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      Ceridwen Gault. Educator, liar and mage.

      It’s already been a rough day when Ceri is summoned to a party packed with psychic vampires. Not to worry. It gets worse. She returns home to see her son’s girlfriend has been replaced by a fetch, a supernatural creature often called a death omen.

      Welcome to a day in the life of Ceri Gault, mage extraordinaire.

      Now, instead of grading papers this weekend, she has to find out why the girl’s been kidnapped and get her back before school starts Monday morning.

      Where will the trail lead? To the lilim (think overly emotional vampires), or the werewolves, or even the fé who rules the city?

      Ceri doesn’t care. Either way she’s gonna kick some a—uhhh, butt. It’s time to come out of hiding and take a stand.
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      The heat lay on the students and me like a layer of half-melted taffy, sticky and unpleasant. The fan and open windows didn’t touch it, and the elderly high school building only had working air conditioning in the administration and science blocks. Fancy that.

      This late in October it should’ve been nice and cool, but we were experiencing a colossal heatwave. The trick-or-treat and party costumes would likely be even skimpier than usual.

      Priya, a new transfer student, shook her head. “Why are commas and semicolons so complicated, Mrs. G?” Her words lilted, which made her accent pleasant and enchanting.

      I smiled at her. “You just have to practice a little more. You’re doing well.”

      She widened her brown eyes at me and made a face, standing with her tablet tucked against her waist. She was the last student I was working with today. Soothing her worries about the test on Monday had taken more time than it should’ve, but she understood the material.

      When she left, I consulted the list I’d made for closing up the room. Details slipping had dogged me for years. It had worsened enough lately I’d begun fighting back with checklists. The little things seemed to be what always got me. I couldn’t even really blame this on being middle-aged. I’d always been forgetful… though it was worsening.

      There were moments when I wished my Friday afternoons didn't include tutoring teenagers in grammar and writing, but you do what you’ve gotta to make a living. True, I could manipulate magic, but all that talent had ever gotten me was hunted. No making gold from straw for me. Teaching not only paid the bills. It also kept me safe.

      I checked that I had my car fob before I locked the room, then set off at a good pace down the hall, hoping to avoid anyone calling my name for a volunteer opportunity. The vice principal was like an evil jack-in-the-box, ready to jump out of nowhere with extra work clenched in her damp fists.

      The coast was clear. Outside the school doors, my old beat-up, bright blue Malibu gleamed like a hope of escape in the parking lot.

      My son, Jimmy, went to school here, and I usually gave him a ride, but he’d gotten one with his girlfriend Liz instead today so they could get ready for the football game later. Important stuff. Since they’d started going out, he’d gone to all the games to support her cheerleading.

      A couple of the other teachers were staying even later than I was. Their cars sat in the parking lot, looking sad and lonely, but I was free! As an added bonus, I had a little extra time to shower and get myself ready before my sort-of date.

      We were going to a Halloween party. I even had a costume I’d bought in a fit of whimsy—and my daughter’s encouragement—at the Ren Faire.

      I started the car and swore before I threw it into reverse. The gas gauge read way too close to empty. I’d forgotten to fill it this morning. Once again, I would have to support the local extortionate prices at the gas station down the street.

      Gossamer strands of loose magic tangling through the air reached out for me as the tank filled. The world was full of it, but only those who perceived it could use it. The movement of putting the pump nozzle back into the cradle helped me shoo them away. I wanted them, every moment, so much it sometimes hurt.

      But I knew better. The last time I truly called the magic, I'd ended up in a dungeon—and not the kind in romance novels. Even if I would risk capture for me, I wouldn’t risk my kids.

      Once in the car, my hands tightened on the steering wheel, and I inhaled deeply. The magic tangled and fizzed around me, wanting to be let in. I kept it out with the determination of long practice. There were days when I was weak and sifted a little so I could use it for a tiny bit of will working, but not today. I was going to be going out on a date, and I didn't want to smell of magic, not at all, in case any of the many kins were around.

      While this world was humanity’s territory, humanity’s home, it touched on all of the other dominions. Almost like a crossroads, and so the inhabitants of other dimensions often traveled here, finding thin spots in the barriers between their dominions and ours. Thus, legends of elves and vampires and so many other creatures sprang up behind them. Together, they were the kins, humanity’s brothers and sisters, each kin with their own gifts. The lilim, famed for their looks, could influence emotions and feed on them. Daoine sidhe were strong, attractive, and deadly fast. Fé created illusions more real than reality.

      Humanity’s gift was to manipulate magic to create whatever effect we desired if it lay within the strength of will of the mage. It only manifested in a very few of us. The kins, who could tell when magic was being, used hunted mages amongst the humans. All kins wanted us as servants or slaves. Magic was a powerful and frightening talent and our hunters found it incredibly useful—once we were controlled. I’d escaped after being taken, and now I hid in plain sight. Calling myself a thin-blooded lilim—human enough to have none of their emotion-influencing abilities—gave me the opportunity to monitor what the various factions were doing. If a hunt came to town or suspicion drifted in my direction, my family and I would be gone in moments.

      I pushed the memories back and headed for home. My house was nestled in the depths of a housing development that had seen better days long ago. Small lots, weather-beaten exteriors, and elderly vehicles predominated. But it was mine.

      Liz's tiny orange car was already parked on the street. My son’s girlfriend was a tall, blonde athlete and one of the sweetest girls I'd ever met.

      Introverted and quiet, Jimmy had inherited his good looks from his father but his personality from me, poor guy. I had no idea what Jimmy had done to catch her attention.

      Both were in their senior year. A bit late to it, Jimmy had only just started looking at colleges, despite my constant nagging.

      Dara, my daughter, had flapped out of the nest so fast she’d almost ignited her feathers. She was taking a semester off of college. I wasn't sure what the allure of a bartending career was, but she seemed to enjoy it right now. She was beyond listening to my advice at this point. All I could do now was hope I’d succeeded in teaching her to be a good—and also competent—adult.

      The basement door had been left open, as per the house rules when they were down there. The faint whiff of incense and hum of low voices confirmed their presence. They’d be leaving for the football game soon.

      In my room, I stripped out of my sweaty work clothes, peeling off my bra with a sigh of pleasure. I’d have to put on another, but for the moment, it felt so good.

      After showering, I considered my costume. A puffy white-sleeved, low-cut shirt, front-lacing brown corset, and a wide ankle-length skirt in vivid emerald—I’d even bought shoes to match. Dara had helped me pick it out—a happy memory. She was busy enough that we didn’t see each other too often. Not enough by far.

      The corset, made of tan leather, whispered under my fingers, soft and supple. I wanted to look good, but I didn't want to look quite that available.

      When I’d mentioned that, Dara had rolled her eyes. “It’s not that low, Mom. You look great!”

