet with you.”

      He turned around, giving me a glimpse of his taut backside again, and I breathed out heavily.

      I glanced up to see Aron watching me. “What happens if she decides not to meet with us? And who is she?”

      “She’s the alpha.”

      “What… she is the alpha? Not naked guy there?” He certainly struck me as an alpha, though he had backed down when confronted by Aron. “I thought all the shifter alphas were male.”

      “Most are. Ariel is unique.”

      “Progressive,” I muttered. Maybe the shifters weren’t as backward as the other magical beings. “What’s it take to become the shifter alpha?”

      “More violence than you could imagine,” a sweet voice said from within the opening to the den. A flash of golden eyes blinked at me before fading, resolving into deep brown.

      The woman who stepped out was one of the most beautiful—and fit—women I’d ever seen. She was about the same height as me but had wavy auburn hair that fell to the middle of her back. Perky breasts practically pointed at Aron, and I half-expected to see him pointing right back at her nakedness. At least I’d hidden my interest in the naked shifter.

      “Who have you brought us?” the woman asked.

      “Dr. Kate Michaels, this is Ariel, alpha of the Iron Range shifters.”

      Ariel stalked out of the den and made a steady circle around me, her gaze drifting from my feet all the way to the top of my head, an appraising stare. I didn’t like it when men leered at me like that, and when Ariel did it, there was something uncomfortable, almost predatory, in the way that she examined me. I could see muscles tensing beneath her skin, mostly in her shoulders and her jaw, as if she intended to ripple into shifter form and attack me.

      “Why have you brought a human doctor here? She’s not a mage.” Ariel took a deep breath. Something tingled along my spine, different than the surge of cold I had when magic was used around me. “No. Not a mage, though she has magic, doesn’t she?” Ariel took another deep breath and leaned close to me. Her nose elongated slightly, changing into her wolf form for the briefest of moments. That surprised me. I thought that shifters had the same traits in human or shifted form. If she needed to change in order to use her enhanced sense of smell, then perhaps she didn’t have the same enhanced eyesight in her human form, either.

      “I’m not a mage,” I said. I uncrossed my arms, wanting to be relaxed and ready were I to need to fight, though something told me that I wouldn’t last for long in a fight with Ariel. Something told me that she had been through more flights than I could imagine, and in order to come out as alpha, she would have had to win them. “I was raised by mages.”

      Ariel tilted her head appraisingly. “You do have the smell of mages on you, though there something else that I can’t quite place. Intriguing.”

      She blinked and turned her attention to Aron, discarding me quickly as if I was no longer a threat—or she had already decided that I was and had made her plans for how to deal with me.

      “It doesn’t explain why you have brought someone else here, archer. You knew the agreement.”

      “The agreement stands so long as the council remains intact.”

      “You would have me believe that the council is no longer intact?” She blinked her eyes, and for a moment they flashed the deep golden hue of her animal form. When she opened them, she flashed a dangerous smile. “The Veil remains intact. That means the council remains intact. What are you playing at, Archer?”

      “I’m playing at nothing. I come with a warning,” he said.

      “A warning? I’m not so certain that I trust your warnings.”

      “You trust me enough to allow me into your den.”

      She smiled then, and it was almost seductive. “Yes. I suppose I did allow you in once before but trust me when I tell you it will not happen again.”

      “I just need information, Ariel. You can provide that without betraying your pack.”

      “Information has a price,” she said. She stepped toward Aron, pressing herself against him. He didn’t move, though his spine stiffened just a little. I doubted that was the only part of him that did. “Are you willing to pay the price?”

      “You know that I can’t,” Aron said.

      Ariel took a step back and watched him for a long moment, her gaze practically demanding that Aron look at her. Hell, I couldn’t help but look at her. I had thought Aron intense, but Ariel had him beat by a landslide. Her intensity was both physical and sensual, the kind of intensity that I suspected she used to keep her pack in order. What must this pack be like?

      “Is it her?”

      Aron barely glanced my direction. “Is that what you fear? You fear losing your connection to me? You know that could never work. The council—”

      She snarled. “The council does not rule in the range.” She took a step toward him and the tingling sensation washed along my spine again. It was her magic, I was certain of it, but what was she doing? How was she using it? “Is it her?” she asked again.

      “If it is, what would you do?”

      “You wonder if I might attack her?” Ariel pressed her lips together, and there was a part of me that questioned whether she just might do so. I hoped it didn’t come to that, hoped that I didn’t need to find some way of defending myself against the shifter alpha, but I wasn’t willing to stand idly by if she did attack.

      “No,” she said. “I have no intention of going after her. How could I when I don’t know what she’s capable of?”

      “You might be surprised,” Aron said.

      “Yes. That is what I’m afraid of.”

      She watched me for a long moment before smiling again and turning away, sauntering toward the opening to the den and disappearing down into it. The other shifter—the sexy naked one—followed her.

      “That was our signal,” Aron said. “We are permitted to follow.”

      “I’m not going down there,” I said.

      “She won’t attack you.”

      “Great. I’m happy to take your word for that, but that’s not what I’m concerned about,” I said.

      Aron frowned at me. “Then what is it?”

      “I don’t intend to go down into some shifter orgy.”

      A slight smile curved his lips. “Now isn’t the mating time,” he said.

      “That supposed to make me feel better?”

      “You would know it when it’s mating time,” Aron said.

      He motioned for me to make my way into the den, and as much as I wanted to refuse, I couldn’t deny that a part of me was curious. What would I find down in the den? What secrets might there be in there? How many people were allowed to go into a shifter den?

      Knowing that I shouldn’t, I started forward. “So you and her, huh?” I said it mostly to shake off some of the nervousness I felt, but I was curious about whether or not the two of them had been an item. I could see it working. Then again, the blinding intensity between the two would have been intolerable.

      The den opened up into a wide space. If someone had asked me what I would imagine a shifter den to look like, it certainly wouldn’t be what appeared before me. I probably would’ve imagined a home, nothing more exotic than that. Maybe a collection of apartments. That, at least, I could have believed for shifters. This was like a massive cave dug out of the earth, a true den in every sense of the word. They reminded me of watching the Lord of the Rings movies, and a hobbit hole, but scaled to my size rather than to someone much shorter than me.

      A thick rug covered the ground, and I felt a little guilty walking on it with my shoes. The shifters were naked and barefoot, though I tried not to think of why the carpet seemed crunchy in certain places.

      A sofa rested along one wall, and another wall had what had to be a fireplace, though it was nothing like any fireplace I’d ever seen. It seemed to be made out of twisted roots that came together, forming the fireplace, an archway that opened up for smoke to dissipate out of the den. I couldn’t help but wonder where that smoke went, and a part of me wanted to investigate.

      Ariel had taken a seat on the sofa, leaning back with one leg crossed over the other, barely providing any modesty. She made no effort to cover her breasts. Despite her relaxed posture, there was nothing about the way that she stared at Aron or me that spoke of relaxation.

      “Would you care to tell me why you have ventured to the Iron Range pack?” Her voice was low and husky.

      “Finnaster has been poisoned,” Aron said.

      Her eyes narrowed for the briefest second before flicking over to me. Her mind worked quickly. It shouldn’t surprise me, not since she was the alpha, but she made the connection much more quickly than I had expected, especially since it would have meant that not only was Finnaster sick, but that Aron had risked involving a non-magical physician.

      “What happened to him?”

      “We don’t know. We tried—”

      Ariel shook her head, silencing Aron. “Not you. Her. What happened to him?”

      I took a deep breath, trying to silence the fluttering in my stomach. Everything was surreal. I was talking to two shifters, both of them naked, standing in a shifter den, about a poisoned mage. How could any of this be real?

      “I don’t know. I suspect liver failure, but they wouldn’t let me run any tests.”

      Ariel barked out a sharp laugh. “Of course they wouldn’t. The mages are nothing if not distrusting of the outside world.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was making a joke or not. Did she think that the shifters weren’t distrusting of the outside world? It certainly seemed as if they were, especially hidden this far north of the cities, but maybe Ariel didn’t view herself in that way.

      “Anyway, the exam was consistent with liver failure, but I don’t know what caused it, and without any opportunity to treat him, I don’t know if he can recover.”

      “As far as I know, he hasn’t,” Aron said.

      “As far as you know?” Ariel asked.

      “Finnaster remains moving. It’s too dangerous for him otherwise.”

      Ariel smiled, the wolfish shifter in her coming out as she did. “Interesting. Perhaps the mage council is more fractured than I believed. However will you be able to maintain the Veil?”

      “You have as much interest in the Veil as the council,” Aron said.

      “We have interest in the Veil, but ours is simply so that the pack can roam uninhibited.”

      “Only wolves?” I asked, catching myself. I knew that I shouldn’t question, but curiosity overwhelmed me. How many times would I get the opportunity to question a shifter alpha? Hopefully this would be the only time.

      “The Iron Range pack is only wolf shifters,” she said.

      “Are there other types?” I asked.

      She studied me for a long moment before shaking her head, almost in disgust. “She knows nothing about our world?” she asked.

      “She’s a human physician. How would you expect her to have learned anything about our world?”

      “She’s more than that, Aron. Surely you have detected how powerful she is—at least, the potential she has?”

      All pretense at trying to be seductive or even intimidating had faded. She leaned forward, uncrossing her legs and resting her elbows on her knees. She still had the same intensity about her, but there was something else to her, almost as if her hackles were raised.

      Aron glanced over at me, and I wasn’t certain how he might respond. I didn’t want to be labeled as powerful. When it came to an archer knowing about me, power wasn’t something I wanted associated with me. I already had too much attention from him.

      “She comes from a powerful mage family,” Aron said, not looking over at me.

      He couldn’t be talking about me, could he? My family wasn’t powerful. Gran and Gramps were perhaps more skilled than I had realized—seeing them combat the demons had certainly demonstrated that—but powerful mages often got pulled into positions of authority within the mage hierarchy.

      “Perhaps that’s all this is,” Ariel said, watching me for a long moment before leaning back. “I suppose it’s neither here nor there, but it is telling that you have involved her with this. If Finnaster remains sick, do you think this human physician will be able to help him?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But that’s not why I’m here.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “There was an attack.”

      “I thought you could handle most attacks.”

      “I can. This involved a dark mage. And a vampire.”

      She waved her hand, unimpressed. “That is not altogether unusual. Both sides jockey for more power.”

      “Working together?”

      “Unusual, but not unheard of. What is this about, Aron? You wouldn’t bring news of dark mages and vampires to me. Why are you here?”

      Aron shifted his feet a moment before answering. “There have been increased demon sightings.”

      At that, Ariel sat up. A low growl came from the other shifter, though he caught himself. “Where?”

      “In the city.”

      “There should not be demons in the city,” she said carefully.

      “I know quite well that there should not. There were two that attacked me.”

      She eyed him for a moment. “You handled two demons on your own? Maybe you’re wrong about them.”

      “Have you ever known me to be wrong when it comes to demons?”

      Ariel glowered, muscles in her shoulders tensing again. It was a disconcerting effect. I kept expecting her to shift, but she didn’t. The other shifter had done something similar, though his had been a rippling of his chest that wasn’t completely unattractive. What I saw with Ariel was less attractive and more an undercurrent of power.

      “You have not.”

      “There were more than two demons,” I said. I’d been quiet during their entire exchange but realized that I hadn’t told Aron about the demon attack at the now-abandoned industrial complex he had pretended to be the council.

      He looked over at me, a quiet intensity burning in his eyes. “Did you see another?”

      “I should have told you, but after the last attack, it sort of slipped my mind.” Getting magically paralyzed would probably do that to a lot of people, not just me. Then again, most people with any significant magic knew better than to get mixed up with demons. “I brought my grandparents to the complex to find Finnaster—”

      “He would not have been there.”

      “And he wasn’t.” I didn’t make any attempt to hide my irritation. “You bring me there, make me think I have a patient to care for, and then you don’t give me any opportunity to follow through on it.”

      “It wouldn’t have been safe. Even where you wanted to bring him was not safe.”

      He had a point. “Anyway, while we were there, three demons attacked us.”

      It was enough to prompt Ariel to sit fully upright. “Five demons in how many days?”

      “A week. Perhaps a little longer,” Aron said.

      “That is too many… even with a poisoning to one of the Carters.”

      I glanced from Ariel to Aron. There was something almost pointed about how he seemed to ignore my gaze. This was important to him. “Carters?”

      Ariel looked over at me and I could tell from the flicker of hesitation that she debated how much to tell me. Something made me think she rarely hesitated. “They are the ones most central to maintaining the Veil, anchoring it where possible. Each magical species has one Carter in each region.”

      “Did you know Finnaster was a Carter?” I asked Ariel.

      “Not before the archer brought you here.”

      “And you’re the Carter of shifters for this region?”

      She didn’t look over at me, which told me that I was right. And if that were true, how had Aron known if she hadn’t known about Finnaster before now?

      “You understand my concern,” Aron said. “Whoever is responsible knows of one Carter, and though he’s not gone yet, he might soon be. If he dies, his anchor is passed down to the next on the council, though it will take time for that transition to occur. In the meantime, the other Carters are more important than ever.”

      “I don’t understand. Does this have something to do with the demon attacks?” I asked.

      “It seems your archer friend”—she had a way of making friend sound like something else entirely—”believes that it has everything to do with the demon attacks.”

      What wasn’t Aron telling me? If this was important and somehow had to do with them, why wouldn’t he have shared?

      “Aron?”

      “There are few reasons for what we’ve seen, and had I known about the other demons that attacked you, perhaps we would not have needed to visit the pack.”

      “Admit it, you relished the opportunity to come and visit. You’re lucky I don’t have orders to hunt you down on sight.”

      “Anymore.” His gaze went to the other shifter and I swore that I saw an edge of a smile on Aron’s face. Something had happened here, and it was a story I thought I’d like to know.

      “Yes. Anymore. You have proven your worth. Isn’t that what you want me to say?”

      “If one of them is trying to pierce the Veil, I want you to say that you will be ready for what is needed.”

      She growled and was on her feet, her skin rippling and her eyes flashing a bright yellow. She reached Aron, looking up at him, one finger pointed into a long claw. It was the only part of her that seemed to have shifted.

      Aron didn’t move. Was it because he feared her or because he didn’t?

      “You do not need to tell me how to manage my responsibilities, Archer. Just as I shouldn’t have to tell you how to do yours.”

      Aron leaned into the claw. It pressed into his neck, drawing a trickle of blood. “If one of them attempts to cross, I will be ready. Will you?”

      She snarled. “I am always ready.”

      Aron surprised me by smiling. “I know you are. Now can you get word to Sebastian?”

      “You don’t think you can?”

      “Not with my current limitations, and not with the unrest within the vampire families. The council believes I’ve gone rogue. Sebastian would use that information to bargain for greater strength. He needs to know that Marcus was involved and figure out if there were others. As should you.”

      Ariel growled. “There would be none of my pack involved in this.”

      “Are you so certain?”

      She growled again, but leaned back, inhaling deeply.

      “Who is Sebastian?” I couldn’t help but feel curious. Now I wanted to know what was going on, even if everything in my being told me that I didn’t.

      “Only a vampire Aron fears,” Ariel said.

      Aron said nothing as he stared at her with a heated gaze.

      A vampire. And with all this talk of Carters and someone who can hold the Veil, I suspected that meant Sebastian was the vampire Carter. “Then who are you concerned about crossing through the Veil? I thought most magical creatures had a way of crossing.”

      “Most do, but it’s the ones that are forbidden that we have to worry about,” Ariel said, her eyes locked onto Aron.

      “Demons?”