      Oh, why not? I put it on, tugging the blouse a little higher, and applied some makeup before posing for myself in the mirror. Well, all right then. I did look nice. My naturally red hair held some gray strands now, but I’d dyed it black when I’d escaped and gone into hiding. The ensemble would’ve looked better with my hair it’s natural color, but at least the creamy blouse flattered my freckled skin.

      Banging on the front door brought me careening back into the living room, the skirt swishing around my ankles quite satisfactorily.

      When I opened the door, instead of being the date I was looking forward to, the handsome face of my visitor knotted my stomach with annoyance.

      “Oh,” I muttered. “You.” Bleys was the representative of the lilim who dealt with thin-bloods like me, or like they thought I was.

      Some of the kins interbred with humanity, though the children were almost always less powerful or entirely lacking in the kin’s power. Lilim accepted those children and made extensive use of them. It was much better that they think me a non-magical lilim offspring than what I really was. If they knew I was a mage…

      My claim of being a thin blood put me under the purview of the lilim, not Schmidt, the fé who claimed this territory. I’d gone to him to get a new identity when I’d arrived in the city, and while I’d liked his subordinates, he’d annoyed me to the point of madness.

      The thin-blood lie explained any minor slips of knowledge I might make, and Jimmy had been fathered by one. It meant he couldn’t be a mage, but that was better for him. Dara hadn’t inherited the talent either, though her children might.

      A consequence of the lie was that I had to pay a portion of my salary to the organization of lilim in the area and be available to run errands for them. In exchange, they were supposed to protect me from predators in other kins. Like the changing kins, there was a new pack of werewolves in town.

      Normally they confined their hunts to those who wouldn’t be missed, but they also preyed on humans who found out about the kins and had no protector. I had no wish to be their prey.

      I shivered and covered it with a huff of unfeigned annoyance. "Bleys. I've already paid my monthly tithe. What are you doing here?"

      His perfectly arched brows shot up as he took in my appearance. “Are you going to let me in?”

      Sighing, I opened the door enough for him to enter.

      “You look lovely, Ceri.” He strolled into the living room. “The costume suits you.”

      I tensed as steps thudded on the stairs. Please don’t come up, please don't come up…

      Liz emerged from the basement, already dressed in her cheerleader outfit, and hurried for the door. Bleys's eyes were fixed on her, and I could almost see his gears moving as he watched her move—young, pretty, and enthusiastic.

      Jimmy followed her, flicking an annoyed glance at Bleys.

      Liz did a double-take as she took in my outfit. “You look really nice! I forgot what time it was, Mrs. G. We have to get to the field. Is it ok if I come here to shower after the game?"

      “Sure. They’re traveling again?”

      She nodded. Her parents were entrepreneurs who spent a lot of time away from home. She had standing permission from them and me to stay here in Dara’s room. It helped alleviate her anxiety.

      Liz and Jimmy ran out the door. Bleys's eyes remained on her in a way I really didn't like.

      "My son's girlfriend. Don't even." I glared at him. Lilim were like psychic vampires, consuming emotional energies. Far too many of them chose to use sex as a primary feeding method.

      "Very nice." There was amusement in his glance and a purr in his voice. “You both look like a dream.”

      “No, Bleys.” While he was low status in the city—hence, him riding herd on thin-bloods—Bleys at least understood no meant no and had only tried once to use the emotion influencing powers on me. It had ended badly. Nowadays, I refrained from assaulting him with my heavy bag, and he didn’t try to mess with my head. That relationship worked for us.

      “The new boss is throwing a party tonight and wants everyone to show up so he can meet them. Mandatory, Ceri. Ten sharp. I’ll text you the address."

      I bit my lip. “I’ve already made plans.”

      “Bring your date too, if you want. Just show up.” Bleys shrugged. “There’s going to be a billion people there, but I don’t suggest you start your relationship with the boss by ignoring orders. He doesn’t seem the forgiving type.”

      That would attract attention I didn’t want. I’d have to let Nick know plans had changed. If it was like other lilim gatherings, the people would be pretty and the food good, and if we exited quickly, we should be fine.

      “Fine,” I grumbled.

      "Thanks so much, Ceri!" His mocking voice faded as he strolled out of the house.

      I straightened and poured two glasses of wine as I waited for Nick to arrive.

      Nick pulled up a half-hour later, just as the sky began darkening. He waved as he got out of the car, which was parked precisely parallel to the curb. He was always punctual. I’d never known him to be late. He worked for an Institute that contracted with the federal government as a metallurgist. He didn't look the part, though. He was in good shape, tall and thin with lightly grayed, brown hair. No glasses.

      "I've already poured a glass of wine for you," I said. It was an old joke between us. I had one or two brands I liked, and I always ordered them. He’d taken to ordering them for me at restaurants before I arrived, since I tended to be late. I laughed at him as he mimed shock and sipped.

      “Sorry.” I drained my glass.

      Surprise flitted across his face. "Bad day?"

      "Trying. Just found out I need to show at a work function. Another costume party.” The grimace on my face welled from someplace deep within me. “Mandatory. We can meet up and go to the other party after?"

      He gazed at me, and then his eyes shifted to my wine glass. I looked down to find my fist was clenched on the stem.

      “I would like to go with you if it’s bothering you this much, Ceri.”

      It warmed my heart, but when he said Ceri, I missed my real name, Ceridwen. Ceri was close, but I’d never liked it much. The rest of his statement caught up with me…I’d only heard that tone rarely from him, but it was determination. We’d be here hours, discussing it to death, if I tried to dissuade him.

      “Do you have a costume?” It was the first step to giving in. If we were just in and out, he should be safe. Nick was solid and average and quiet. Not the lilims’ preferred meal. And Bleys, while an ass, would help get him out if one of the nastier lilim decided to bother us.

      “I have a mask. I’ll say I’m an actor.” He smiled at me. The smile said the conversation was over and done with. I sighed. I liked his stubbornness, except when it was directed toward me.

      Shaking my head, I put the glasses in the sink. “Fine, thank you.”

      "Bets on where Liz will end up after the game?" Nick gave me a wry smile as I sat next to him on the couch.

      "No bets. She gets nervous when she’s home alone."

      "She’s going to college?"

      I nodded. "She’s deciding which one suits her best, and getting Jimmy to apply for himself, which is more than I’ve succeeded at."

      “He’s a good kid. Some people just aren’t as well organized.”

      I eyed him. “I bet you fold your socks, and I know your books are in alphabetical order on the shelves.”

      “Yes. Doesn’t mean I don’t understand disorganized people.” His eyes twinkled as he watched me rise.

      I held out my hand. “Let’s go.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The address was in an old-money suburb, a large house next to a golf course. Probably cost more than I’d make in a decade. Stone-built, it was enclosed by a tall stone wall as well. The gate across the driveway had swung back, and Nick drove us in. The driveway curved farther and farther into the property, shaded by old trees and landscaped within an inch of its life.

      Cars that didn’t fit on the extended parking area sat on the plush, velvety grass, waiting for their owners to leave. Like weeds, they were more akin to my car than the expensive sports cars parked in the driveway.