      Ariel turned to me, taking in a deep breath, as if she could understand me by doing so. “Not just any demon. Bringing down the Veil would allow someone with real power to cross. What the archer fears is one of the demon kings. The question is who wants to allow this and what do they hope to gain?”
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      Flashing lights kept me awake, swirls of blue and red that were enough to give me a headache. My entire body seemed to throb in ways that it hadn’t since my intern year. And here I thought that I could handle staying awake for long stretches of time.

      Aron drove just as fast back into the city as he drove out, though he was quieter. I decided that he must not be concerned about getting pulled over. That had to be it. How else could he drive like such a nutjob?

      What was I for riding with him?

      “How do you know so much about the demon king?” I wanted to break the silence between us and maybe there was a better way for me to have done it, but that was the question I wanted the answer to most of all.

      “I faced the last attempt at pushing through the Veil.”

      “Why do they try to cross over?”

      He gripped the wheel in that way of his that seemed an assault. Maybe he shouldn’t be driving cars this nice if he was going to abuse them. “They have always attempted to cross the Veil. They resent the fact the others have been allowed access to this world.”

      “That’s it?”

      Aron squeezed again, his knuckles blanching. “What do you know of the other side of the Veil?”

      “I know that it’s where magic comes from.” All magic came from the other side of the Veil. Only those with enough power could cross over, or pierce the Veil, as the shifter had called it. That seemed a fitting description, especially with what happened to those who attempted it. Most who crossed without enough power ended up pierced.

      “Magic comes through the Veil, but it doesn’t come from the Veil. The Veil is a creation. A prison of sorts. It was designed to hold back the worst kind of power to allow others to flourish. In the days before the Veil, there was no peace. There was no cooperation. Only warring. It was a time before the mage council.”

      “How long ago was that?”

      “Thousands of years,” he said softly.

      We drove in silence for a while longer. “All of what you think is happening is over a thousand years old?”

      Aron glanced over at me. “Those with magic have a long memory. Many have long lives, which grants them the privilege to have such long memories.”

      “Like Ariel?”

      She looked like the two of us could be sisters, but knowing the way magic affected my grandparents, I doubted that she was my age.

      “Ariel is a unique case.”

      “How so?”

      “She is older than you would imagine, but she is not so old as some within her pack.”

      “And the two of you were once something of an item?”

      Aron’s brow furrowed. “Shifters have powerful magic.”

      “Magic?” I smirked at him, but he didn’t seem to notice. “You can admit your attraction to her.”

      “That is all a part of her magic. Shifters have that effect on many.”

      Maybe it was easier for him to believe that it was something like pheromones or shifter magic, but I had seen the way that he’d looked at her. There had been something more than attraction between them, though had that been a relationship or simply a fling?

      Why did I care?

      “What happened with the two of you?”

      “I was summoned.”

      “Like a demon?” I laughed as I said it and wished that I hadn’t. Turning my attention to the window, I watched the landscape whip by. We were back on the interstate now, heading south much faster than was reasonable, weaving around cars as we went.

      “Demons can either be summoned or sent,” he said.

      “Really? The demon kings can send them out?”

      “Normally, they cannot.”

      “You think these were different. You think this was something abnormal.”

      “There is nothing normal at all about what is taking place.”

      He fell silent and I was too caught up in watching everything speed past to say anything to break the silence. After a while, I drifted off to sleep and jerked awake by a hand on my shoulder.

      How long had I been sleeping? Long enough that I felt a little better, but we had only driven for a bit more than two hours out of the city. I sat up, rubbed sleep from my eyes, and wiped my sleeve across my mouth. Aron didn’t need to know how much I drooled.

      “Where would you have me drop you off?”

      “That’s it? You’re just going to drop me off?”

      “There are some things I need to check on and I can’t bring you with me.”

      “You brought me to the shifters.”

      “That was out of necessity.”

      “What necessity? If you were only going to drop me off anyway, you could have left me here before. You wanted me to come. Why?”

      Aron ignored my irritated glare and I thought about what I’d heard and experienced while with Ariel and the other shifters. It wasn’t the explanation about what happened to the Carters that he had wanted me there for. If anything, he would have preferred that remain a secret.

      What if he had wanted Ariel to have a chance to examine me?

      That would be deceptive if true, but I could see Aron doing that, especially if he wasn’t able to figure out what to make of me just yet.

      “The council must be warned.”

      “I thought you went rogue?”

      “I have not done anything of the sort. There might be little I can do to convince them, but I have an obligation to warn them of what we experienced.”

      “And you don’t want me there this time?”

      Aron glanced over at me. “I don’t think you coming would be beneficial.”

      What did he mean by that?

      “The hospital,” I said.

      “Are you certain it’s safe?”

      “Safe or not, that’s where I need to go.” It would be time for my next shift. We’d spent most of the night with the shifters, and I would be on soon enough. I didn’t dare return home and risk falling asleep. It would be all too easy to sink into my bed and drift off. That wouldn’t do. At all.

      “I could stay and make sure…”

      “Make sure of what? Do you think the mages will attack me in the ER?”

      Aron glanced over at me briefly before returning his attention to the road. “I doubt they would risk attacking someplace like that. It would be too open.”

      “Then I’ll be perfectly safe there.”

      Probably not. They had been perfectly willing to chase me into a staircase and attack, so I wouldn’t put another attack past them, only in a way I didn’t expect.

      “You would be better off going to your grandparents. It would be better were you to have trained mages around you if they come again.”

      I tore my gaze off the road. “Why would they come after me at all?” That still didn’t make sense, and Aron hadn’t given me any explanation.

      “It is likely they think you’re working with me,” he said softly. “You have rescued me more than once.”

      I smiled. “And you’ve never said thanks.”

      “It should not have been necessary for you to help.”

      “Because you can handle demons on your own?”

      “Most demons I face do not have enough power to pose much of a threat.”

      “And how many demons have you faced?”

      “I have faced enough.”

      We pulled up in front of the ER. An ambulance sat idling in one of the bays, lights turning steadily, a flash of blue and red. No siren with it. Most of the time, crews were kind enough to shut the sirens off as they pulled in, but not always.

      “Well, thanks,” I said. “Will I see you again?”

      “If my discussion with the council goes well, you should not have to see me, Dr. Michaels. I will draw the attention away from you.”

      “Good. Life can get back to normal.”

      He held me with his icy blue gaze. Damned if it wasn’t appealing, even if I wasn’t into men with his intensity. “You could study your magic. With the power you have—”

      “Maybe it’s best if you just forget about the power I have.” I stepped out of the car and headed toward a side entrance, pausing a moment to see Aron watching me from the car. He backed out faster than was safe, and his tires squealed as he headed away.

      Inside the hospital, I stopped in the locker room to change into scrubs. How long had it been since I’d been home? There were supplies here I could use, and I did have an overnight bag left over from my intern years, but I’d rather use the last hour or so before my shift to get a little more rest. At least here I could count on someone waking me up and letting me know if I was needed.

      The locker room opened, and Beth strolled in. She was a solid blond woman and glanced at me a moment before wrinkling her nose.

      “What happened to you?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You… smell terrible.”

      “Thanks. My shower isn’t working and I—”

      She turned her attention to her locker, pulling it open and stuffing her white coat into it. “You know, Michaels, I don’t really care.”

      I shook my head, knowing it was best not to argue with Beth. Really, I tried not to argue with any of my senior-level residents. It made my life that much easier if I avoided arguing with them. If I was lucky, I might make senior resident next year, and with that came some additional responsibility, but it was the kind of responsibility I would be fine with. Including making the schedule. When I got to be the one to make the schedule, life would be much better. I didn’t mind the weekends, but I really didn’t care for the overnights. The turnaround was difficult, especially as how often I had only a shift in between to adjust.

      “Were you working yesterday?” Beth asked, closing up her locker and turning to face me.

      “Day shift. Why?”

      “I’ve been off a few days. I heard there was some kind of attack in the hospital. Did you hear anything?”

      My heart fluttered, but I doubted Beth knew. Cold tingled in my belly, different than my magic and different than the sense of magic that came from death. Was it only my discomfort or was there something else to it?

      “Nothing before I left,” I said.

      “Yeah, I didn’t think you’d know anything anyway. Apparently, it happened in the garage and you usually walk home, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Usually.”

      I hurriedly dressed in the scrubs and grabbed my stethoscope, unable to shake the way it had been used over the last few days. Maybe I should have grabbed a spare so I didn’t have to deal with the memories of how I’d been forced to use it.

      Back in the hall outside the locker room, I paused and let out a deep breath. Would anyone know that I’d been involved? I wasn’t sure about the stairs, but there would be security footage in the garage. The cameras weren’t necessarily hidden. How long would it be before one of the security guards came looking for me? There were a lot of doctors working at Hennepin General, but it wouldn’t take long to connect the swinging stethoscope to someone from the ER.

      And then what?

      Would I get in trouble for the attack? Residents could be fired. I’d seen it happen, though it wasn’t common. Since Hennepin General was a competitive program, we attracted pretty good people, so it wasn’t unheard of. It was possible that I would be one who wouldn’t make it.

      There wasn’t anything for me to do other than work.

      The ER was busy, humming with activity when I arrived. I stopped at the front desk to see who was working today—another day blessed with Dr. Locks for attending—before taking a look at the patient census. Most of the patients had minor illnesses, which was fine, but after a night like I had, I was sort of in the mood for something critical to take my mind off what had happened.

      “Do you think you can make it through a shift without puking, Michaels?”

      I looked up to see Dr. Locks leaning on the counter, staring at Jane’s ass. She was a twenty-something fitness fanatic nurse who had no qualms about discussing her enhancements. That didn’t mean she wanted someone like Locks eye fucking her.

      “I’m going to give it my best shot, but there are some things that just make me too nauseated.”

      He pulled his gaze up, and I could practically feel the effort he put in to doing it. “Have you taken a pregnancy test yet? I can order it for you if you need.”

      “Maybe I should, especially with the night I had last night.” Let him wonder what that meant. Locks didn’t care for me the way it was, so it didn’t matter how much of an ass I was to him.

      “You’re not leaving early today. Not with how busy we are.”

      I looked down at the monitor to look at the list of patients. It was better than snapping at him and suggesting that he could take away some of the burden, but that would involve him working.

      A cold pain suddenly shot through my stomach. My heart fluttered despite my best effort to avoid it. A soft siren cut through the chaos of the ER, loud enough for me to hear.

      “What’s coming in?” Locks asked, taking his attention off me. I was thankful for the distraction.

      I didn’t need to know what was coming in. The cold made it clear that whatever it was would need our help.

      “Stabbing. Heavy bleeding from the sounds of it,” Jane said, turning slowly enough that I had to wonder if she wanted Locks to look. If so… gross. It’s not like he could make her job any better.

      “Another stabbing? Damn, but we’ve been seeing a lot of those lately.” Locks looked up at me. “Think you can handle this one, Michaels?”

      “I’ve got it,” I said.

      Locks stared at me for a moment, almost as if debating whether to challenge me, before he turned away and headed back toward the attending lounge. He’d probably sit and watch TV while the trauma patient rolled in. He was one of the few attendings who didn’t seem to care what came in, and didn’t seem to care about the acuity, just as long as the residents took care of them.

      Jane and I headed over to the ambulance bay, where we waited for the ambulance to roll in. It backed in with a shrill beeping, the alert meant to get people out of the way, but we ran toward it. I helped open the back of the ambulance before it had even come to a stop.

      “What do we have?” I asked the EMS as the door came open.

      “Stab wound,” John started. He was one of the better EMS, and his jacket was stained with a little blood. “Found him along the river. Bleeding heavily, but he fought us. It’s like he didn’t want to come in.”

      The chill tightened in my stomach. Nausea rolled through me, and if I weren’t careful, it would be enough to overwhelm me. It would be just my luck to have another trauma come in like this on the same day that Locks was the attending. Why couldn’t it have been any other attending?

      “We know what the weapon was?”

      “Some sort of knife,” he said.

      I looked at the man on the cot, making a quick assessment. He was probably in his thirties and had a face that looked weathered, with closely shorn brown hair. There was something almost familiar about him, though I suspected that was only my imagination.

      “Where is the stab wound?”

      John pointed to a spot on the front and back.

      “A through and through?”

      “It looks like it,” he said, helping us roll him toward one of the trauma bays. While we talked, the nurses were already starting to hook up monitors and Jane was cutting away what was left of his pants. There was no opportunity for modesty in the ER. Not if you wanted to live.

      “Probably one of those big hunting knives,” John said.

      It could be, but another thought came to me. Would this be another sword stabbing? If so, did it mean this man was a knight?

      After moving him from the cot onto the ER bed, I checked the anterior wound. It was left upper chest and wasn’t bleeding nearly as profusely as I would’ve expected. Either it hadn’t hit any major arteries—something that surprised me, considering where it was situated—or it had cauterized as it went through, the same way as the other stab wound had done.

      Christ, what was this?

      I wished there was some way I could get a hold of Aron, but first I had to help this guy. If I was right, then he would have magic. All I would have to do would be to get him through the earliest stages. Then his magic might be able to take over and keep them alive.

      If I was right.

      If I was wrong, then we would have to treat him as any other trauma victim, though I needed to do that, anyway.

      Jane started an IV, pushing fluids without me needing to say anything to her. Another nurse was working on his other arm, getting another line started.

      “Why don’t we give him two units of O negative,” I said. It seemed an order that I was making frequently these days.

      Everyone worked quickly, and gradually, the cold in the pit of my stomach began to ease. He was going to pull through. It was one of those things that I appreciated. At least with the ability to detect death, I was connected in a way that allowed me to know whether or not my patient was going to expire. I didn’t have to wonder whether my interventions were effective, not the way that some people did.

      When I was done, I stepped back out into the hallway and made a few notes in the computer. I didn’t have time to document everything, but I wanted to have enough of a record that I could come back to later. As I was finishing, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

      “I hear we’ve got another stabbing victim,” Derek said.

      I looked over. There was something off about his expression. Usually, he was confident, sometimes joking, but rarely did he have the same look of concern that I saw on him as I did now.

      “What is it?”

      Derek looked past me, his gaze hanging in the trauma bay. “Was it a through and through wound?”

      “It was.”

      He looked at me, meeting my eyes. “Was the wound cauterized?”

      “Derek?”

      “Kate, was it?”

      “It was.”

      “That’s the fifth one we’ve had,” he said.

      “Fifth? There have been three.”

      “Three while you’ve been here, and I think it’s a little strange that they seem to occur while you’re working, but there have been two others that have come in when you weren’t working. I looked to see if there was a trend, especially as we don’t see those kind of injuries that often.”

      Could he know something? “We get traumas in here all the time.”

      “Not that kind of trauma, Kate.”

      There is something about the way he said it that suggested he knew more than he was letting on.

      “What do you know?” I asked.

      Derek looked down the hall. Dr. Locks was walking toward us. “Not yet. Finish with Locks and then we can talk.”

      “Do you want to meet in the lounge?”

      “Not the lounge. Outside.”

      He hurried off, disappearing before Locks reached the trauma bay. “Is he going to survive?” Locks asked, thumbing his hand toward the door.

      I wanted to say No thanks to you, but I knew better than to push Locks, especially this early on my shift. I’d have to deal with him for another eight hours of his shift, and who knew what was coming after him. Most of the attendings were good people and I could tolerate them, but a few of them were almost as insufferable as Locks.

      “It seems that way. The wound was cauterized on entry and exit, and it doesn’t appear as if he suffered an aortic dissection.”

      “Did you call trauma surgery down?”