      Jack-o’-lanterns grinned on the ground, and orange fairy lights and silvery spiderwebs decorated the trees and plants. Hardy autumn flowers, asters and mums, bloomed in fanciful pots situated on the grounds. A flagstone path led to open French doors.

      Early as we were, most of the lilim in the city had already gathered inside. It looked like a model and actor convention. Overly pretty people wearing expensive clothes. It turned out being beautiful and able to make people fall in love—or lust—was good for the bank account. Who knew?

      Worry clenched my gut as Nick’s sleeve brushed my arm and he took in the room. I set my phone alarm for five minutes and hurried to the door. Then, I spotted Bleys and veered toward him.

      “These are your coworkers?” Nick sounded bemused.

      Oh, I hoped he didn’t ask too many questions. “Second job, and they aren’t educators. I just have to show up for a few minutes.”

      Bleys met me halfway, glancing at Nick, brow furrowed. “Good. This way.”

      For his sins, Bleys did try to shelter thin-bloods from the predatory, full-blooded lilim…who were all in the house. He kept a hand on my arm, leading me to the side of a clean-shaven blond man of average height.

      He didn’t look as scary as he must’ve actually been to keep this many lilim in line. Lilim followed the strongest, which meant he’d beaten their old leader. Susan, a woman whose cruelty had been legendary, had vanished from public view a few months ago. I didn’t want to know what had happened, although I could easily guess.

      “Mr. Pryce, this is Ceri Gault. She’s one of the thin-bloods who serve the family.”

      Shrewd, penetrating blue eyes met mine, and I fought the urge to step back. That bright intelligence came across as threatening. Luckily, my outfit hid the sudden outbreak of sweat.

      “Pleased to meet you.” His voice was low, though rather pleasant. “And your guest?”

      Nick extended a hand. “Nick Damarian.”

      Pryce’s interested gaze at Nick made me even more nervous. My text notification pinged. Perfect timing.

      “Oh, no, we need to go!” I frowned at the phone, grabbing Nick’s hand as I backed up and bowed slightly. “Jimmy needs a ride to the urgent care center.”

      Poor Jimmy. As far as they knew, he was one of the unhealthiest children ever. That lie and a programmed ping had saved me from so many awkward situations. Prevarication was my friend. “Pleasure to meet you,” I called as I turned and beat tracks.

      The eyes on my back pursued me to the door, and I worked to keep my knees tight to prevent them from shaking.

      "Do you want to visit for a bit before the kids get home?" I looked up at Nick’s face, my voice shy. “I’d like some time to recharge before going to the other party.”

      Nick smiled back at me as we worked through the bodies toward the door. "Of course. I’d love a break."

      Heat rose in my cheeks as I glanced away, into the sea of people in the yard. It had been a long time since I took a risk like this. We made our way to the door and departed, avoiding more groups of lilim and thin bloods as we trekked to Nick’s car.

      Once we were in the car, he turned to me. His tone was very quiet as he said, “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Yes?” This sounded a little serious. What could he need to tell me right this moment?

      Nick took my hand and gazed into my eyes. “I think you’re aware that the world has room for lots of different…kins. Since this party establishes that you know about them, I have to say I hope never to see so many lilim in one place again.”

      My muscles stiffened, and my voice chilled, despite my best effort to remain casual. “I might be.” How had this slipped past me? Was he a thin-blood or even a full-blooded kin? Why had he waited so long to tell me? How did I let this happen? I had to get out of here. I pulled my hand back and out of his.

      He stared at my hand now in my lap and grimaced. “I’m not entirely as I appear.”

      “Illusion?” I couldn’t stop the ege in my voice.

      “Yes.”

      Damn it. “What kin are you?” Anxiety dampened my palms. I liked him, and I wanted to continue as friends, but that largely depended on what he said next. I sincerely hoped he wasn’t a troll. Though I was fond of him, I was also superficial. I didn’t want a meat-eating giant around my kids. Or me, for that matter.

      “A svartalfar.”

      Oh. Okay. Uh. I groped for what I knew about them…metalworkers, which made sense. He was a metallurgist, who worked for a local think tank. I’d never seen or met one before, to my knowledge. This wasn’t so bad. And if he thought I was an ordinary human he would’ve hidden this from me. But I should’ve been able to see past his illusion.

      It was his turn to ask questions. “Are you a remarkably restrained lilim or a thin-blood?”

      “Thin-blood.” I lied automatically. I couldn’t keep the laugh out of my voice, even though I’d have to think long and hard before I told him the truth, if ever. I wanted to see his true appearance, to make sure he was telling me the truth, but didn’t want to risk a spell to give me truesight. Especially not here.

      Little shivers of anxiety fought with memories of Nick going back years. I’d known him for years. He’d always been kind, and we’d been friends for a long time before he tentatively suggested a date three months ago. We’d only dated twice since then as I worked past my anxieties. It had taken me nearly two decades to learn to trust men, even a little, after my husband handed me over to the kins in exchange for money and status. And the first one I take a chance on turns out to be a kin. Seriously?

      It was a very quiet drive.

      When we pulled up at home, Liz's little car was already parked in the driveway. My worry spiked and made me get out of the car quickly. They’d left the game early, which Liz would only do if injured. Something was wrong.

      Nick trailed me heading inside the house. I paused on the porch, magic scraping at me, demanding and thick. It had an edge that I had last felt a long time ago when enemies had come for me. Magic wasn’t sentient, but I had a low level of foreseeing that warned me if I might need it. A deep sense of foreboding weighted my stomach.

      I frowned. This close to home, I accepted a trickle of the power and used it to turn on my alternative vision, truesight. It would let me see what was real and what was not as I hurried through the front door.

      Jimmy sat on the couch, unusually far from Liz, staring at her and frowning. She had her leg elevated, her ankle and knee wrapped in bulky elastic bandages.

      Liz flashed Nick and me a thousand-watt smile. "Hi! It looks worse than it is."

      Beneath the smile, truesight sketched an unformed face beneath hers, a lanky body expanded to match her athletic form. Holy crap. A fetch had copied Liz's shape.
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      Adrenaline turned my joints to jelly as my thoughts scattered like rabbits startled by a lawnmower. Fear for Liz, fear of what the fetch meant, though not of the creature herself, made it hard to breathe.

      Fetches were a kin blessed, and also cursed, with hyper-elastic minds and forms. Human folklore said that they were a death warning, the duplicate telling you the end was nigh but that myth had grown from fetches being used to replace people the kins wanted to take. Even the kins had hesitated to just swipe the rich or powerful, so they’d left substitutes. And they still followed the practice to this day, obviously.

      I’d learned the truth about fetches from the one who had duplicated me when I’d been captured eighteen years ago. I found her after I broke free and took her with me and my daughter, knowing she was as much a victim as I. We still stayed in contact. She’d moved and become a school bus driver in Alaska, near a large fetch community.

      A quirk of that kin was that the younger the fetch, the more malleable they were. Many fetches tried to live quietly and hidden since their children were regarded as valuable commodities by the powerful. Once a young fetch imprinted upon a person, they were that person until the original died. So, kill the original and the child fetch reverted to its own form, ready to be reused.  A creative owner could question many prisoners with a single fetch child …and why care if the experience scarred them or drove them mad? The poor fetch children often killed themselves within a year, helped in their method by all the knowledge they’d acquired from the people whose memories they’d absorbed.

      Even when forced to give up a child, fetches charged a premium for their sacrifice. The fetch in front of me had cost someone steeply, and I needed to find out what had made Liz that valuable.

      Then, I would find her and bring her back before whoever had her killed her.

      The truesight granted by my magic didn’t waver as I made my way to my shabby green recliner and seated myself. Jimmy watched me, half rising, and not-Liz clasped her hands together between her knees and shifted forward.

      “Are you feeling well?” she asked. Even having known a fetch who’d copied me, I thought the mimicry was uncanny. Perhaps because the impression was so recent.

      A rustle next to me reminded me of Nick’s presence. I turned to him, and another truth met my eyes. His skin was darker than any human, a flat black more like spilled ink than the multifaceted tones of human skin. His face, framed by ash-blond hair, was similar to the illusion he wore- the cheekbones a little sharper, the eyes set more at an angle.

      With silver eyes full of concern, he crouched by me, one hand resting on the arm of the recliner. “Ceri?”

      I turned my gaze back to the fetch. "Did you replace Liz at the game?" I tried to keep my voice even, as it wasn’t the fetch’s fault, but a little of the worry and anger bubbled around the corners, melting the words. This would reveal me, but I didn’t care. Memories of fear and anger, of when I was taken to be broken, shoved me to the cold place where I could kill if Nick betrayed my trust. A fetch child would be easy to contain as long as I kept her separate. She would feel the affection I hoped Liz had for me. “I see you, fetch.”

      Nick drew in a breath. "There's something pertinent that you haven’t told me, either," he whispered.

      He didn’t sound happy. He sounded downright snappish. Only mages could see true. He knew what I was now, for better or worse.

      I couldn’t find any fucks to give at the moment.

      Jimmy’s brows drew together. His hands clenched as he stared at the fetch, mouth tight. He was good at staying silent and gathering information before he spoke, like me. “This isn’t Liz, then. I wasn’t completely sure, so I wanted to wait until you saw her. What do we do?”

      The fetch shivered. Her eyes—wide and blue— darted from me to Nick to Jimmy.

      I stared at her. "Do you know why they took her?"

      The fetch nodded vigorously, her blond ponytail bouncing. "She’s a mage. Like you."

      Liz was a mage? I was 0-for-2 at this point on not knowing when someone was other. I would have sworn it wasn’t possible. She had none of the signs. I’d seen faint traces of them in my children even though they only carried the potential to pass it on to their children. I didn’t even see that in her.

      Jimmy stared at the fetch. "Mom. I know what a fetch is. Is Liz dead?"

      I shook my head hastily. “No, I don’t think so.” Of course, I couldn’t know if that was true.

      The fetch looked on the verge of tears, lips trembling as she glanced at him. She’d feel Liz’s feelings for him, too. Even if her current identity was stolen, the being sitting on my couch was still a child. I had to remind myself of that.

      "Oh, God." Jimmy paled. He looked away from me, shoulders tensed, body curled as if he were expecting a blow out of nowhere. "Mom, you said the kins smell when you do the magic, and that’s why you don’t. Does that mean they could smell a spell on a human even if that person didn’t have any magic themselves?"

      Worry sent a cold chill down my spine. "Yes, Jimmy. Is there a reason for that question?"

      He inhaled then raised his chin. "I did a ritual I found in one of your books to clear Liz’s mind and help her focus so that she’d pass the essay test today." The words burst out of him like a long-delayed flood. "I can do magic too, Mom. Look."

      He twiddled his fingers, and the sight confirmed the feathery sensation as the magic in the room moved in a subtle flow around his hands. It was a small shift, but it answered him, pooling in his hands. A prickling sensation crossed my arms as he manipulated it, and a pale flame flickered on his palm.

      “I know you worry. That’s why I didn’t say anything until now.” He met my eyes, his other hand clenched and white-knuckled. So young. My baby.

      The concealment of his abilities hurt, but pride flared in me—he was a mage! And fear—I wanted him to be safe, not a hunted commodity. Each emotion fought a brief battle inside me. And confusion—his father was a lilim, how had he manifested as a mage? He must mostly be my son, and that thought eased an old, old wound.

      I got up, walked over, and hugged him. “It’s easier to learn if you talk to people. Is there anything else I should know before I go to get Liz?”

      The cat was out of the bag for the fetch and Nick. I’d deal with it later. Grandfather had told me to kill any kin-member who found out what we were and bury them deep to avoid being enslaved. I didn’t want to kill Nick or the fetch. There must be another way. I just had to find it.

      Jimmy closed his fingers, and the light winked out. His words came out in a rush. "Dara can do it, too. Dara put a spell on you a month ago so you wouldn't be so stressed and scared and angry all the time. But it made you forget things even more. And we couldn’t figure out how to take it off. We tried, over and over. So, we warded it instead, to keep the kins from seeing the spell."

      Even more mixed emotions stampeded through me. Pure rage that they’d messed with my head joined the hurt, fear, and pride. They had risked so much. We needed to run far away, so I could train them how to hide and get it through their thick heads. We needed to conceal ourselves and run if discovered. Standing and fighting, however attractive, had never been an option while they were younger and seemed foolish to me even now.

      "You do have a lot of problems." Nick’s calm, measured voice made me want to bang my head on the wall.

      I faced him, caught up in hope that Nick wouldn’t turn from my friend into my worst nightmare. Because I needed help getting Jimmy and the fetch someplace safe, along with Dara. A plan was forming in my mind for finding Liz.

      First, though, I needed to examine the spell and ward they’d hung on me. Why hadn’t I noticed it before?

      Gazing down, sharpening the truesight to a level I never used because of the headaches it gave me, subtle sparks sprang into focus. They orbited me irregularly, head to foot.

      They’d built this ward over the spell, hiding it, a beautiful and powerful piece of work. The magic of it swirled around my hand when I ran my fingertips over the surface of my arm. It felt like my own life force. No wonder I hadn’t noticed it passively. It hid the magic. I could work at least minor magic and not risk anyone seeing it. That could be handy. Very handy.

      My children were brilliant. They’d worked out a way to use magic to hide magic. It shouldn’t be possible. And I was still absolutely furious at them for concealing all of this and spelling me without my permission. Talk about needing consent. I leveled Jimmy with my best mom-glare. “Did you put the ward on yourselves, to hide?”

      “Yes.” Jimmy nodded, still eyeing me nervously, expecting wrath.