      I nodded. “They said they were coming, but I don’t expect to have them rush down here for my benefit.” Trauma surgeons like to claim that they are responsible for saving lives in the ER, but the trauma team cherry picks the cases they come in for, and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that they had someone telling them whether or not the patient was stable.

      “Make sure they get a note on the chart,” Locks said.

      “I will,” I said, a wry smile curbing my lips. It was all about CYA with him. Cover your ass. Since he didn’t come out to assist with the patient care, he wanted to make sure that as many specialists as possible would get their names on the charts. That way, if there were any complications, any malpractice case would drag everyone’s name in with it. Locks wasn’t the only person who did that, but he was one of the more blatant about it.

      Locks continued on down the hall, poking his head into the next room before moving on.

      I took a deep breath, turning away. What was Derek alluding to? He knew something and was nervous enough about it that he needed to talk away from the hospital hallways. This wasn't good.

      I found him outside on the street, looking toward the ambulance bay. He was tapping his hands on his thighs, his gaze darting up and down the street.

      When I got there, he breathed a sigh of relief and grabbed my arm, dragging me toward the alley.

      “Derek, if I didn’t know you, you'd have me a little nervous.”

      “I’m not trying to make you nervous. I just want to talk where we don’t have to worry about anyone listening.” When we stepped into the darkness of the alley, I felt a slight tingling, almost a cold chill, creep up along my spine.

      I gasped without meaning to and turned my attention to Derek. Was that him?

      I had never worried about someone else using magic around me in the ER. There was such a distinct separation between most magical folk and those who were non-magical that I didn’t expect anyone else to have a traditional job. But then, maybe there were others like me, others who wanted to hide themselves, trying to avoid detection and notice.

      “Derek?”

      He shook his head, looking toward the mouth of the alley. “I didn’t want to tell you like this, Kate, but you need to know that I’m aware of who you are.”

      “Who I am? What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He turned his gaze on me, and for a moment, I felt the same intensity as when Aron looked at me. It passed, but not before I shivered.

      “It means I know your grandparents. They asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      I swore softly under my breath. “And just why did they ask you to keep an eye on me?”

      “You’re not the only one in the ER who knows about the Veil. I don’t have much magic. I have a little, and that’s from my mom’s side of the family.” At least that answered who had cast the spell. I didn’t have to worry about some mage barreling down the alley at us and attacking us. Derek had placed some sort of protection when he brought me here. He really must be worried about whatever he was going to share. “And I wasn’t supposed to reveal myself to you.”

      “You’ve been hiding what you know about me?”

      He shrugged and turned his attention back down the alley. “My job has been to monitor the ER for strange attacks. I report back to the council anything that might be magical in nature.”

      “And these stabbings?”

      He nodded. “Like I said, they are all related, though I didn’t know it at first. Hell, Kate, I didn’t know how much magic you might have, but then you got involved with that archer—”

      “I’m not involved with the archer.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he said hurriedly. “But when an archer gets involved, usually there’s a reason. I thought that maybe you were more in the know than I realized.”

      “You can consider me very much not in the know,” I said.

      “The stabbings. There’s been more activity like that lately, enough that it’s drawn the attention of the council. Why do you think your archer friend came to Minneapolis anyway?”

      I considered telling Derek that Aron was here to hunt demons, but maybe he didn’t know about that. And even if he did, there wasn’t much point in sharing. Hopefully, I was beyond the need to deal with demons.

      “There’s a simple answer for the attacks,” I said to Derek. “They’re all knights.”

      His eyes widened. “If there are that many knights in the city…”

      It meant they were hunting something.

      And with five victims, it meant the council was weakened, possibly even more than Aron knew. The last attack had to be a demon like the others, which meant the Veil continued to fail—and Aron still had work to do.
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      When I returned to my condo following my shift, a cold energy in it warned me that familiar magic had recently been used. I didn’t question why I should detect it, only that I could, and I followed it along the banks of the Mississippi. The familiar undercurrent told me that one or both of my grandparents were nearby.

      I found them in the park near the river and was glad for it. The knight attacks, the demons, and the poisoned councilor were all tied together, but I still didn’t know how or why.

      My grandparents might not have any answers, either, but at least they could help. They had to be able to help.

      “Katie,” Gran said as I reached her. “How did you know where we were?”

      I flushed.

      “You can track magic like that?” she asked.

      “I could feel the way that it had been used.”

      “That’s tracking it, dear. And that’s rare. Incredibly so.” She glanced over at Gramps, who stood leaning over a mushroom. “What do you think?”

      “Me?” He straightened and smiled at me. “I think we’ve always known that Katie was special.”

      “Not like this, Veran,” she said.

      He shrugged. “Oh, even if she doesn’t want to understand her magic, she’s still special.”

      ‘That’s not what I mean.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Cyn.”

      “I met Derek,” I blurted out.

      Gramps looked over at me, his smile frozen on his face. “Who’s that?”

      “Derek. The mage nurse you asked to keep an eye on me.”

      I didn’t have a whole lot of questions after talking to Derek. There wasn’t much that I could question, not really. He had been assigned to watch me. I got that. And I could tell from the way that Gran struggled not to look at me that what Derek had told me was true.

      “So it’s true?”

      “What did he say?” Gran asked.

      “He said there have been five knights stabbed in the last few weeks. I’ve taken care of three of them, including the one who came in today.” It was a violation for me to share that, but this was bigger than HIPAA laws written to ensure non-magical privacy.

      “A knight came into the ER today?” Gramps asked.

      “Another stabbing. Considering what I’ve seen with the last two, I’m guessing a sword. Does that mean it’s a demon?”

      Gran sighed. “Demons carry a particular type of sword. If that was what it was, then the wound would have certain characteristics.”

      “Such as cauterized?”

      Gran squeezed her eyes shut for a moment. “That would be one. Damn this thinning of the Veil making it easier for them to push through.”

      “It doesn’t have to do with the fact that Finnaster is the Carter?”

      Gran jerked her head up to look at me. “Where did you hear that term?”

      “I heard it”—did I want to tell them about the shifters?—“while with Aron.”

      “He wouldn’t have told you without some purpose.”

      That purpose was what worried me. Ariel had been the one to reveal it, and Aron hadn’t been particularly thrilled. That troubled me, especially since I didn’t know what he might do with knowledge of my kind of magic when he discovered what I was. The more time I spent around him, the less certain I was that he would immediately burn away my dark magic. He had been willing to go outside of the council to do what he thought was needed, so I had to hope that he might not immediately report me to the council.

      There was also the chance that it wasn’t dark magic. If that was the case, would there be a way for me not to worry about having it burned out of me? Could I not have to live in fear of the council discovering me?

      “I was attacked—”

      “What?” Gran snapped.

      “I survived but had to use my magic again. There was a vampire and a dark mage named Kramen.”

      “Kramen shouldn’t be here,” Gramps said.

      “He was. He attacked me at the hospital. Aron too. I had to help and after I went with him out of the city.”

      Gran’s eyes narrowed. “Where?”

      “North.”

      Gran looked over at Gramps. “The archer took her to the shifters.”

      “If the vamps and the dark mages are involved, it was a reasonable precaution,” he said.

      “Reasonable for him but not reasonable to bring Katie.” She turned to me. “Which pack?”

      “Iron Range.”

      “Ariel,” Gran hissed.

      “Yeah. Ariel.”

      “She’s a dangerous one, Katie. You need to be careful. Ariel will use you if she learns what you are. You don’t want to get her attention,” Gramps said.

      “I think she and Aron have some history, and considering that he brought me with him, I’m guessing I have her attention.”

      “He brought you there for more than to warn of shifter involvement in this. Did she figure out your magic? Was that why he brought you?” Gran asked.

      She got to that possibility far faster than I had, but then, she lived in the magical world whereas I had only been on the fringe until recently. With what I’d seen, I wanted to get back to the fringe. I was tired of dealing with magic, and after what Derek had discovered, I felt I was continuing to get pulled in.

      “Probably,” I conceded.

      “Oh, Katie. This is bad. If Ariel knows that you have dark magic—or whatever kind you have—it won’t be long before she trades that information to the council. We might need to hide you.”

      I looked at her, incredulous. In all the time that I’d been around them, there had never been any mention of hiding me, despite my asking if I needed to worry. Why would that suddenly have changed?

      “Hide?”

      “We have contacts throughout the country. It might not be what you want, but we can keep you safe.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “If the council discovers what you can do, they will send more than an archer after you. They’ll come themselves, and you’ll have to worry about how they will treat your magic.”

      “What if it’s not dark magic?” I asked.

      “There aren’t many other ways to explain your magic,” Gramps said more gently than Gran would have managed.

      “I had the sense that Aron wasn’t convinced,” I said.

      “Aron might have been letting you believe that since you helped him,” Gran said.

      I could believe that Aron would do something like that, but what benefit would he have in waiting to bring me into the council? There wouldn’t be any, not that I could think of.

      I turned my attention to the river, my mind racing. I didn’t want to hide, and still wasn’t convinced that I needed to do so, but part of me was scared that I might need to, especially considering their reactions. They weren’t ones to overreact, not often. Oh, they had reacted strongly when I had told them how I wanted to go to medical school. Most families in the non-magical world would have been excited at the prospect of having a doctor in the family, but not my grandparents. No, they had been disappointed. They had hidden it well, but that still didn’t change how they had felt. I think a part of them had always believed that I would somehow manage to find a way to work my magic but also keep it concealed.

      I stood along the shore of the Mississippi River, staring out at the water. It was wide here as it cut through the city, though not nearly as wide as it would be even one state away farther downstream. I’ve never seen it as it dumped into the Gulf, but considering how much it swelled as it traveled south, I figured it had to be impressive.

      When I was a child, my grandparents had taken me to the headwaters of the Mississippi. I remembered dancing along the stones, the water cold as it rushed past my feet, so narrow at that point. In all the years that I’d lived here, I hadn’t been back. My grandparents got busy, and then as I got older, I got busy. There was something peaceful about that part of the state.

      Maybe the shifters had a pack there, but I had never been aware of it at the time. Considering how much the shifters reveled in the forests of northern Minnesota, I had to believe there was at least one pack, possibly more. Maybe Ariel controlled all of those shifters.

      I turned my attention back to the river. I couldn’t help but feel there was something off about it. Maybe it was only the drought. We’d been under a severe drought for the last six months, long enough that the water level had dropped considerably. Every so often when I paid attention to the news, I would hear the weatherman talk about the dropping lake levels. Many people in Minnesota got away on weekends, disappearing to cabins up north, leaving behind the city. With the heat wave and drought that we had been under, most people had been advised to avoid spending much time in the lakes. Besides, boating and fishing were difficult. Algae blooms made the water bright green, less desirable for swimming.

      As I crouched along the shore, I couldn’t help but feel as if the strangeness I detected was more than simply related to the drought. It was possible that was all it was, but why would I feel it?

      “Katie?” Gramps asked as he approached.

      I stood, turning toward him.

      “I’m worried about you, Katie. With the archer moving around the way he has been and involving you in whatever it is he plans to do, I worry that something unfortunate might befall you.”

      “I don’t think he intends for anything unfortunate to happen to me,” I said.

      “He might not intend it, but the fact that you allowed yourself to get involved in it puts you in danger,” Gran said.

      “And what of you?” I met each of their gazes, holding Gramps’s a little longer. I hoped that he would side with me, but he looked back at me with worry etched in the corner of his eyes. “You came back here for something more than what you’re letting on. I can tell.”

      Gramps sighed. “We came back here because the council called us,” he said. “We know the city.”

      “It’s more than about you knowing the city,” I said.

      Turning back to the river, I stared at it, wondering why it should feel so off. It seemed to press on me, almost demanding that I pay attention to it, though why should that be? Why should I be so aware of the sense that within the river, something was not quite right?

      I dipped my hand into the water, making a slow pattern. It was cold but not quite as cold as what I would expect considering the time of year.

      The moment I set my hand into the water, I felt an increase in the strangeness that I had been picking up on.

      It was the water.

      “Katie?” Gramps asked.

      “What does the council know about the drought?” I asked.

      “The council has been monitoring it, but—” Gramps cut off with a sharp glare from Gran.

      “That’s the kind of business we can’t discuss with you,” she said.

      “Have they considered that it might be magical?”

      Cold worked along my spine, and Gramps ran his hand along the surface of the water, sending a charge of magic through it. Electricity crackled along his fingertips, disappearing into the water and, surprisingly, curving back out to sweep back into his hands. He was far more powerful than I had ever believed. Why had I never seen that before?

      “I don’t detect anything magical,” Gramps said.

      “The council has been monitoring the drought for months,” Gran said. She sounded annoyed with Gramps that she even had to say that, and I smiled to myself.

      I stood up, wiping my hands on my pants and turning to look at them. “Do you remember how I said that I can detect when magic is used?” When they nodded, I motioned toward the water. “It’s not always obvious. With Gramps, I could feel it when he began using his spell. I think proximity has something to do with it, but I’m not entirely certain. With this, it’s more of a feeling I have, something that leaves me unsettled. I don’t entirely understand it, but I think that magic has been used on the river.”

      “Just because magic has been used on the river doesn’t mean that it’s responsible for the drought,” she said. “Magic is often used on the river. Especially this river. Even here, this far north, there’s power that flows within it. Many mages have attempted to capture that power and attempted to add that to the spells that they work. Most think that they can work even more powerful spells by doing so.”

      Because of the ley lines, she didn’t say.

      I wasn’t certain, but I didn’t think that’s what I was detecting. It was hard to know exactly what it was, but if it were simply a matter of detecting spells flowing through the water, I thought I would feel those differently. Magic in spell form came to me as cold tingling along my spine. This was something else, and different enough that I was certain I wasn’t wrong.

      I touched the water again and focused on what I felt. Could I pull my own magic through, trying to augment what I was detecting? I’d never tried to use it that way, though I rarely tried to use it at all.

      Focusing on my breathing, I reached deep inside myself, pulling on that sense of magic buried within me. It was always there, a constant pressure, something like a knot in my stomach waiting to unravel. Most of the time I pressed it down, keeping the knot pulled tight so that I wasn’t tempted to use it. If I relaxed too much, I feared what might happen. I’ve never fully abandoned myself to my magic, not the way that my grandparents had described their first forays into understanding the power coursing within them, and every time I intentionally attempted to reach it when I first trained with them, I feared I might lose myself.

      Just a trickle. That was all I needed, nothing more.

      It came slowly, almost painfully, easing up from within me. Gradually, it tried to come with increased strength and I was forced to hold it back, tamping back the pressure of the magic. It was like a raging current, and with my hand in the water, it seemed as if that current was even more powerful than it had ever been. I felt myself overwhelmed by power, overwhelmed by the sense of magic that surrounded me, almost as if it wanted to consume me, pulling me under and dragging me deeper and deeper into its throes.

      What harm would there be in succumbing to it?

      Hadn’t I seen magic used around me enough lately? Didn’t I know that there were plenty of people who were able to use their magic without fear of repercussion? Why should I worry about using it? This power was a part of me and I should revel in it, enjoy the surge of energy in life and connectedness to everything that came when I embraced my own abilities.

      I started loosening that knot deep within myself.

      More power surged through me.

      I traced my hand through the river water, drawing a pattern around it. As I did, the power within me surged again and again, filling me. All it would take would be for me to completely unravel that knot within myself, to allow myself to welcome the power I had access to. Why shouldn’t I? Why should I fear this magic?

      I reached for the knot, somehow knowing how to loosen it completely. I had been the one who had tied it within myself, holding it down, keeping it in check, but now it was time for it to flow.

      I was thrown back, and when I slammed on the ground, my breath kicked free from me, stars blinking across my eyes. In that moment, power surged outward, exploding.