      The ward clung like a plastic wrap when I tried to lift it, tangling on me and itself. Tugging, I reinforced my grip with more magic, feeling the ward’s resilience. A tough, flexible ward.

      "How did you figure out how to do it?" Nick asked.

      I ignored the prickles of Jimmy trying to see what I was doing as he explained. "Dara went to the library and checked out books on magic. We practiced in the basement when mom was grading papers. Afterward, we just looked at the books in Mom’s library.” His voice sounded distracted while his attention focused on me.

      Those books lived in a locked cedar chest. I was going to find out how they’d gotten past the ward I put on it. I didn’t like feeling incompetent.

      My money was on Dara being the instigator and architect. She was far too sneaky for her own good.

      I concentrated on the orbiting sparks. Despite my best effort, hurt welled inside me, almost breaking my focus. My children had hidden their talents from me, used them on me even.

      Though they’d tried to help me…I’d damaged them with my fear. I faced it even as the ward shone like a lure to work more magic.

      Clenching my fist, I caught one of the sparkling motes and crushed it. The magic tore under my fingers, disrupting a portion of the spell. As I watched, the mote reintegrated, though much smaller.

      The damn thing even regenerated. Whichever of my children had done it, had real power. No wonder they couldn’t get the underlying spell off. I didn’t have the time to finish doing this right now. I had to find Liz before they started getting down to breaking her mind and spirit. Later, when I had my head again, Jimmy and Dara were going to catch hell.

      And then help me remove the calming spell they’d put on me, which would potentially be punishment enough.

      “Why hide it from her?” Nick asked.

      “We didn’t want Mom to worry. You’re awfully accepting, Mr. Damarian.” Jimmy’s brow had furrowed, as it always did when he suspected patronization. My son’s temper wasn’t as well controlled as it needed to be now.

      “Because I’m one of the predators you should be afraid of.” Nick’s level voice carried a chill, quiet menace. “I’m of the kins, and you never knew.”

      My son left the couch, backing away from Nick and the fetch.

      Crackling fire appeared in my hand.

      “Ceri, do you think I’d hurt him?” Nick didn’t shift his gaze from Jimmy.

      I didn’t, actually, but still. “Why did you threaten him?”

      “He needs to be less confident. Overconfidence will get him taken even if they can’t see his magic.” He turned to face me. So strange, the face I could see underneath the human visage I was so familiar with.

      The fetch—I couldn't call her Liz—looked at us uncertainly from the couch. Her tone was tentative as she asked, "What's going to happen now?"

      “We need to find Liz.” Harsh and clipped, my voice rattled in my ears. I gentled it. “Tell me about the person or people who bought you from your clan. Where did they take you so that you could take your impression from Liz?”

      Her lips trembled. “The man who came was tall, and dark-haired. He wore expensive clothes, and he seemed very nice.” She looked from me to Jimmy with wide, scared eyes. “I liked him. I showed him my ball, and he said it was the prettiest. Grandmother told me that I was going to be a human girl all my life, and that I’d be happy with my new family because they loved the girl. Plus, I’d still see my real family when they visited at night. Then the man took my hand, and we got in a shiny red car. He took me to a place with lots of trees, a park or maybe a small forest. At first, when he left, I was all alone. Then Liz came. She was a little scared, and then I became her. And I drove home in her car, to here.”

      She rambled just like Liz did when she was nervous. Liz was smart, but under stress she sounded like a young kid.

      “Do you know who took her, from her memories?” Nick asked, his voice quiet and kind.

      “She was blindfolded the entire time. I didn’t see who brought her or who waited for her either.”

      “Do you remember the name of the man who spoke with your grandmother?” I held my breath. I knew most of the kin community by name.

      “Bleys.”

      Oh, dear heavens. Lilim had taken her. I had to get to her as quickly as possible. I knew the exact techniques they would use to try to make her pliable. My skin crawled with the memories prickling in my mind and making me sweat. Lilim would bludgeon her emotionally until she gave in completely to what they wanted.

      The thought that Bleys would pay for a fetch substitute to have Liz for himself was laughable. Fetches were expensive, and he had no reason to care what a human teenager’s parents would think if she simply disappeared.

      “Jimmy, go into Dara’s room and get me some hair from Liz’s brush. Nick, please move the furniture back to the walls.” I paused, looking at the fetch. “You aren’t Liz. We can call you Mary, if that’s okay. Do you like the name?”

      “It’s our middle name. Yes, that’s fine.” She hobbled off the couch as Nick shoved it back. The injury was real. Liz would be injured when I found her. Or had she been taken before the injury? Ugh.

      Nick frowned, then picked her up and carried her to a kitchen chair before grabbing a bag of frozen peas. She put it on her ankle with a grateful smile.

      I tracked it all in a blur, pulling to mind a locating ritual intended for objects. People shed hair. Liz certainly did. I cleaned it out of the vacuum all the time. So I’d follow the trail of shedding until we found her.

      Bleys would not be a happy lilim if the trail led to him before I found Liz.

      I settled on the floor, stealing a cushion from the couch for my backside. The full skirts of my costume pooled around me, a sea of green on the beige carpet. Jimmy plopped down beside me, dropping the handful of hair into my waiting hand. Liz had long thick hair, and just pulling it out of a brush made for a decent-sized handful.

      I elongated the hairs, twisting them around one another, and then pulled the green pendant from around my neck. I wrapped the hair around the stone.

      “You’re using crystals?” Nick’s voice sounded amused.

      I ignored him. Liz liked that pendant and had borrowed it for junior prom last year.

      Her personal energy still permeated the hairs. If only I’d ever studied locating people properly. Hiding from them had always been my priority.

      I inhaled, clearing my mind, feeling the silky streamers in the air around me and Jimmy. My need had called them, thick as a knot of scarves.

      A single strand would be enough. Accuracy was needed for this, not power. Coaxing it into the stone and hair, I set my will to find the hair that matched the strands, as fresh as possible.

      Doing that while keeping the truesight burned. I wasn’t used to channeling power, since I spent most of my time hiding mine. I ignored the discomfort as the ritual clicked into place. My will and the magic merged, forming a whole that answered my desire.

      Will working had its dangers when it focused on living beings, and humans were the most at risk. I’d learned painfully over the years to blur minds because I didn’t want to injure people more than I had to, but it was difficult and tricky for me.

      Apparently, not for my children though.

      I couldn’t simply want to find Liz. My magic didn’t work that way. The connection through the strands of hair gave me a bridge, something to tangle my desire to find her on.

      Jimmy sprang to his feet and offered me a hand up.

      The pendant tugged in my hand, insistent, swinging to the west. I headed for the door with Nick close behind me. "Is it safe for them to be here alone together?" Nick sounded curious.

      It was good of him to remind me. Maintaining spells played hell with my focus. I’d forgotten what I intended to tell Jimmy and Mary.