      And then it slammed back into me.

      “What are you thinking?”

      I blinked open my eyes to see Gran crouching over me, her hands cupped together, the sizzle of her spell bulging outward, struggling to contain some powerful force.

      It took a moment for me to realize that my magic was the powerful force she struggled against.

      I took a deep breath, steadying myself, and pushed that power back inside myself. What had I been thinking? The magic had been unlike anything I’d experienced, a surge of power that had been more seductive than anything I had ever experienced. It was almost as if the magic wanted me to use it, and I had no difficulty letting myself do so. The power would have flowed from me easily, slipping out, and all I would’ve had to do was unravel that knot.

      I shook myself again, pushing back that urge.

      Propping myself up on my elbows, I took a shaky breath. “I’m sorry.”

      “I haven’t felt anything quite like that before,” Gramps whispered.

      I looked over to see that he was holding his hands out in front of him in much the same way Gran had been. Power crackled from his hands, though there was less of a bulge to his magic. He might struggle, but he didn’t struggle nearly as much as my grandmother did.

      “She shouldn’t be unleashing power like that. She’s already got the archer’s attention and God knows what else, especially if Kramen is involved. We don’t need her drawing any more to herself.”

      Gramps raised his hand, waving Gran away.

      “Fine,” she said. “If you want to spoil her, then go ahead. It doesn’t do anything to help prepare her. I’m going to alert the council.”

      “That would probably be best,” Gramps said.

      “What if one of them is involved?” I asked.

      “The council isn’t a part of this, Katie. And they need to be warned.” Gran pulled Gramps and whispered something to him before leaving.

      When Gramps came back over to me, he flashed a broad smile.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      Gramps continued to hold his hands outward, magic contained within it. Was I still radiating power? I didn’t mean to and I tried to focus on it, holding it back, pushing it deep within myself. Slowly—far more slowly than I wanted—that power began to recede, gradually stuffed back into the depths of my body. As it did, I got a better handle on the knot that I used and I pulled it tight, sealing off my magic once more.

      “What happened?” I asked again.

      “It seems as if your connection to the river amplified your magic.”

      “Is that unusual?” There was something about the way he said it that told me it was, but I didn’t want to assume that it had been so. With my magic, I couldn’t assume anything. Oftentimes, the things that happened were beyond my control.

      “The only thing unusual is how explosive it was,” Gramps said. “I’m not entirely sure why you should have had such a reaction.”

      I sat up, looking over at the water. They had thrown me quite a ways from the river, almost as if they were afraid of what would happen if I had remained too close. And maybe they were afraid of it. I licked my lips, my mouth dry, and tested to make sure that I had control over my magic. I didn’t want to lose control again, especially if there was something about the river that augmented it.

      If he didn’t understand, then there wouldn’t be any way for me to understand it, either. My legs quivered when I attempted to stand. It felt as if I had been exercising vigorously, working out far more than simply walking along the shores of the river would account for.

      It was the effect of my magic, I was sure of it, but why did it take so much out of me? I hadn’t done anything other than attempt to feel for traces of magic that would explain the drought. Even with that, I’d failed.

      Gramps grabbed my elbow, helping me to walk. I looked over and offered a smile, feeling like a little girl taking her first steps.

      “If you’re going to be using your magic this often, you had better get a handle on it,” he said.

      “I don’t want to be using my magic,” I said.

      “You might not want to, but it seems as if you aren’t having much choice,” he said. He smiled, and as he did, he managed to take away much of my concern, the same way he always had managed to do. Gramps had always had that effect on me; it was something reassuring about him, and about that warm smile that he gave me. It was something that felt like home.

      “What happens if the council finds out about it?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about that,” he said, looking over at Gran. She had her mouth pursed into a frown, a tight line of her lips telling me exactly what she thought about what Gramps said. “We’ll make certain that the council stays off your back.”

      “But how? What connection do you have to the council?”

      “More than we’ve shared,” he said.

      “I gathered that,” I said. “The fact that you came to Minneapolis told me that. And that’s not to say anything about the power that I’ve seen from you.” I looked over at him, a different thought coming to mind. “Are you and Gran on the council?”

      I hadn’t given that much thought before, and wouldn’t have, but the confident way that he said it, claiming that he could keep the council off my back, left me wondering if perhaps there was more to them than what I had known. Serving on the council took a particular type of mage, one that was more than only power. There was a certain political machination required, and I hadn’t expected my grandparents to have those tendencies, but maybe they did.

      “Our connection to the council is complicated.”

      I looked from him to Gran and noted the irritated expansion she wore. She didn’t want him to explain more.

      “Complicated by the fact that you are on the council?”

      “Complicated by the fact that they’ve repeatedly asked us to join the council, but we’ve declined.”

      I blinked at that revelation. Most mages would jump at the chance to join the council. Why wasn’t I surprised that my grandparents weren’t among those who would do so?

      “Why have you refused?” When he didn’t answer, I knew. “It’s me, isn’t it? You won’t join the council because of me.”

      He furrowed his brow and looked at me with an edge of sadness in his eyes. “It’s not quite that simple, Katie.”

      “It is that simple. Either it’s me or it’s not.”

      He glanced over at Gran. Something passed between the two of them and he turned his attention back to me. Gran started away, leaving us alone. I didn’t get a chance to ask where she went.

      “We agreed to serve the council in a way that would allow us to keep an eye on you but, at the same time, allow us to know whether the council was aware of you.”

      “That’s why you went to Chicago?”

      “When you went into medical school, we thought it was safe to do,” Gramps said. “And it should have been safe, especially as there should be no reason for you to attract attention in the hospital. There aren’t many magical beings willing or interested in visiting places like a traditional hospital. Mages rightly believe that they can be treated more effectively with magic. And other magical folk wouldn’t dare go to a hospital and risk revealing themselves. It’s part of the reason we thought you were safe when you chose your career.”

      “I always thought you didn’t want me to work in the hospital.”

      “It wouldn’t have been our first choice,” he said. “I think both Gran and I would have preferred you take more time to understand your magic, but we recognize the value in your choice. Isn’t that why you went into medicine?”

      He was giving me more credit than I deserved. I hadn’t gone into medicine to hide my magic. It wasn’t a thought that I had ever considered before. I think I instinctively knew I wouldn’t be likely to run into magical beings in the ER, but I hadn’t made the assumption that my grandfather thought such of me. Perhaps I should have.

      I like to think myself intelligent. I think most people who go into medicine have at least some intellectual arrogance. It seemed that my intelligence might have been lacking when it came to this.

      “I went into medicine because… What is that?” I pointed along the shore toward a figure, the hunched form shadowed as they leaned toward the water.

      Gramps stared along the shore, a deep frown etching his face. “I don’t know,” he said.

      I couldn’t tell what it was, only that they had one hand in the water, much like I had. Strangely, I felt the same surge of uncomfortable power that I had been feeling ever since coming down to the shore.

      Cold washed over my spine and I looked over to see Gramps holding his hands out, electricity surging along his fingertips.

      “What are you—”

      “Oh shit,” Gramps said.

      That wasn’t like Gramps to swear. Looking over at the figure again, I sucked in a breath. “Oh shit.”
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      A long sword trailed in the water. I could see it from the distance and didn’t need to be any closer to realize that the person holding the other end would have the blunted features of a demon. The power that surged through the sword was being amplified by the water. Ley lines ran through here, drawing power that the demon would access.

      “We need to go,” Gramps said.

      “He’s already seen us,” I said.

      “Which is why we need to go.” He raised his hands, which crackled with energy. It was times like these that I wished I understood how he used magic. Maybe I could help, though I wasn’t certain what I could even do, not against the demon that was drawing power from the river.

      Why would a demon need to draw power from the river?

      It was doing something. That had to be the answer, but what would the demon be doing?

      Knowing I shouldn’t, I hurried over to the river and dipped my hand into the water.

      “Katie?” Gramps’s voice was filled with agitation, but I ignored him. I didn’t have any choice, not if I wanted to get a handle on what this demon might be doing.

      Did I dare risk relaxing my connection to magic? If I did, would I lose control again? I was nervous about the possibility and about what would happen if I did. Would I have the strength to withdraw it or would I need my grandparents to yank me back from the water again? With a demon here, I might not have the strength to pull myself away.

      But I needed to know.

      Taking a deep breath and focusing on my magic, I pushed it out, relaxing it the barest amount, nothing more than a trickle, certainly less than I had the last time.

      I waited, fearful that I might lose control and ready to withdraw immediately if it became necessary.

      Magic surged within me. I trembled with it.

      An undercurrent of power flowed within the water that hadn’t been there before.

      That had to be the demon.

      As power surged within me, I pushed against it.

      “Katie?”

      My grandpa’s voice was strained, and I glanced up to see him nodding down the shore. The demon raced toward us, the sword trailing through the water as it did, the power amplifying.

      “Can you hold it off?” I asked.

      “I’m trying, but it has power—much more than I can hold off on my own. Cyn shouldn’t have left to check on Finnaster.”

      He looked over his shoulder, but Gran was nowhere to be seen.

      “Can I help?”

      “You don’t have a handle on your power, Katie. I don’t think it’s safe for you to try.”

      The demon continued to make its way toward us, and Gramps grunted with the effort of holding his magic in the way that he did.

      He might not want me to try to help, but I had to do something.

      The only problem was that I wasn’t entirely sure what I could do that would help. Pushing out with magic in this way required skill I didn’t necessarily have.

      Would I be able to offer help intuitively?

      The demon was drawing power from the river and as he neared, we could either run or we could try to find some way to fight. Even if we ran, it was possible that we wouldn’t be able to get past it.

      It neared us.

      This demon looked different than the others. It was stockier and blockier and its features were more blunted, almost as if little effort had gone into maintaining them. That seemed important, and I’d later have to ask Gramps why. The sword was longer than the other demons had carried, something else that seemed important.

      There had to be some way of pushing the demon back, but how?

      It would involve me letting go of my control over the magic.

      “Go,” I said to Gramps.

      He looked down at me, his eyes widening. “Katie, don’t—”

      I shook my head. “Just go. I don’t know what will happen.”

      He clenched his jaw, and I knew in that moment that Gramps was not going to abandon me to the demon. I should have known better, but I had wished that he would.

      The creature was only a few steps away.

      I loosened the knot within myself, allowing the magic to begin to flow.

      It started slowly, the fact that I had already begun to ease my connection making it happen more rapidly but intensified in a furious torrent.

      The connection to the flowing water surged through me, power that I had neither the experience nor the strength to adequately handle, but I had to hope that the demon didn’t, either.

      Lifting my other hand, I aimed it at the demon. I didn’t hesitate. I released the connection to power, letting it flow from me.

      It exploded into the demon’s chest, throwing the creature away from the shore.

      In the process, the demon released its grip on the sword and I grabbed it.

      “No!”

      Even more power filled me. It was almost as if the sword somehow amplified my connection to the power within the river, but why should that be?

      Gramps grabbed my arm, dragging me away from the water, and I held tightly onto the sword. As we passed the demon, it was starting to get up, already beginning to move.

      “Gramps?”

      “I see it,” he said. He sent a blast of electricity at the demon. It jolted the creature, but not with enough force to prevent it from getting up. “Damn,” Gramps whispered. “I’m sorry, Katie. I don’t think I’m strong enough for this kind of demon.”

      “What kind is this?”

      “It’s not fully formed, but it’s quite large, which leads me to believe that the demon will be incredibly powerful.”

      “And you can’t stop it?”

      “I’m not sure my magic is that effective on demons to begin with,” he said. “If Gran were here, she has a different type of magic, and it would likely be much more effective than what I can do, but…”

      The demon lumbered toward us.

      Lumbered might not be quite the right term, not for a magical creature that moved as quickly as it did, racing toward us with the speed of a greyhound. We weren’t going to be able to outrun it.

      I pulled my arm free from Gramps and gripped the sword with both hands.

      “Keep going,” I told Gramps.

      “Don’t, Katie. You don’t know what you’re doing.”

      “I know how to blast it. If nothing else, we can buy ourselves more time.”

      The damned demon was nearly on us again and I let loose a burst of magic through the sword.

      It exploded outward, striking the demon in the chest, though not with the same force that had struck it when I had my hand in the water. The demon was tossed back, but it still kept after us, barely slowed by the force of the strike.

      “I think we’re in trouble,” I said to Gramps.

      Gramps looked over my shoulder and I could see a debate warring in his eyes. He took a deep breath and pulled me in front of him. “You can run faster than me, Katie. I’m going to slow it and give you a chance to get away. Find Gran and that archer friend of yours, and let them know what happened.”

      I shook my head. “Gramps—”

      A surge of power flowed from his hands, wrapping the demon in a different type of spell than he’d used on it before. It was nothing like the explosion I sent at it. This was a spell with more finesse, and Gramps held it, though the way his muscles trembled made it clear how much work it was for him to do so.

      “Katie. Go.” His voice had gotten soft and he held his hands together, arms trembling with the effort of trying to wrap the spell around the demon.

      I aimed the sword at the demon again, trying to draw magic through me, but it didn’t come, not as it had before. There was power, but I couldn’t reach it.

      Maybe I was too tired. Or maybe there were limits to my magic that I had yet to delve. Either way, I couldn’t help.

      “We can both run,” I said.

      “We can’t. I can’t hold onto this and run.”

      I looked over at Gramps, wanting nothing more than to help him, to find some way for both of us to get away, but he was right. Either both of us would fall or one of us would fall.

      “Katie… I can’t hold this much longer. You never wanted any part of the magical world. Don’t let it be the reason that you die. You need to go.”

      I met his gaze and squeezed his hand. I felt nothing but sadness and a feeling that I was abandoning my grandfather.

      He pushed me away and I staggered at first, before running. Cold flared in my spine, the deep kind of cold that meant serious magic—powerful magic—was used. I resisted the urge to turn back and see just what Gramps was doing.

      And then a surge of cold began to boil in my stomach.

      The tears rolled down my cheeks, and I was powerless to stop them. I knew what that cold meant, just as I knew that Gramps wouldn’t change a thing, especially if it meant that I would get away and that I would be safe.

      It wasn’t fair. I wanted to scream, to shout at all things magical that it wasn’t fair, that Gramps shouldn’t be taken from me in this way, that he didn’t deserve this, but no words came out. There were no words, not to express the pain I felt.

      I continued running, sword gripped in my hand, knowing that if I came across a police officer or anyone with any authority, I would draw attention—and not the kind of attention I wanted. I wasn’t about to leave a sword—especially a demon sword—behind.

      Cold flared up my spine again, more powerful than ever before, and I hazarded a glance back. Maybe Gramps was strong enough. Maybe he had managed to somehow hold the demon. Maybe he had figured out some way to contain that kind of power.

      Gramps lay motionless on the ground. The demon ignored him, racing toward me.

      I screamed, and it dislodged something within me, a surge of power that helped me send another blast toward the demon. A stream of purple power, deeper and darker than any I had used before, poured out the end of the sword, crashing into the demon.

      The creature went flying backward.

      It still wasn’t enough. I slowed the demon, but nothing I had thrown at it so far had been enough to stop it. There might not be anything I could do that would.

      It left me with no choice.

      I ran.

      When I reached the sidewalk running along the street, I almost staggered forward, practically losing control of the sword. It was heavy and longer than was comfortable, but I didn’t dare let go of it. Not only was it beneficial to have a sword, but so far, it had seemed as if the sword had amplified the magic I could draw.

      Where would I go?

      Would the demon be able to follow me if I went back to my condo? I didn’t want anyone hurt because of me and my connection to magic, but I didn’t know where I could go that would be safe.