      "You think Jimmy might do something to Mary?” I stopped and met my son’s eyes. Worry and hurt lived in them along with the hope I could fix everything. I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know his expressions and what they meant. "Jimmy, don't go anywhere. Don't answer the door and keep Mary with you. She was never going to hurt you. They are nonviolent. She’s very frightened and she can’t change back to her real self unless Liz dies. So get used to Liz having a twin. You should start packing, we’re leaving as soon as I get home. Text your sister and let her know, too. I can’t split my focus from searching for Liz."

      "Leaving?" Jimmy’s jaw dropped, fear and upset vying for supremacy in his face.

      "I can help you pack. You never fold your clothes right." Mary made a face as she studied Jimmy’s features.

      His responding expression was a mix of annoyance and surprise, seasoned with curiosity. But not malice.

      She had Liz's memories. Jimmy was a good-natured person. After a little more talk he’d be trying to find out about what fetches were, and they’d probably become friendly if not friends.

      Nick put his hand on my arm, the touch firm but light.  “Why don’t we use my car, it’s all-terrain. You’ll leave your transmission behind if you go off-road.”

      He had a point. I followed him out the door to his black pickup truck. Nick slid into the driver’s seat. The crystal twirled and shifted to the west. I guessed that cleared up whether or not Nick was joining me.
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      The soft and squishy seats in Nick’s truck were much more comfortable than the ones in my car. I belted myself in and held the pendant in front of me. It served as a visual cue for him—I didn’t need it since I had the itchy tug within me, strong and uncomfortable.

      I was so tired, the sensation similar to a long workout but with no end in sight. Showing how weary I was would be a bad idea. Weakness gave people ideas. It made them reckless. I didn’t need anyone to be reckless tonight.

      The pendant swung as he took us north, moving slightly but always pointing in the same general direction. It didn’t seem like Liz was moving. That was good, at least.

      “How well do you know this area?” If I guessed his logic, he was headed for a westbound state route that was much less likely to dead-end before we’d found how far west we needed to be.

      “Decently.” The pale greenish light of the dash illuminated his face. His expression was strained, a little sad. A quick glance in my direction showed eyes without the usual quiet humor lurking there. “Ceri, even with all this, I value your friendship. Please don’t run without talking with me first.”

      “I’ll…” Gazing away, biting my lip, I struggled, caught between two wishes. “I’ll try.” I wanted to trust him, but all of my life lessons had taught me something very different.

      I liked him, as well. In fact, I’d hoped maybe we could be more than friends, but I didn’t think that could happen now. Trust had to walk with caring, and my trust was huddled in a ball, tucked up against a wall. Crying.

      Fields and farms edged the west side of the city, seasoned with stands of trees, some large enough to be called small forests. I chafed at the necessity of the circuitous route.  The magical tether sank into me, scratching at my insides. It would become more uncomfortable as we got farther away, a negative indicator.

      Not that it was any fun now.

      He turned at the next road when the pendant bobbed south rather than west, following the curves of the old country road. The car jounced and whined. The next county over didn’t have the money to maintain these less traveled roads.

      Trees surrounded us, cutting off the harvest moon. This patch of forest made me uneasy, made me want to run away.

      Nick grimaced. “Can you dispel the ward that’s trying to push us out?” he said.

      A repelling ward was easier to resist if we knew why we felt repelled. Emotional wards like this one were far less effective when I was aware of their existence.

      “Can you stand it? I don’t have much reserve left.” My voice caught on the words. I didn’t like admitting it.

      “Yes. Ah, well, it’ll make us both irritable when we catch up with the girl.”

      The stone and the tether tugged west again. I took slow, deep breaths to ease myself past the sharp pain in my gut. “Slow down.”

      The car crept along, and a hidden drive came into view.

      The scratching and cramping from the tether rolled through me hard and strong. Weariness made me bow my head for a moment, and my nerves stung from the constant flow of magic. I didn’t like pain, and this was worse than arthritis on a rainy day.

      Nick pulled over and parked in a small, clear area. “We’ll walk from here so they don’t hear us coming.”

      “Yes.” As right as he was, I wasn’t sure how far I could really walk. Not with this magic eating me up inside.

      He ghosted into the trees. I did a double-take then shook my head and started walking on the driveway, leaving the dark woods to Nick. I didn’t want to risk a twisted ankle tonight. The cooling air puffed around me, and I couldn’t see the stars. Clouds were piling up, making the sky look like a storm was finally coming. Of course, me being outside, searching for a missing girl, was the best time for it to pour down rain.

      Perhaps a quarter-mile farther down, the road split. I followed the pain right and then spotted a familiar car parked where the trees thinned to nothing next to a field. I knew that silhouette.

      Bleys stood by the car, using binoculars to survey the field. Why was he here? Why had Liz been brought here? Lilim lived in expensive areas, normally. Unless this was a place where no one would report her screaming.

      The depth of the slow, cold fire that rolled through my gut and chest startled me, fueled by an anger at the betrayal that shouldn’t have surprised me. He was what he was. And he would tell me everything he knew.

      The anger helped with the pain, and I drew in the magic recklessly, infusing myself with speed and strength. I’d pay later when all of this was done, but I would see it finished.

      I moved, swift and silent, grabbing his shoulder and slamming him back against the sturdy oak that had been sheltering him.

      He squawked, dropping the binoculars and shoved at me. Against my greater strength, he stiffened, gazing down and focusing on my face. "What the hell? Why are you here?"

      "Where's Liz?" I slammed him against the tree again.

      "Ceri, this is a mistake," Bleys said.

      The world narrowed to Bleys's face, and not in a good way. Red fringed him.

      "Don't lie. You have one more chance. Who... has... Liz?" I emphasized each word by slamming him into the tree with each syllable. Leaves drifted down from its shaking limbs.

      "I don't know!" He hissed the words. “I see the door move, but I don’t see them come out, and I can’t get past their ward. That hurts, Ceri. Stop shaking me!”

      "He sounds like he's telling the truth. Do you have a way to tell?" Nick's calm voice soothed the burning anger a little. He stood next to me, though I hadn’t noticed him until he spoke.

      I used a simple magic developed when Dara was a toddler—useful when raising children and subtle to boot. It was amazing how easy it was to call out to magic tonight, since the air was already electric with the incoming storm. Magic gleamed around me. It would sparkle brighter if his words were true. A lie would turn them dark.

      I hadn’t thought to use it on my kids for years. If I had and thought of the right questions, so much might be different. But why would I ever have thought to ask my children if they planned on using magic against me? I hadn’t even known they had magic until tonight.

      "Did you take Liz from the game?" I snarled.

      Bleys shook his head once. “No. She was brought to me, and I was told to take her to a rendezvous point and make her calm. It was a kindness. A troll had taken her, and she was hysterical.” Bleys grimaced. “When the fetch came in, I saw it was a high dollar transaction that no one knew about, and I decided to follow so I could tell Pryce and maybe get a boost. And maybe find out so I could tell you later if something happened. I know the kid likes her, it’s hard to miss.”

      The glitter didn't darken. He was telling the truth. I’d outed myself for nothing. Damn it. “He speask the truth.” The words fell like stones. I didn’t relax my grip, and I used my other hand to pull his cellphone from its case, in his coat pocket.

      “Pockets are normally for just my use.” Bleys's insouciant tone was contradicted by his expression.

      “Not tonight. If you’re quiet, I’ll let you live for the next few hours, Bleys. Don’t push me.” Again, anger leaked into my words, making them sound hollow and strange in my ear.

      I didn’t get this angry anymore. Once, when I was young, but I thought I’d learned that lesson. No fool like an old fool.

      I sucked in my breath as the pull intensified. The magic wanted consummation, to no longer be trapped in a spell, neither free nor static.

      Pinned against the tree, comprehension spread across Bleys's face as he put two and two together. "Ceri, did you make a good choice when you told us you were one of ours, a thin-blood? It looks to me like you might have hidden talents."

      "This would be the point where you decide whether you wipe his memory or if he dies." I heard the hush of the blade being drawn. I glanced over my shoulder. From somewhere about his person, Nick had produced a knife. It didn’t gleam in the small amout of light by Bleys’s car, so it had to have been made of a dark metal. "I'll help if needed." His tone was exquisitely serene.

      I stared into Bleys's eyes. Fear flickered there. I didn't like him much, but I didn't think I could kill him. Fire danced inside me as I pulled more magic, and a sob forced itself out as I reached for Bleys's memories, blurring the last few minutes. He fell to the ground, expression blank.

      “Do you think it will take? I heard that mind magic often doesn’t last. That it fades quickly." Nick looked at Bleys piteously.

      Shivering, rubbing my arms, I shrugged. "If it does fade, we'll discuss the alternate method."

      Several deep breaths later, while trying to soothe the pain, I stepped into the field.

      Halfway to the trailers, next to the ward etched into the earth, a truck hit me from the side. Or, at least, it felt like one. I flew to the side, half-stunned, rolling, and trying to get up. I couldn’t catch my breath.

      An enormous wolf rushed me. Huge jaws snapped, and I screamed when it’s teeth sank into the arm I threw up to defend myself. It was hard to focus my will when I was this hurt and so afraid. Focus was one of the first lessons the world taught to mages.

      The lesson I learned when the first kin who caught me tried to tame me.

      Never again.

      I opened myself to the endless flow of magic, just as I had when I was a small child, before Grandfather warned me not to do it. Back then it burned, the pain like no other.

      This time, it was a pain mixed with pleasure that was like sex and chocolate and a glass of cold, white wine after a very long day at work. It comforted, exhilarated, and buffered the pain as the wolf of the changing kin ripped his claws across my abdomen.

      The pain wasn’t completely hidden, and the agony pulled a scream out of me. But it left enough solace that I could still focus my will on him, and call the unborn lightning dancing in the sky.

      Its cry hurt my ears as the bolt struck nearby, a painful flare of light. Tears streamed down my face from my abused eyes, and I coughed. The air stank of burnt hair.

      Blood trickled between my fingers as I tried to hold the skin of my stomach together.

      I turned and saw that Nick had killed the other changer. After wiping his knife on the grass, he crouched beside me. "Do you know any healing magic?" he asked.

      "Sadly, no. Will you help me up, please?"

      “I don’t know if you should be moving, Ceri.” He shouted, startling me. “Stop hiding! She’s hurt, and I will see your trailers melt if you don’t bring some help!”

      Metal and fire were svartalfars’ friends. They could work both of them using only their wills, and made weapons and armor unmatched by other craftsmen. Flickers of heat shimmer wreathed Nick’s hands. I’d never heard him so upset.

      The ward rippled as people crossed it. Liz was with them, dressed in a long nightgown, apparently under no duress. Priya, the student I’d tutored earlier today, stood next to her in a similar outfit. An older man and woman hovered behind them.

      All but Liz looked to be of Indian heritage. Offhand, I wasn’t familiar with most of their kins. I knew about apsara, who were mostly entertainers and concubines. That knowledge came from dealing with Lotus, the woman who worked as administrator for the fé who ruled the area. Unlike her, the people here didn’t live and breathe sex appeal.

      I’d never heard of an apsara appearing as anything but a person in the bloom of youth, actually. Why was I thinking about apsara? My mind was wandering, and I felt floaty. That probably wasn’t good.

      The older gentleman's eyes grew wide as he stared at me. "This is the mage who put the spell on Liza." He spoke with a pronounced accent, softening Liz’s name with an additional vowel.

      I didn’t correct him.

      Nick had fallen into a deceptively casual but ready stance, the knife’s tip inclined down.

      “She should go to a hospital or a healer.” The older woman’s firm voice sounded comforting like my mother’s had. My head was spinning. I wasnt doing too well.

      “We can’t explain the injury there. Do you have any healers here?” Nick still sounded angry. “You’re yaksha. That’s one of the things you do.”

      Yaksha were Indian nature spirits, but I’d never heard of them being able to heal as an ability. My skin cooled, and the pain receded more. All to the good. The pain could take off.

      “A healer comes,” the old man replied.

      “I’m so sorry, Ms. Gault,” Priya whispered.

      “She’s going into shock.” Liz hovered next to me, her hands shaking. "We should elevate her feet. I got my first aid badge."

      A giggle tried to bubble up. Liz was an eagle scout, even, but I didn’t think scouts covered surgery in their merit badges. Using my stomach muscles also seemed a bad idea at the moment. What was happening? I was losing track.

      "Good idea. They’re claw marks, but they didn't actually get to the intestines." The old man peered at my abdomen. “She should last until the healer can get here.”

      “She’d better.” Nick’s growl sounded odd to me, his voice rough. “The girl is here of her own will? You didn’t force her to stay?”

      “Um, I am,” said Liz in a tiny voice, “Mr. Damarian.”

      “Get a sheet so we can lay her on it and move her inside.” The older woman ordered, brisk and efficient. “Priya, Liz, get us one from the linens.”

      I clamped my hand on Liz’s as they lifted me. I would not pass out. I would find out what was going on here.
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      I breathed through the pain, staring at Liz. "Are you okay? How did you end up here? Do you know what happened?"

      "I'm okay, Mrs. G." Liz squeezed my hand. The girl’s grip strength was better than Jimmy’s, for sure. "I didn't really believe Jimmy when he said he put a spell on me. But then I wrote the paper, and it was easy! When I turned it in at school, Priya took me aside. She told me her family really needed some help. So I said yes, but I didn’t know all this would happen!”

      The spell certainly hadn’t helped with run-on sentences in speech. Liz remained a smart, pretty young woman, and as gifted with magic as a tree stump.

      Tears dripped onto my hand. Priya was also crying. I hoped this didn’t turn into a remorse party. I didn’t have the strength to soothe everyone right now.

      I stifled another gasp as they tilted me to carry me into the mobile home.