      A car squealed around the corner, hurtling toward me.

      I froze. Was the car going to hit me?

      It came to a stop barely ten feet from me and the door opened. Aron jumped out.

      “Dr. Michaels, you need to keep moving,” he said.

      “My grandfather…”

      Aron turned toward the demon and unsheathed a pair of hidden swords. He swept them toward the demon and raced at the creature, unmindful of the power that it might have.

      Despite knowing better, knowing what my grandfather had nearly sacrificed to get me to safety, I hesitated.

      If Aron was going to risk himself stopping the demon, maybe there was something I could do to help.

      The demon exploded onto the sidewalk, and Aron attacked. His swords moved with a flurry of speed that I could barely track. I had trained with incredible martial artists, some who’d had significant training in traditional swordplay, but none of them had anything nearing what I saw from Aron. He carved through the demon’s arm, practically hacking it off, but with a surge of dark energy—energy I felt deep within my spine—the demon’s arm began to repair itself.

      If all people had that kind of magic, I would be out of a job.

      As I watched, it was evident that Aron would need help. The demon reacted quickly, almost as quickly as Aron fought, and each time he struck the demon, the wound healed back up.

      Inexplicably, I felt myself drawn toward the fight. Aron hacked at the demon’s arm and the creature turned toward him, which gave me an opportunity to stab the demon in the back. Power pulsed out of me with the attack, flowing into the demon.

      A scream more horrific than any I had ever heard tore through the demon.

      I staggered back, hanging onto the sword. The demon spun, turning toward me. Power exploded from it and I reacted.

      Pushing my hands outward the same way as my grandparents had, a purplish-colored wall formed in front of me, catching the demon’s magic.

      Aron stabbed the creature again and it screamed, twisting back toward him.

      I used the distraction to sneak in and stab the demon again.

      As I withdrew the blade, I realized the first wound hadn’t healed. This one didn’t, either.

      Ducking beneath an arm thrust toward me, I waited for Aron to attack again and jabbed at the demon’s leg, piercing as deeply as I could and allowing magic to pour out of me and into the sword. The demon shrieked.

      I pulled the sword out and kicked, sending the demon staggering backward. I jumped on top of the demon and jabbed the sword into the center of its chest and held on as magic poured out of me.

      The demon howled and heat washed over me, but I ignored it as much as I could.

      Hands gripped my shoulders, pulling me backward.

      I staggered free and looked up to find Aron watching me, his face painted with an expression I hadn’t seen from him before.

      “That’s enough, Dr. Michaels. It’s dead, or it will be.”

      I looked over at the demon. It had stopped moving and now began to shrivel, as if in its death throes, it faded, losing all of its power.

      Taking a shaky breath, I looked down toward the park, wondering if Gramps still lived. The cold knot in my stomach remained, but I had been able to ignore it during the fighting. It was a first. Most of the time, when that painful knot formed in my stomach telling me that death came for someone, it overwhelmed me. Then again, there hadn’t been many times when I’d been working in the ER where I had the opportunity to fight.

      “You have its sword,” Aron said.

      “I wasn’t going to leave it back there.”

      Aron frowned and seemed as if he wanted to say something more, but he didn’t. Instead, he motioned to his car. “We need to keep moving.”

      “My grandfather.”

      “There is nothing that we can do for him. If he was injured in the attack, he’ll either restore himself or he won’t.” The matter-of-fact way that he said it unsettled me. I didn’t know much about magic, certainly not as much as Aron or my grandparents, but I had begun to realize that those with it didn’t need non-magical healing very often. Even if I were to get to Gramps, would there be anything I could do to help?

      “I have to know,” I said.

      I shrugged off Aron and headed to the park where Gramps had fallen, but before I had a chance to see if he still lived, a hot and burning sensation along my spine caught my attention.

      “Aron?” I said.

      He glanced over at me.

      “I think there’s about to be a few more demons showing up.”
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      Aron didn’t give me a chance to turn back and see whether Gramps would get up. He grabbed my arm and dragged me toward his car, forcing me into the passenger seat before sliding over the hood like he was in some action movie and jumping into the driver’s side.

      “What if my grandfather is still out there and the demons come?”

      Aron shook his head. “The demons won’t be after him.”

      “Are you saying that you think they will be after me?”

      “You. Us. That sword. Things are beginning to escalate, Dr. Michaels. There have been more demons released. I’m not so certain alerting Ariel was for the best. With the shifters and vampires on edge, it draws attention. Whatever they plan is coming to fruition. A sword like that suggests we don’t have much time.”

      I looked down at the sword as we sped away, tires squealing again as Aron rocketed us along the street. It was easier to pay attention to the sword than to focus on how fast he was driving. I didn’t trust myself to look up.

      The blade was almost unnaturally black. I don’t know why I thought that it had been shiny or steel before, but in the darkness of the car it looked almost inky black. As I ran my finger along the surface, it was slick, too.

      “Why this sword?”

      “It’s different than most demon swords. Darker. It would have taken considerable effort to send a demon across carrying that blade.” He glanced over at the sword before his gaze flickered up to me. “There are not many who can handle a demon sword without injury.”

      Would Aron know what I was?

      “Can you?”

      “I wouldn’t be much of an archer if I couldn’t,” he said. “Who taught you the spell?”

      I didn’t say anything, not trusting myself to speak. Was I using a spell? I didn’t think so. I didn’t think my magic was active right now. That left the possibility of either dark magic giving me the ability to hold onto the sword—or that I was something other than a dark mage.

      “Did either of your grandparents show you how to do it?”

      “My grandfather,” I muttered. If he had died, it wouldn’t matter that I had blamed him. I hated thinking like that, but I had to be practical, and if Gramps was gone, he could protect me still.

      “It’s an advanced spell,” Aron said, looking over at the sword. I felt it as he used his spell, summoning magic and reaching toward the hilt. He squeezed it a moment before releasing it. “And that’s an impressive blade. That demon was powerful.”

      “No shit,” I said.

      Aron looked over at me and fixed me with his intense eyes. “No, Dr. Michaels. The demons you’ve encountered before have been minor demons, nothing like the one that would have handled a sword like that.”

      We continued to race onward, and I stared at the blade. There was no sense of magic within me. It was pressed down, deep within me, and I knew that however I was able to safely hold the sword, it had nothing to do with a spell that I had enacted.

      Maybe I was an even darker mage than I realized.

      “How did you know where to find me?” I looked up at Aron, bothered by that question. “Have you been following me?”

      “If I had been following you, that demon wouldn’t have managed to get so close to you.”

      “Then what? If you weren’t following me, how did you know there was a demon?”

      Aron glanced over before turning his attention back to the road. I was thankful that he did, especially with as fast as we were traveling. He did nothing at a normal speed, and I could just imagine what he would say to a police officer if he were pulled over. How would he explain racing through the streets with a woman holding a sword? Which of us would end up in jail?

      “Archers have a unique ability to detect demons. We can feel it when the Veil has been pierced and it allows us to have a general idea of where it has been pierced. After leaving you, there have been seven other attacks, all successfully thwarted, but they keep increasing. I detected this crossing but came too late. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come sooner.”

      If he had, Gramps might have survived.

      We shouldn’t have left him back there, but what choice did we have?

      “What now?”

      Aron gripped the wheel. “I need your help. You can detect magic?”

      “I thought you could too.”

      “Not as well as you. And we need to find the source of the summons.”

      Could I do that? Was my connection to magic sensitive enough?

      And here he had wanted me for my medical knowledge at first. What did it mean for me that he now needed me for my magical abilities?

      “Can you do this?”

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the chill along my spine. Lately, it had become a constant presence, and now was no different. Could I detect a directionality?

      “You’ll need to drive around so I can see if it gets stronger,” I said.

      He squeezed the wheel and began to make a loop around the block.

      It came like a surge, though brief. Almost like detecting a murmur when auscultating the heart. I pointed south and east. “That way. It’s… different than what I’ve detected before.”

      When he slammed on the gas, throwing me back in the seat, I looked over at him. “Why does it seem as if you don’t like asking for help?”

      “That’s not it.”

      “Then what?”

      You aren’t a part of our world. I shouldn’t need the help of someone like you.”

      “You really know how to talk to a girl, don’t you?”

      “Dr. Michaels, this isn’t any attempt at seduction.”

      “No. Clearly not. And if it were, let me tell you, it’s not working.”

      “I’m not accustomed to asking for help when it comes to magic,” Aron said.

      I snorted. “Obviously not. Why don’t we rip off this Band-Aid and have you tell me why the urgency?”

      “The mage councilor is gone.”

      “Gone?” I glanced over, still holding onto the hilt of the sword, thinking that I should let it go. It probably drew more of his attention than were I to sit quietly, but there was something odd about it that I couldn’t quite place, something that I wanted to better understand and felt as if holding onto it might help me grasp what it was I detected. “As in, dead?”

      “I doubt he’s dead yet, but it won’t be long. When I last saw him, the illness had been enough to take him. If he’s been abducted, it’s likely that whoever has done so intends to use him.”

      “How could he have been taken?”

      Aron glanced over. “The convoy used to move him was attacked. The mages with him killed. Lexy is gone. No sign of whoever—or whatever—did it.”

      “Is it Kramen?”

      “This isn’t the sort of thing he’s attempted before. He’s wanted power, but would never attack the council to get it.”

      “He was willing to attack you.”

      “As far as he knew, I had gone rogue.”

      “Could he have anything to do with demons targeting knights?”

      He frowned at me. “What do you mean?”

      “It’s something that I’ve seen in the ER. Knights have been attacked. I didn’t know that they were at first, but it’s the only explanation.”

      “Are you certain?”

      I pointed a change in direction. The sense of magic was stronger here.

      “It the only explanation that makes sense. The injuries have been odd, through and through stab wounds that have come in cauterized.” I tapped the demon sword. “From this sort of weapon.”

      Aron’s gaze drifted down to the sword and I found myself following him, looking down at the blade. “Demons would have been sent across the Veil with a purpose,” he said, “but why would they have been sent to challenge knights? Most knights are powerful mages, and most would be able to handle a stone demon.”

      “Even the one we confronted by the river?”

      Aron shook his head. “That was not a stone demon.”

      “What was it?”

      “Something worse.”

      If I had hoped that he would explain more, he didn’t. He fell silent and as we turned, I realized where we were heading. Uptown. It was a trendy part of the city and had been revitalized over the last few years. There were lots of nice restaurants and people my age who thought to live a trendy lifestyle.

      Why would there be magic here?

      In the distance, I could see the Walker Art Center, a place I had visited on field trips while in high school but had never been back to as an adult.

      “Why would anyone be here?” I asked, suddenly very aware of a powerful surge of magic. It sent a biting cold along my spine.

      “This must be a place of power,” Aron said.

      “There’s so much strength here.” No one along the street seemed to be using magic, so for me to detect anything meant that it must be incredibly strong.

      “This must be where the…” He sat up, reaching for his sword. “I felt another attempt to pierce the Veil.”

      Magic continued to surge along my spine, but it was mixed with something else.

      Death.

      “I don’t like this,” I whispered.

      “What is it, Dr. Michaels?”

      “It’s Kate. And I don’t know what it is, only that something bad is about to happen.”

      As I said it, power exploded near us. Aron jerked the wheel and we headed straight toward whatever had caused it.
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      The car screeched to a stop near a two-story building. Restaurants rose up on either side of it. Across the street was a store selling soccer supplies. Dozens of people walked along the street, but most began to clear off the sidewalk. They probably didn’t even know why they were doing it. Magic had that effect on the nonmagical.

      Somehow Aron managed to squeeze the car into a spot that I doubt I would have managed had I ten minutes to try. He did it without any apparent difficulty, too.

      I looked around, but there didn’t seem to be anything about this area that was particularly impressive. Why would this be a place where demons would attempt to cross? I understood it near the river, especially if doing so allowed them the opportunity to use the water in some way to augment their magical power, but here?

      Another surge of cold seeped along my spine. I looked over at Aron, but he was getting out of the car, and I couldn’t tell whether it was him working a spell or whether there was someone else.

      As I climbed out of the passenger side, nausea began to gnaw at me.

      The cold along my back continued to build, quickly increasing in strength.

      Whatever was happening involved a lot of magic—and a likelihood of death. That was the only thing I could tell with this ability of mine, though it would have been nice were I able to detect more than simply the amount of power utilized.

      Aron hurried along the sidewalk and barely paused to look back to see if I followed. It seemed that now we were close, he didn’t need my ability. I waved him ahead, debating for a moment before heading back for the sword. I didn’t know whether or not I would need it, but if someone was able to sling around that kind of magic, I wanted to be ready. I wasn’t even sure that I would be able to do anything if it came to it. I had used quite a bit of magic, and it might be that I had used too much and hadn’t had the chance to recharge.

      Aron paused at the two-story building, his hand hovering over the doorknob. “Do you detect anything?” he asked.

      “Nothing more than before. Whatever I detect is behind that door. Is it Kramen?”

      “I don’t detect dark magic.”

      “Would it be that easy? What I feel is incredibly powerful.”

      Aron studied me for a long moment. “It’s an interesting talent. Do you get these feelings often?”

      “I never used to,” I said.

      “And now?”

      “Since being around you, it seems as if I’ve been getting them on a daily basis.”

      Aron offered a hint of a smile. I wanted to smack it off his face, but it was rare for him to show any emotion.

      “If it’s Kramen, I will take care of him.”

      “What if there are vamps? And shifters? And—”

      He rested a hand on my arm. The strength in it soothed me a little, though maybe that was some spell he used. “You just be ready.”

      “You should be ready. I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”

      His gaze drifted to the sword before he looked back up at my face. “If it comes down to it, just do what you did with that demon.”

      I took a deep breath, readying myself. If it came down to it, I would have to release my magic, even if it meant losing control over it.

      He pushed the door open and I followed him inside. The space was more wide open than I had expected. It had looked as if restaurants were on either side of this storefront, but inside the building, it seemed as if the restaurants were nothing more than a façade. Strangely, it reminded me of the industrial complex where Aron had brought me to see the mage councilor.

      The cold continued to work along my spine, and it did nothing to ease the same sensation in my belly. There were times when I wished I had a better understanding about my sense of death and wished that I were better able to understand who the feeling was meant for. Was it me or was it for Aron, or someone else entirely?

      My body felt on edge. Without meaning to, magic seeped from me, trailing into the sword, leaving the blade glowing purple along the surface. I tried to pull back the effect of my magic before deciding against it. There was a benefit in having that connection to magic, and it might be useful to keep me alive.

      “Where do you think it is?” I whispered.

      Aron looked around us, his eyes unfocused. Was he using some technique to detect where the Veil had been penetrated? It would be an interesting skill, though not one I wanted anything to do with. Why would I want to know where demons crossed over? I wanted to get back to the way my life had been, continuing my residency training and knowing that the worst thing in my day would be dealing with the insufferable Dr. Locks.

      “There,” he whispered, pointing toward the back of the building.

      Everything there was shrouded in shadows, making it a perfect place for some magical creature to jump us. He started toward it and I followed, knowing that I shouldn’t. The cold intensified along my spine, this time likely from whatever it was Aron was doing. If only I could know the kind of spell he was working, but my magic didn’t work like that. The icy grip on my stomach didn’t change.

      Aron continued into the darkness, seemingly unmindful of the fact that there was a demon somewhere in this building. I couldn’t imagine having that as a job, forced to hunt demons, always worried about the next time they might try to pierce the Veil, always on edge. There must be some reward to a person like Aron, but I wondered what it was.

      With each step, the cold in the pit of my stomach seemed to expand. Death was coming, and when it did, I needed to be ready.

      The only problem was that I didn’t know if I needed to be ready to use my magic or my knowledge of medicine. If it was my magic, I might not be ready. If it required my knowledge of medicine, I might have a chance. Aron might be able to quickly manage when confronted with demons, but I was able to manage when confronted with life or death situations.

      “Demon,” Aron hissed.

      He slid forward, his sword slashing. I didn’t even see what he attacked, but the cold along my spine told me that magic flowed from him.

      The sword crashed into something and there was a strange cry, much like what I’d heard when battling the demon in the park.

      I didn’t move. I couldn’t move.

      It wasn’t fear that froze me but some magical spell.

      Kramen. It had to be him.

      My heart started fluttering. I looked at Aron, trying to get his attention, trying to move my mouth, but no words came out.

      A figure appeared, standing just at the edge of my peripheral vision. If I would have the ability to turn my head, I might be able to see who—and what—this was, but the spell holding me confined gave enough information that I suspected it was the same mage who had attacked me in the parking garage.

      “You really shouldn’t have come with him,” a voice said.

      There was no mistaking the voice. Power flowed with it, but I recognized the speaker. And not Kramen. “Lexy?”

      She stepped closer and looked nothing like the mousy woman I’d seen before. “Did you think the archer could stop this?” She stared at me, and there was darkness in her eyes. I hadn’t seen anybody with such darkness glittering back at me. “It’s because of him that we’re here.”

      She had dark magic.

      “I thought Kramen did this?”

      “Kramen was useful, but he’s served his purpose. Like so many others, he was easy to manipulate into believing he was in charge.” She flashed a dark smile. “And with his power, a greater summons could occur. They will delay the others until this is complete.” Only then did I notice that a body lay behind her, blood spilling out in a circle. Kramen, I suspected.

      A spell hit her in the back and she grunted, turning to explode power, but only briefly. As she did, it loosened the magic that restricted me from talking. I worked my jaw, clearing my throat.

      “You’re using dark magic to allow the demons to pierce the Veil, aren’t you?”

      Lexy turned back to me, grinning at me. “Dark magic? If only you understood. You have fallen victim to what they want you to believe.”

      “By they you mean the mage council?”

      “They would hold this magic back; they would prevent those with more power than they can manage from realizing their full potential. And Finnaster was all too easy to control.”

      Her spell wrapped around me again and silenced me. She dragged me, pulling me with her. I was yanked away from Aron, catching only the briefest glimpse of him as he battled several demons. How many had Lexy summoned? And why here?

      Lexy dragged me through the building and toward a stair leading downward. It was dark, so she lit the way with a ball of light hovering in her hand. The degree of power she controlled impressed me. After having spent time with my grandparents and Aron, I had a better sense of how magic worked, and a better sense of the control required to handle it, and what I was seeing from her rivaled my grandparents. I had yet to see Aron at his full potential, but I imagined that he wouldn’t have that much more power than what Lexy demonstrated.

      At the bottom of the stairs, we entered a room lit by candlelight. They illuminated an outline of a circle with a pentagram drawn within it. She tossed me to the ground next to it.

      There was another figure in the room lying off to the side, but without being able to speak, there was nothing I could do to get that person’s attention. We were both trapped. A third lay in a heap, also unmoving.

      She took a spot at the edge of the summoning circle and raised her hands. Lying as I was, I could see her lips move but couldn’t hear the words coming out of her mouth. Cold worked along my spine. The gnawing at the pit of my stomach never changed, but what was it from?

      Power built from her hands and she held them up, letting black energy form a circle around the summoning circle. It was an impressive display of power, and I marveled at the strength that continued to build from her.

      As it built, as power streaked along my back, surging up my spine and signifying just how much power she drew, she paused.

      She went to the other fallen figure and dragged them to the summoning circle.

      My eyes widened. Finnaster.

      She had the mage councilor, but she also had a knife, and she raised it up, slashing down at Finnaster’s throat.

      I wanted to scream. To cry out. To do anything that might stop what this dark mage intended, but my voice didn’t work.

      Even if I could have screamed, there didn’t seem to be anything that I could have done that would’ve stopped her from killing Finnaster.

      The mage councilor’s blood spilled out, pouring from his neck. A carotid injury. Even if I were in the ER, a wound like that wouldn’t be fixable.

      Lexy dipped a finger in the blood and trailed it around the circle, her mouth continuing to move and her magic surging with every step that she took.

      This wasn’t an ordinary summons.

      “Do you really think you can control a demon king?”

      Lexy ignored me, continuing to work her magic as she completed the circle with blood. When she was done, she stood and held her hands out, creating a dark ring around the summoning circle.

      “You can’t control it. Even with your power.”

      “I don’t have to control the demon king.” Her voice was strained, the effort of whatever magic she was working intense.

      With a growing horror, I realized the chill in the pit of my stomach hadn’t faded.

      After Finnaster died, I had expected that the chill would have gone with it, and the fact that it hadn’t told me there was another death to come.

      Did that mean me?

      Or Aron?

      “If you don’t control the demon king, why risk summoning it?”

      She risked a look over, and she grinned at me. “As I said, I don’t have to control the demon king. That power comes from the Carter. Only the blood of the Carter can control demon magic. And seeing as how I have captured two, and the third will soon arrive, I will have complete control over the demon king.”

      The other body made a terrifying sort of sense.

      The vampire Carter.

      That left only Ariel securing the Veil.

      Lexy continued to swirl her hands in a pattern that created dark energy surrounding the summoning circle. That power filled me in a way that my sense of magical energy had not before.

      What was she doing?

      I tried to move my hand, but it didn’t work. The only thing that worked was my mouth and jaw. I could yell at her, but what would that do? She didn’t seem bothered by my presence at all, so I doubted that she would be impressed by my yelling.

      “Why do you have me here?”

      The mage glanced over. “You were a mistake, Dr. Michaels. The archer should not have included you. The others tried to remove you and failed. And now you will be another sacrifice.”

      “I don’t have the blood of the Carter.”

      “That’s not the kind of sacrifice I’m looking for. To allow another to cross, a mage sacrifice is needed. Why else do you think so many have fallen? They have served their purpose, and those I’ve called have concealed our work in many ways.”

      Could that have been why the knights had been injured? Were they sacrificed so that Lexy could call demons across the Veil?

      Her dark power continued to build.

      It became painful, and I could barely stand it. My arms quivered from the power that surged around me, my body humming with it. How much longer would I be able to withstand this energy?

      How much longer would it be before she decided to turn this attack upon me?

      My mind raced through all of the things that had happened to me over the last few weeks and all of the ways that I had been steadily drawn into the magical battle. If only I had taken a different way home from work that first day, perhaps I wouldn’t have run into Aron. Maybe I never would have dealt with all of this magic.

      But then, maybe losing Aron would have meant that this mage would have succeeded sooner.

      I didn’t want to lie around and simply become a sacrifice. I really didn’t want to be the reason that a demon crossed the Veil.

      If only I could reach my magic.

      It was there, buried within me, a suppressed sense. It was almost as if the spell the dark mage used held my magic in check, but I had never heard of a spell quite like that. If I could loosen the knot within me, if I could release the hold on my magic, I might be able to unleash it, and if I could manage that, then perhaps I could disrupt her spell.

      I didn’t think I had a chance of defeating a mage like this. With her dark magic, she was powerful, but maybe with my unique magic, I would be able to influence what she was doing and interrupt it enough that she couldn’t call the demon king across the Veil.

      “Come on,” I whispered.

      That power was there. All I had to do was reach it.

      Lexy’s dark magic continued to build. Now it formed something like a cage. I could see the energy she used, could see the way the cage formed, and could feel the power in her spell.

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the magic buried within me. I focused on every lesson that my grandparents had taught me about reaching that magic, controlling it. That was all they had ever wanted. When it became clear that I didn’t have typical magic, they had taught me to hold onto it and to suppress it, but Gramps in particular had worked with me, wanting me to hone my connection to it, wanting me to know how to reach it were there the need.

      And now there was the need.

      Perhaps more than ever, I needed to rely on my magic.

      It was there, buried within me… But so was the cold grip of death.

      Strangely, they felt connected.

      Rather than reaching for the buried knot within myself, I reached for the cold. I’ve never attempted to grasp that before, but I reached toward it, searching for a way to use that rather than my own magic. Maybe I could, and maybe I could somehow draw on that power, if I could figure out a way.

      It came to me slowly.

      Power began to fill me, a darkness.

      With a sudden realization, I knew that the magic I reached for now was the dark magic. It was the same magic Lexy used. It had to be.

      “Can you feel it?” she asked, holding her hands out in front of her. “The demon king is coming!”

      I ignored her, letting that power continue to flow through me, straining for it. All I needed was a little bit of that power, enough of my magic that I could disrupt her spell.

      As it reached my fingertips, I could move.

      I raised my hand and unleashed a blast of power.

      My aim was off. I had intended to hit her, but instead, the magic slammed into the cage that was meant to hold the demon king.

      Lexy turned toward me, her hands held outward, her eyes wide. “What have you done?”

      I ignored her, continuing to pull on my magic, trying to draw more power, wanting only to find some way to get free. It was there, buried within me, if only I could connect to it.

      Once again, the cold began to seep through me, starting in my stomach and working outward.

      Lexy directed her magic toward me and power built, nearly enough that it would blast into me, and I hurriedly sent out another connection, sending out the surge of cold until it hit the mage, driving her backward.

      I didn’t think the blast of magic I used was any more potent than what I had used before, but when it struck her, she was thrown halfway across the room and she didn’t get up.

      Slowly, all too slowly, I managed to stand. I looked around, then staggered my way to Finnaster, but when I checked him, he was gone. There was nothing that could be done for him. Killed by his daughter.

      Reaching the other body, the vampire’s head was separated from the rest of him. There was no way he was coming back from that.

      I leaned back, staring at the summoning circle. I had stopped the mage. The Carters could be replaced. The Veil would be safe.

      As I lay there, I continued to feel a strangeness creeping along my spine. It was different than mage magic. What was this?

      The summoning circle continued to radiate power, but why should that be? The mage was down.

      Unless she had already been successful.

      I stood in front of the summoning circle, watching it, fear gnawing at me.

      Could I have made a mistake?

      Something began to materialize within the circle.

      Power surged, filling my spine, a streak of energy that raced through me before joining that cold in the pit of my stomach.

      I tried reaching toward that magic, wanting to try and contain whatever demon was going to step through the summoning circle, but any attempt I made to do so failed.

      Footsteps thundered toward me and I jerked my head around, relieved to see that it was only Aron coming down the steps. His eyes caught on the summoning circle right away and he stared at it. “Is that…?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I think a demon king is coming.”
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      The demon king came with a gradual change within the summoning circle, and I could feel Aron using his magic, attempting to prevent the demon king from crossing. Whatever he tried failed.

      When the demon king appeared, he was nothing like I had expected.

      Power came with it, the kind of power that I had felt hints of before but had never fully appreciated myself.

      “What now?”

      “It must be stopped. The demon king cannot be allowed to cross the Veil.”

      “I gather that, but how do you propose that we do it?”

      Aron stared at the summoning circle, eyes wide.

      “You don’t know, do you?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve never faced a demon king before. No living archer has.”

      “Great. Just our luck that we have a couple of novices to deal with it.”

      Aron turned toward me. “Dr. Michaels. Go reach out to your grandparents. If they have some connection to the council, they need to send word that we need any who can help.”

      I considered the summoning circle, focusing on the gradually materializing demon. There was form now where there hadn’t been before. It had been wispiness, little more than an outline, and now there was definition. The demon would be tall, and from the shape that was coming through, it appeared as if it would be muscular. From what I’d seen of demons, that seemed to imply magical strength, not only physical strength.

      “I don’t think we have time.”

      There was something I could do.

      “Hold it as long as you can,” I said.

      “What are you going to—”

      I didn’t wait to give Aron a chance to finish his question. I raced toward the stairs, heading back up, and found five fallen demons spread out throughout the massive room. Aron had done this? Maybe he didn’t need my help. If he could contain five demons on his own, then there might not be any reason for me to come for the sword.

      I found it lying where I’d fallen, where the dark mage had grabbed me, and I scooped it off the ground and raced back down the stairs.

      The demon king was almost fully formed now.

      Unlike the other demons, he had complete definition. He would’ve passed as human, though a tall and incredibly muscular human. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and deeply tanned skin. He stared out through the summoning circle, watching us. There was no hint of concern in those dark eyes.

      “Can’t we just stab it through the circle?” I asked.

      “If we do that, we disrupt the circle and the way that it is already contained.”

      “It’s my fault,” I said. When Aron arched a brow at me, I nodded toward the summoning circle. “The dark mage was using some sort of cage spell to hold the demon king. When I got freed, I blasted that spell and disrupted it.” If I hadn’t, would the dark mage have been able to contain the demon king?

      Aron stared at me for a moment before turning his attention back to the demon king. “It doesn’t matter now. All that matters is that we have to push him back across the Veil.”

      “If we can’t cross the circle, how can we send him back across the Veil?”

      “We need to hold him until others get here.”

      “Others?”

      Aron looked over at me. “They will have detected this crossing. It would’ve been too much power for them not to.”

      “How would Lexy have expected to have succeeded?”

      “She likely anticipated getting the demon king across the Veil and then using the demon king to summon more demons.”

      I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. “If we fail, the demon king is not only going to cross the Veil, but he will be able to call other demons. And if Ariel shows up, the last Carter will fall.”

      “That’s the risk,” Aron said.

      The demon king had fully materialized. He stared out at us, power pulsing against the summoning circle. I could feel it, like an itch crawling along my spine, painful and irritating. “Release me and you can serve me.”

      His voice was deep and grating, and it was filled with power so that I wanted to comply.

      “Ignore this creature,” Aron said.

      The demon king turned toward Aron. “An archer. It has been many years since I have feasted on one of your kind.”

      Magic radiated from Aron, reaching the summoning circle and surrounding it. I wished that it were visible in the same way that my grandfather’s magic was visible. At least then I would know what Aron was doing and whether his spells were holding. Without being able to see it, I would have no way of knowing whether the demon king was successful in breaking through what Aron was doing.

      “And what do we have here?” the demon king asked, turning his attention to me. Power pressed outward, hitting the summoning circle… and seeping through. I felt a wash of cold as it struck me, tearing through me, as if the demon king intended to destroy me.

      Then it retreated.

      For the first time, the demon king’s expression changed. “Interesting. I had not expected—”

      The demon king didn’t get a chance to finish. There was the sound of snarls as a dozen wolf shifters appeared in the room with us. Leading them was a long, lithe-looking shifter. In a blink of an eye, the shifter changed and Ariel stood next to Aron. Once again, she was fully nude, unmindful of her nakedness.

      “Who summoned this?” she snarled.

      “A dark magic user,” Aron said.

      “Obviously,” Ariel said. “How is it that you didn’t find him?”

      “It wasn’t my job to find her.”

      “It’s your job if you’re hunting demons to know who’s calling them,” she said.

      “Can we focus on the horrible demon king standing in the middle of that circle?” I asked. “You need to get out of here. The other two are gone and if you die—”

      Ariel glared at me and I cut off. “And you brought her with you?” She sniffed, drawing in a long breath as she leaned toward me. Her attention made me want to get away, to be anywhere but where I was, but where would I go? “She might be powerful, but she’s untrained. And ignorant, too, if she thinks I will run from a fight.”

      “I didn’t have time to leave her anywhere else,” Aron said.

      Ariel considered me for another moment before her eyes drifted to the sword, and hers widened slightly.

      “We have to send him back across the Veil,” Aron said.

      “A summons like this will require all of us,” Ariel said.

      “I’m aware of that,” Aron said. “I’m only waiting for the others.”

      I kept my gaze on the demon king. He seemed nonplussed by the sudden appearance of the shifters. He was no more concerned by having the shifters here than he had with having Aron or me present.

      “He’s already starting to cross over the circle,” I said to Aron.

      “How can you tell?”

      “I can feel it.”

      Aron held my gaze for a moment before turning to Ariel. “Get your shifters into position.”

      Ariel looked as if she wanted to argue before barking out a quick order. The other shifters surrounded the summoning circle, creating a ring around it. As they did, the steady hum of power began to radiate from them. It added to the power of the summoning circle.

      “Finnaster?” Ariel asked.

      “He’s dead,” I said. “She used his blood as part of the summons. And I think that’s Sebastian.” I pointed to the headless body. I hadn’t inspected it to confirm it was a vampire, but that was the most likely with what Lexy had planned.

      “A summons involving the Carters will be incredibly difficult to reverse.”

      “Which is why I’m waiting,” Aron said.

      I wanted to ask who he was waiting for, but I suspected that he wanted more of the mage council present, though if that were the case, wouldn’t Aron have sent word to them? He had wanted me to get word to my grandparents, which meant he hadn’t intended to call the mage council. That left another possibility.

      Vampires.

      Power surged, and I turned my attention back to the summoning circle.

      With a blast of dark magic, the demon king shattered the summoning circle and took a step forward.

      Everything happened all at once. The shifters pressed together, and power exploded from them, pushing upon the demon king. Aron swirled more magic, his spell circling the demon king, though I wondered how effective it could be if the demon king had managed to break free of the summoning circle.

      And without intending to, I raised the sword, sending power shooting out of the blade, pushing against the demon king.

      Of all of the attacks, he turned his attention toward me.

      The demon king took a step toward me, power surging. How could it overpower all of this magic? And if it could do that with this much magic, what hope did we have of stopping it?

      Without moving, the demon king sent a burst of power outward. It struck everywhere around the circle at once, catching each of the shifters, sending them staggering. Ariel snarled and started to lunge forward, but Aron caught her arm, his spell still holding.

      “Yes. With power like that, I believe that you will serve me.” The demon king stared straight at me, his dark eyes seeming to pierce all the way to my soul.

      The shifters attempted to regain their footing and to push themselves back into position, but another explosion of power sent them flying backward.

      Chaos broke out.

      The demon king stepped forward, power exploding from him, keeping the shifters at bay. He focused his attention on me and I stepped back, keeping the sword up and pointed at him. My arms trembled with the effort of it, and power poured from the end of the sword, shooting into the demon king. It seemed to do no good.

      Aron jumped in front of the demon king, a spell shooting from him, and the demon king hesitated long enough to swipe at the magic, dispersing it as if it were nothing.

      Aron regrouped, gathering up his power and sending it circling around the demon king.

      “You are a troublesome archer.”

      “You’re telling me,” I mumbled, sending another surge of magic at the demon king. I didn’t think it would make a difference, not with as much power as he seemed to have, but I couldn’t do nothing. Ariel darted forward, shifting as she went, and I understood why she did it. In her wolf form, she seemed to radiate more power than she did in her human form. She leapt forward, her muzzle glowing a golden color that matched her eyes.

      The demon king had to pause and turn his attention to her, unable to simply ignore the way that she attacked.

      With an explosion of cold power, he sent her flying backward, where she crashed against the wall with a yelp.

      Other shifters lunged forward, howling as they attacked. I continued to shoot magic through the sword but felt completely overmatched. I might have some connection to magic, but I had nothing compared to what the shifters and Aron were able to throw at the demon king.

      And it still wasn’t enough. As they fought, it became clear that the demon king would overpower them.

      Aron pulled his arm back and I thought that he might attempt to use magic, but I wasn’t prepared for what he did next.

      A lance of blue shot from his arm as he flung it forward, streaking toward the demon king like an arrow. Power exploded against the demon king and, for the first time, the demon went staggering backward.

      “Perhaps not quite so powerless after all,” the demon king said.

      Aron readied another attack, pulling his arm back, but the demon king shot him with a blast of cold power that struck him in the chest. As he did, Aron staggered, stumbling back to fall near Ariel.

      “Now that they are out of the way,” the demon king started, “I think it’s time that I get a sense of your power,” he said.

      I staggered away from him, keeping the sword up. Every so often, I would send a blast through the blade. When it struck the demon king, he paused but seemed to show no ill effects. I didn’t have access to the kind of magic that would slow a demon, and certainly not the kind that would slow one this powerful.

      There was another possibility, but I wasn’t sure whether that would work either.

      I had managed some success against demons, but it had always been using a weapon. Could I attack the demon king with a sword?

      Would it matter that it was a demon sword?

      It was a terrible idea. I knew it was a terrible idea, but that didn’t change the fact that if I did nothing, Aron and these shifters would all be destroyed, and there was no telling what the demon king would do with me. He seemed intrigued by my dark magic, intrigued enough that even were I to survive this, I feared that others would know about my dark magic.

      I braced myself, holding the sword out in front of me, and as the demon king neared, I dropped, swinging the blade toward him.

      He barely moved, and somehow the blade missed him.

      I followed through on the movement, allowing my martial arts training to guide me, and swept the sword toward his leg, intending to cut through the soft muscles of his thigh. Were demons even built the same as humans? I had to hope that he had modeled himself after humans, but if he hadn’t, then we might be in more trouble.

      The sword cut through his flesh, and as it did, magic poured out of me and into his flesh. I tried to control the flow of magic, but I didn’t have enough strength to do so.

      The demon king jerked his leg back and anger flared in his eyes.

      Aron sent another spell at him, enough of a distraction that I brought the sword around and crashed into the demon king’s back. Once again, the blade pierced his flesh and, as it had before, magic poured out, almost an involuntary reaction.

      Would I be able to use that magic to overwhelm him?

      The demon king staggered forward.

      In that moment, I thought that maybe we would succeed. If I could keep cutting into him, and if Aron and the shifters could keep distracting him, maybe we could overpower the demon king and send him back across the Veil.

      And then power exploded around us.

      It came almost like a scream, as if something were ripping.

      It took me a moment to understand that it was the Veil that had torn.

      Demons appeared all around us. There were a dozen, maybe more, and they began attacking the shifters, pulling their attention away. Ariel was drawn into one battle and three demons surrounded Aron, almost as if they knew to target him specifically.

      It left me facing the demon king alone.

      I needed the others to distract him. Without their help, I doubted that I would be fast enough to overpower him.

      “You are something more than a mage,” the demon king said. The wounds on his body healed, something that hadn’t happened with the other demons. That shouldn’t surprise me. Of course he would be more powerful than other demons.

      I slipped off to the side, sweeping the sword around, attempting to cut into his stomach, but the demon king simply caught the blade with his hands.

      “Oh. Shit.”

      The sense of cold boiled in my stomach, increasing in intensity. I jerked on the sword, trying to pull it free, but nothing I could do managed to pry it away from the demon king.

      Cold surged along my spine. Everywhere around me, magic flowed, and I didn’t have a sense of who was using it. My focus—my entire being—held me captivated by the demon king. Even if I wanted to look away from him, I couldn’t.

      “What are you?” the demon king asked.

      Ice clenched in my stomach and I tried to move, to do anything to get free, but I couldn’t. If I stayed here, I didn’t doubt that the ice I felt deep within me meant my death.

      The demon king pulled on the sword, and I fought. The moment I gave up the sword blade was the moment that I would be helpless. With it, I had a way of focusing my magic, stabilizing what I could do. Without it, I would be helpless.

      “How much magic do you expend simply trying to hold on to this blade?” the demon king asked.

      He seemed oblivious to the chaos around us. I could hear it, the sound of the shifters howling, noise from magic crashing into walls, occasional screams, and other sounds that I couldn’t quite place. All of that got pushed away as I focused on the demon king.

      “Do you really believe these shifters can control me?”

      “They don’t have to control you,” I said through gritted teeth. “All they have to do is buy time.”

      But where were the others? Aron had seemed so confident that other mages and vampires would come, but so far only the shifters had appeared. Could something have happened so that they weren’t able to detect the need? Maybe Finnaster’s death changed things, making it so that there wasn’t any way for the mages to know that they were needed. I didn’t know anything about the vampires and what they were willing to do, though Aron seemed convinced that they would be part of this.

      “Aron!”

      The demon king laughed. It was a low and horrific sound that filled the entirety of the space, piercing my eardrums and sending a shiver down my spine.

      “The archer won’t be able to do anything.”

      As he said it, a piercing bolt of blue, the color of the lightning my grandfather had thrown around, shot toward the demon king from the back of the room and struck him along one shoulder.

      It was enough of a distraction that I managed to jerk the sword free.

      I swept with the sword, bringing in around and catching the demon king on his thigh. Another bolt hit him from the other side. There was a different energy to this one. Could there be another archer? I didn’t dare allow myself the hope that there might be.

      The demon king had to turn toward the archer and the magic thrown at him. I hacked at him, nothing graceful about the way I attacked, simply chopping with the sword, cutting into his leg and then his arm and then into his stomach.

      Each wound healed, but they slowed, not healing quite as quickly as they had at first.

      The sword buried in the demon king’s stomach. He clasped a hand over it and I tried to jerk it away but couldn’t.

      He turned his attention completely upon me, glaring at me with the darkness burning in his gaze. All around me was the sense of magic, and there was movement, but I couldn’t see it. I couldn’t see anything. I felt drawn to the demon king. Cold exploded through my body, but it was the cold buried in the pit of my stomach that I cared about. It was that cold that I feared.

      “I feel it within you,” he said.

      “You feel the sword in your gut,” I said.

      He laughed again, though it sounded strange. Maybe the attacks had been wearing on him. Several more bolts struck him, but he paid them no mind, almost as if he could care less about the fact that archers were striking him with their magic. His entire focus remained fixed on me.

      It was my dark magic. I knew that with a chilling certainty.

      Did the demon king intend to use me the way Lexy had been used? He had control, whereas I didn’t have anything even remotely controlled about how I could use magic.

      “All you have to do is open yourself to it,” the demon king said.

      I felt a tug, almost a drawing upon my magic, and I resisted the sense of it, not wanting to unleash my magic at his behest. I wanted to be in control of it. If I allowed the demon king to pull on me, to pull on my magic, then he would be the one in control.

      He laughed again. A bolt struck him, this time shooting through his back and piercing his chest before dissipating. The wound left by the magical bolt was blackened, and dark lines descended outward from it. His grip over the sword faltered.

      “Open yourself,” he said.

      There was something seductive in the way he said it, and I could feel the knot in the deep pit of my stomach attempting to relax. I put pressure on it, trying to keep that magic buried as I always had, trying to ignore the way that his seduction called to me, but it was there, almost too much for me. Attempts to ignore it resulted in the magic still loosening within me, relaxing so that power seeped up from deep within me. I tried to ignore it. I tried to push it down. Something about his magic called to me, reverberating within me.

      Another bolt struck him, and he staggered, his grip on the sword relaxing.

      This bolt left him with more dark lines streaking through his skin, the same as the last had. I expected anger, or for him to use his magic to surge against me, but none of that happened. He simply stood there, taking the assault, fixated on me.

      “Open yourself,” he whispered.

      The seduction was almost too much. Power flowed from me, coming out through the sword and joining with the demon king.

      Almost too late, I realized that the magic flowing out of me was repairing him. Wounds caused by the archers began to heal, and he filled with power. My power.

      He didn’t want me. He wanted my magic.

      I tried jerking the sword back, trying to get away from him, but he held on tightly, preventing me from moving. Magic flowed from my sword. Several other bolts struck him, crashing into his stomach or his back and one into his neck, but each barely pierced the skin, nothing like what they had before.

      With dawning horror, I realized that my magic was strengthening him.

      And it was weakening me.

      He was drawing it from me, and with that, he was growing more powerful. How much longer would I have before he was completely restored, filled with my dark magic to complement his own demon magic?

      A strange blur struck him, and then another from the other side.

      I didn’t have a chance to see what caused it, but the power from those strange attacks was nothing like that from mages and it didn’t look like any shifter that I’d seen.

      Could the vampires have come?

      His hand fell free from the sword completely and I jerked it away.

      It was too late. I could tell that it was too late.

      Magic exploded from the demon king.

      Shifters snarled, trying to hold their lines. Power filled the room, magic drawn from mages that I didn’t dare look around to see. Another type of magic, something that burned along my spine that I could only imagine came from the vampires, was there.

      Through it all, the demon king stood there. Immobile.

      He drew himself up, power filling him.

      If I did nothing, by remaining standing here, transfixed and frozen, he would grow even more powerful, possibly even enough to kill off the remaining Carters, which would free him to completely cross the Veil.

      If I did anything, I would likely end up dead. Then again, I might end up dead regardless.

      I started toward him. I ignored the power radiating from him, some sort of field of magic attempting to push me back. I could tell its intent and could tell the way the purpose of his magic—some of it, my magic—was meant to push me back, forcing me away.

      The demon blade managed to pierce through the magical barrier.

      I screamed, power filling me, sending it surging forward, ignoring the pressure from the demon, and with one surge of power, I jammed the sword into his chest, burying it to the hilt.

      Power exploded away, but it was caught by the sword, sucked into it, and pushed back into the demon king. It created a looping cycle, power that flowed out from him filling the blade and shooting back into him. More and more power built, drawing from him, from the spells being used around him, possibly from shifters and vampires, and even from me.

      That last surprised me. It came as cold so hot that it burned up from my insides, relaxing the knot deep within me as that power continued to flow.

      Surprisingly, the demon king smiled at me.

      “Yes. You can be powerful. Open yourself.”

      It was the last thing he was able to say. With a thunderous explosion, the power sucked back within him, imploding upon him, and the demon king disappeared in a blink.

      I staggered back, holding onto the sword.

      A dozen heartbeats passed before I managed to look around. As I had thought, there were shifters and mages and vampires all around us. The room was filled with beings of magic, all of those required to hold the Veil. A dozen or more fallen demons were scattered around the room, and lying next to them were an equal number of magical beings, those who had fallen in the battle.

      Somehow, I had survived.

      A hand touched my shoulder and I jerked.

      Turning around, the face that looked at me with a tight expression was one that had admonished me countless times over my childhood. “Gran?”

      “Katie. We need to get you out of here.”

      “What happened?”

      “You shouldn’t be able to hold that,” she said, looking down at the sword.

      “Aron said that there were spells that would allow someone to hold onto a demon sword.”

      Gran sighed, shielding me with her body, and—I suddenly realized—a spell that I could feel but couldn’t see. “I should’ve realized it when we were attacked near that complex and you grabbed the sword. I didn’t think much of it at the time.”

      “Think much of what?”

      She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It’s the dark magic, isn’t it?” I asked.

      She raised a finger to her lips. “Shh. Not here. We’ll have time later to talk about this. I need to get you away from here.”

      “I can take her.”

      It was Aron. He had sheathed his weapons and there was a long gash along his forehead that needed stitching. Or maybe not. Having seen what he was capable of, it was possible that he didn’t need suturing. Maybe he only needed time for his magic to heal him.

      “It’s my fault that she is here. I shouldn’t have brought her, but there wasn’t the time to do anything else.”

      “Secure her in her home, Archer.”

      Aron nodded and grabbed me by the elbow, escorting me from the room and up the stairs. I barely had time to question why Aron would so quickly obey my grandmother. An overwhelming fatigue began to wash over me, the feeling similar to having been up on call all night and forced to work another shift during the daytime. I felt punch drunk, the sort of feeling that I was far too acquainted with.

      I barely knew where I was, and when Aron settled me into his car, climbing into the driver’s seat, it couldn’t have been more than a few moments before my eyes fluttered shut and sleep overwhelmed me.
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      I jostled awake when we reached my condo. Aron had come around and opened the door and seemed to be prepared to carry me out of the car, but I put my hand up, preventing him from that display of chivalry.

      “I can walk,” I said.

      He took a step back. The sun shone overhead, which surprised me considering everything that we had gone through. I would have expected that it would be dark, nearly night, and half-expected there to be a palpable chill to the air, but it seemed as if the cold had lifted, if only for a little while.

      Aron followed me into the condo, and even if I had wanted to tell him not to, I suspected he would have forced his way in. I kept the sword, gripping it tightly, knowing that any passersby on the street would raise questions about why someone would have a sword, especially one like this, but once I got into my condo, I intended to stow it away. Maybe I should leave it for Aron to dispose of, but a part of me didn’t want to. The sword had been the reason that I was still here.

      When we reached my unit and I unlocked it, Aron stood just outside the door. He watched me, a troubled frown creasing his brow.

      “You can come in,” I said.

      “As much as I might want to, I cannot,” he said.

      My heart fluttered, and I was too tired to ignore it. There was an attraction between us, and even though Aron wasn’t my type—at least, what I had thought was my type—nothing could come of it. He was an archer who still lived in the magical world whereas I was an ER resident who had no intention of changing that.

      “What now?” I asked.

      “Now we will go our separate ways,” Aron said.

      “Just like that?”

      “Is there any other way that it could be?”

      I smiled at him. “I don’t intend to give up my career,” I said.

      “I can see that, Dr. Michaels.”

      “It’s Kate. After what we’ve gone through, I think you can call me by my first name.”

      Aron hesitated, one hand resting on his hip, almost as if he intended to unsheathe one of the swords that he had hidden. Did he think that I was a danger?

      “Go on. I can see that you are resisting the urge to say something,” I said.

      He forced a smile. It did nothing to change the intensity about him, but it did make him even more attractive. “I don’t know how many saw what you did back there, but I did.”

      There it was. This was about my dark magic. “I don’t know what you saw, but you should know I have no intention of continuing to use my magic.”

      “There’s something about those with considerable power that resists the urge to suppress it. You can try, but when you have magic—considerable magic—it will come up from within you whether you want it to or not.”

      “I’ve managed to suppress it this long,” I said softly.

      “How long do you think you can?”

      I looked down at the floor. In the few weeks that I had been around Aron, my magic had continued to work its way out of me. Every attempt that I had made to suppress it had failed. But then, there had been times when I had needed to use it. There had been times when I had called on that magic and willingly let it come forth. Did I want to do anything different?

      I would have to. For me to return to what I was, who I was, I would need to ignore that magic.

      “As long as I have to.”

      Aron started to turn before catching himself. “You fear it. I can see that about you, but you needn’t.”

      I met his eyes. Some of the intensity softened as he looked at me. “If you know what it is, then you know that I have to fear it. You know why I can’t use it.”

      “I know what your magic was able to do,” Aron said. “Without you and your capabilities, we might not have stopped the demon king from crossing over. He might have succeeded in killing all three of the Carters. And if he had, the Veil would have splintered, and…”

      Did Aron even know what would’ve happened had the Veil failed? From what little that I knew, the Veil had been in place for thousands of years, separating the magical and non-magical worlds, concealing beings of power.

      If it failed, if one of the demon kings crossed over, pulling on enough power to draw that down, what would happen?

      Magic would be revealed to the world. That much was clear. And was that so bad?

      The fact that the mage council, shifters, and vampires all wanted to maintain the Veil told me that it would be.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      He smiled, and this time it seemed genuine. “It’s I should be thanking you, Dr. Michaels. You saved me. I was used, betrayed by a friend, and went rogue…” He sighed. “It doesn’t matter. All that matters is that the Veil holds.” He held my gaze for a moment longer before turning and heading down the hallway.

      I watched him, unable to deny the pang of sadness that hit me. After all of this, I might not see Aron again. It was best. I knew it was for the best, especially as he was an archer, and though he wasn’t tasked with hunting dark mages, his commitment was to the council.

      A door opened along the hall, and I glanced down to see Marvin poking his head out. He flashed a smile when he saw me and hobbled down the hall. When he reached me, his smile faded. “You were right, Kate.”

      “What was I right about?”

      “Don’t you remember? You told me that I needed to go see my regular doctor, that you were worried that I might have a blood clot. That was exactly what it was.”

      I smiled wearily at him. “Blood clots are fairly common. With the blood thinners we have available today, you don’t even need to have your levels checked. In a few months, you can come off of it and you will be as good as new.”

      “My doctor said you saved my life.”

      “I think your doctor was being kind,” I said.

      “I don’t. I know you don’t like to take credit for all these things that you do for us, but you did save my life. I just wanted to thank you.”

      I smiled at him. “I’m just glad that you will be okay,” I said.

      Marvin watch me for a moment, and I twisted my body to shield him from seeing the sword. “What’s wrong?”

      I looked past him, but the hallway was empty. Aron had long since disappeared, leaving me with no way of finding him again. Even if I were to want to find him, I wasn’t sure that I could.

      That wasn’t quite true. I’m sure that my grandparents would have some way of reaching him were I want to find him, but if I did, that would only draw me into the magical world, something I had been resisting.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I said, forcing a smile. “I’m just tired.”

      “A long night of work?”

      I nodded. “It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before,” I said.

      “Then I’ll let you rest. I know how you doctors need your sleep.”

      “Thanks, Marvin. We can talk later.”

      He hesitated, then he reached toward me and gave me a quick hug. I hugged him back, surprised by the sudden show of emotion. “Get some rest,” he said.

      He tottered down the hall back to his door and disappeared.

      I closed the door behind me, debating whether I made it all the way back to my bedroom or whether I should crash on the couch. At this point, the couch called to me. It wouldn’t be the first time that I sank into it, letting it comfort me.

      Just as I reached the couch, I heard sound outside my door.

      I turned back, half-expecting Marvin to knock again, when the door slammed open.

      Lexy stood there. Cold surged along my spine. Why hadn’t I detected that before? She stepped into my condo, throwing the door closed behind her.

      “You aren’t very hard to find.”

      The sword was resting behind me and I gripped the hilt. Could I reach for my magic in time? I didn’t know whether or not it would respond, but I had to try.

      “How did you get away from all of the shifters and mages and—”

      “In the chaos of the fighting, they didn’t pay any attention to one more mage.”

      I could see how that would’ve happened. Everyone would’ve been focused on trying to face off with the demon king. None of them would’ve noticed that there was another mage who suddenly got up and began to fight—or slink away.

      “What do you want?”

      I waited for the paralyzing magic to strike me again, afraid that if it did, there wouldn’t be anything that I could do to overpower it. As much as I might want to, if I couldn’t reach my magic, if I couldn’t loosen that knot buried deep within me, I might be stuck. And this dark mage might do whatever she wanted with me.

      “You disrupted my plans, wasting the sacrifice of so many.”

      I shook my head. “I suppose you were the ones who tainted the Mississippi?” Her dark grin told me that I was right. “How did you get the vampire Carter?”

      “The vampires are arrogant. It’s easy to get close, and with the right spell…”

      For a moment, I couldn’t move.

      The paralytic. It worked vampires.

      “And how did you poison Finnaster?” I managed to ask.

      “Ah, but Finnaster has certain predilections. He enjoys his mushrooms and didn’t pay any attention to the fact that they were modified.”

      I’d heard of mushrooms causing liver failure like he’d suffered with, but that seemed especially cruel to do. “Why?”

      “You are not a part of this world. Yet. Soon you’ll understand.”

      My entire body tensed. Would I be able to reach for my magic?

      “You are not at all what you seemed, are you?” she said.

      “And what is it that you think I am?”

      A dark smile flashed across her face. “I thought you were more like me, but you are something more. Much more. Even he saw it.”

      “He? What he?” Did he mean Aron?

      “The demon king.”

      A chill worked down my spine. I remembered the way the demon king had looked at me and the attention he had given me. Wasn’t that only because I had dark magic? He had used it, drawing it off me and pulling it into himself, powering himself so that he could heal.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

      Lexy took another step toward me and with a flash of magic, I was freed and backed away, bumping into the couch. I spun the sword around, pointing it at her, and she eyed it warily for a long moment, a grim smile crossing her face.

      “You don’t even understand what it means that you can hold that so easily, do you?”

      “What does it mean?”

      Her magic began to build. I felt it coursing through her, a chill that burned along my spine. Whatever magic she was preparing to use on me would incapacitate me, much like the paralytic that had held me in the garage. And then what would she do?

      Did she intend to summon the demon king again? He had failed, but it had taken shifters and mages and vampires to ensure that he failed. Now it was only me.

      I doubted that she would fail again.

      As I prepared to relax the magic with the knot buried in my stomach, the door to my condo slammed open.

      Lexy spun, her hand held out before her, and a blast of magic erupted.

      Gran stood in the doorway.

      She frowned and brought her hands together, catching Lexy’s spell and squeezing it down until it was nothing. She flicked her fingers and Lexy went flying across my living room and passed out. Gran stalked over to her, still holding her hands together, and I realized that it was Lexy’s dark magic balled up between her hands. She pushed it away from her, down into Lexy.

      She gasped and then stopped breathing.

      “Gran?”

      She stood over Lexy, her eyes blazing with rage that I’d only seen a few times from her, and then that dissipated. She turned her attention to me and flicked her wrist, the door to my condo slamming closed.

      “She knew too much, Katie. We had to control her before she went to the rest of the Dark Council.”

      I licked my lips, my mouth dry. Everything about me was achy and sore, as if I had run a marathon. Sinking onto my couch, I looked over at the fallen mage, no longer breathing. As a physician, I should try and see if I could help her, but as the granddaughter to what appeared to be a powerful mage, I knew better than to attempt that.

      “What did she know?”

      Gran plopped down next to me. She had opened her mouth to answer when the door to my condo opened slowly. When Gramps popped his head through, I jolted to my feet, energized in a way that I hadn’t thought possible.

      “Gramps? You’re alive!”

      “It would take more than a demon like that to take me down,” he said, wrapping his arms around me in a hug. He looked past me to Gran. “Did you tell her yet?”

      “I was getting ready to,” Gran said.

      “Tell me what?”

      Grants guided me back to the couch and we took a seat, my grandparents on either side of me. Gramps took my hand and squeezed, but Gran sat with her hand in her lap.

      “What is it that you don’t want to tell me? Is it the council? The day they discover that I have dark magic?”

      Gran glanced over at the fallen dark mage. “You are protected from the council, for now.”

      “How?”

      Gran looked at Gramps and they shared a long glance. “We serve the council quite directly, Katie. We have more than a little influence on it.”

      It dawned on me then why Aron had taken her order to escort me out of the building and back home. “Are you on the council?”

      “Katie,” Gran started.

      “No,” I said. “It’s an easy question. Are you or are you not on the council?”

      Gramps frowned. “Not so much, but we work with the council quite directly. It’s why we were called here.”

      “You’re not knights or archers.”

      “No. That’s not our specialty.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “Right now, that’s not what matters,” Gran said.

      “If the council hasn’t discovered my dark magic, then why the tension?”

      “We’ve long wondered about your connection to magic,” Gramps said, his voice soft and his words slow. “We’ve assumed that you had dark magic, especially with how you describe it and how different it is from what we experience. We’ve shielded you, and when you showed no interest in the magical world, we thought it wouldn’t matter what kind of magic you ultimately had.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Gran’s gaze dropped to the sword that I had resting against one leg. “There’s something that we haven’t explained well to you,” Gran said.

      “What?”

      “It’s your mother,” she said. “She was a powerful mage. I think, had she wanted to, she would have risen quite high within the mage world.”

      “Why didn’t she want to?”

      “Your mother traced a different type of power. Arcane power.”

      “Arcane?” I asked.

      Gramps nodded. “The kind that could only be accessed on the other side of the Veil.”

      “What are you getting at? And what does this have to do with the kind of magic I might have?”

      “After seeing you with the demon king, seeing how you can handle this sword, we think we understand where your mother met your father.”

      “Where?” My heart was hammering, and my hands had gone clammy.

      “We think she crossed over the Veil.”

      “I don’t understand. I didn’t think anyone could cross over from this side.”

      “It doesn’t happen often, and it takes considerable power. As you’ve seen with the demon king, there is something on the other side of the Veil. And that is what I fear your mother went after.”

      “What else is there?”

      Their gaze both dipped to the sword and they stared at it.

      “A demon?” I looked from Gran to Gramps. Neither of them would meet my eyes. “Is that what you think?”

      “We don’t know, but the more we learn about your magic, the more we are left to wonder,” Gran said. Silence fell between us before she stood. “I think I’m going to get some wine. Would you like a glass?”

      I nodded numbly. As Gran made her way to the kitchen, I looked over at Gramps. It wasn’t so much what they were saying that troubled me. It was what they left unsaid. More than that, it was the way the demon king had seemed to know me. To recognize my power. To use my power.

      It was more than a demon they feared. They didn’t need to say it, but I could tell that they were afraid that my father was one of the demon kings.

      Gramps held my hand, but it did nothing to slow my pounding heart. It did nothing to change the fact that holding the demon sword had augmented my power. And it did nothing to change the seduction I had felt when the demon king had attempted to call that power out of me.

      “What now?” I asked Gramps.

      “That, Katie, will be up to you.”

      When Gran returned from the kitchen, somehow carrying three glasses of wine, I took one of them and drank it in nearly a single gulp. When it was gone, I stood and took a shaky breath. “I’m going to bed. I need to get some rest before my shift.”

      Gran opened her mouth as if to say something, but Gramps took her hand and patted it, silencing her. He smiled at me. “We’re always here if you need us.”

      When I reached my room, falling onto my bed without moving the covers back, I stared at the ceiling. I did need to get some rest before my shift, but I doubted that sleep would come for me anytime soon. I may have survived a magical attack from a dark mage who had summoned a demon king, but would it matter now that the demon king knew about me?

      How could I hide? All I wanted was a normal life, one that I lived outside of the magical world. Even now, that is all that I want. Despite trying to stay away from it my entire life, fearing that I would be caught by the council and have my magic burned off, it seemed as if that world had drawn me in.

      I wouldn’t let it. I would do as I always had. Suppress my magic. Tie it deeply within me so that it couldn’t bubble to the surface. And I would continue my residency, helping people as best as I could.

      Rolling to my side, I tried to sleep, content in my decision, but it was a long time before it claimed me.
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        * * *

      

      Grab Postmortem, book 2 of Medicine and Magic, out now!

      And check below on how to get a Foul Moon, a FREE short story set in the world of Medicine and Magic.
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      The magical world calls to me but I want nothing more than to heal.

      Working in the ER gives me a chance to help people while hiding from the magical world. It’s a place where few magical folk ever visit, and never by choice.

      When a patient comes into the ER with a magical injury, I’m forced to use my magic to heal, but doing so draws the wrong kind of attention to me. This time, I doubt Aron can help, especially since I know my type of magic isn’t dark magic at all.

      It’s worse. Much worse.

      Wanting nothing more than to hide from my powers, I’m thrust into the center of a budding war between factions of mages. The Dark Council wants to use me, but I worry as much about the mage council discovering what I am. They’ll do worse than burn off my magic. They’ll be forced to kill me.

      With my work suffering, I have to find a way to end the magic attacks, or I might not only be forced into the magical world, I might lose my job.
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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 Flatline. 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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