      Liz continued, “But I wasn't able to help them because I only had a spell on me. So I guess you can help?"

      This was not the situation I had expected.

      "What is going on?" I stared into her distressed face. She was crying, from stress, I thought. I couldn’t focus on that. The pain bit into me as they moved me across the yard and into one of the trailers.

      They settled me on a bed in a tiny room, nudging Liz out. Nick didn’t budge from my other side, and Liz hovered in the doorway. It was like being treated at a teaching hospital.

      "We are yaksha. We come from India, all of us who live here. After my wife and I emigrated, we discovered after we bonded to the land here that it was losing its ability to sustain us. So we sent for aid. Our family sent Priya, who, while young, is most sensitive to magics. She saw Liz shining with a spell full of power, and she—and we—assumed Liz was a mage. When she consented to help, we set the plan in motion." He gazed over at Liz, who looked down at her toes with a sheepish expression.

      "When first the energy from the land began to fade, we pooled our money and made an agreement with the fetches to take one of their own to replace a mage if ever we found one. When Liz agreed, we took up our option on the fetch and sent her so that the human family wouldn't suffer for their daughter’s loss. Then we found out that Liz wasn't actually a mage. Finally, we contacted Lotus, the seneschal for the prince here, and she told us that there is a rule stating that a mage cannot be snatched within the bounds of these lands.”

      “Then you’re lucky she isn’t a mage. Schmidt, the ‘prince’ here, is an ass.” The words drained me, but I couldn’t resist the cheap shot.

      The elderly man bowed his head. “But you are a mage. Will you aid us?"

      Three anxious and hopeful faces gazed at me. I could resist them as easily as anyone asking for help, even though I swore at myself for doing it. "Liz. Didn’t you think that we would notice you’d been replaced?"

      She looked guilty. "I thought that I could switch places with the fetch on weekends so she could go to school and finish up there and I could be here, and then we could switch, and I could do whatever they needed every once in a while."

      Reclined, I couldn’t bang my head against the wall.

      "You do realize that this means that Jimmy and I are going to have to leave the city, right?" I flicked a glance at the yaksha couple. "While Schmidt, the ‘prince’ may have this rule, people are likely to try anyway and simply deliver me or Jimmy to another place. Even though I’m injured, I will defend myself."

      "We would be willing to hide you if you wish. Or hire you. I know we made an egregious error."

      I didn't really want to work for Schmidt. Or Pryce, the new lilim leader, who would be my other choice if I stayed here. If I had the option, I might be willing to do it for these people. I didn’t like fé or lilim, but these yaksha hadn’t tried to screw me over… yet.  If I did work for them, and Schmidt’s rule actually was enforced, I'd need to move out to this area, but I wouldn’t have to quit my job, leave my students, and rip up all of the roots we’d grown. Besides, I was so tired.

      "I'll do it. Let's get the contract together. I’ll see what I can feel here from the field so I know what I need to do. Please bring me some of the dirt from outside, where I bled on it, and put it into one of my hands, even if I don’t answer you. I’m going to scout using my magic. Liz, text Jimmy, give him this address, and confirm he and the fetch—we’re calling her Mary—should come here right now. He can use my car."

      The older woman murmured, “I’ll find out what’s keeping our healer.” She left the hall.

      While Nick and the old man—Ramki—were working on the contract boilerplate, I shut my eyes and meditated. It helped with the pain, leaving my body behind as I reached out, relaxing into the sting and flow of the magic.

      The land energy here felt wrong on a basic level. Like water trickling out of a pipe clogged almost shut by mineral deposits, a thin flow with a harsh rasp to it.

      What was wrong?

      I floated on the currents, swimming upstream, seeking the source of the magic and the blockage. I bumped into something solid and slick. It stung me like a thousand bees, and I backed away, examining it visually rather than by the feel of the flows.

      The land magic had made a barrier to keep something contained, something that caused pain with even the most glancing contact. I moved closer, straining to see. Something horrible was buried or hidden there.

      The rush of the currents became a murmur. Heal this abscess.

      Bodiless me swallowed, feeling every nonexistent nerve on alert. The magic rarely spoke, but when it did, only a fool didn’t listen. Blood to cleanse? I don’t have much left…

      Infuse your magic in other’s blood as a proxy. Cleanse this. A sharp impatient flip of the currents swatted my back like a cat being tapped on the nose.

      Okay… My answer was weak, and the sense of hearing a voice vanished.

      I reoriented myself. The location in the real world was just off the road, several miles from the trailers where my body lay. Like an oyster making a poisonous pearl, the land magic was draining away and accreting around what was hidden there.

      I’d need to go there physically. I couldn’t leave it be because it could keep growing until the land felt the barrier was sturdy enough. As Ramki had said, yaksha bonded to a particular place. No wonder they and Priya looked so thin. They were starving.

      Scouting, stretching my awareness, I couldn’t see anything living in the area. There were no guardians to prevent me from dealing with this problem. The current of energy swept me back to my body once I no longer fought it.

      I’d been warned long ago that magic was seductive and once I started really using it, I wouldn’t want to stop. Even though I felt burnout from the unaccustomed strain nibbling at me, the endorphins from using the power masked the pain. If I was lucky, I’d last through this final task.

      "Let me in." Bleys's voice. They must have let him into the warded area when they retrieved the bloody dirt from outside. Fear gripped me. If my lilim liaison had thrown off the mind magic so quickly, I might have to kill him, and I was so weak.

      Bleys stepped into view. Lines of weariness bracketed his mouth, and a few leaf fragments stuck out of his hair.

      Nick said, “Keep out of the room. You’re filthy, and she has open wounds. Are you responsible for the shifters attacking?”

      “No.” Bleys regarded me, wearing a tired, quirky smile on his face. “Are you willing to listen to a different job offer?”

      “I’m not going to found a captive house, thanks.” Mages who surrendered to the kins and served generationally were called captive houses. It was not a compliment.

      “Pryce offers full benefits, dental, and two weeks’ vacation as a new hire. You’d be an employee, able to quit if you want.”

      Sounded way too good to be true. “Mm. So other people paying tithes can pay my salary?”

      Bleys had the grace to wince. “It’s tradition. And you were the one who lied. If you hadn’t said you were a thin-blood, a tithe wouldn’t have been asked.”

      I stared at him, hurting and tired. “You’ve already told him, haven’t you?”

      “Yes. But the offer is for employment, not indenture, and he does take no for an answer. He might continue to woo you, but what businessman wouldn’t?”

      I shook my head at him and gave up on reality, dozing to escape the pain. A few shushing noises had the trailer quieting except for the low moan of the wind and the whispers of the remaining leaves in the trees.

      Waking to gentle fingers probing my abdomen was less than pleasant. My eyelids were too heavy to move, and I felt hot. "Definitely is going to need stitches,” said a stranger’s voice, male.

      “Then start. I’ll cover it until payment arrangements come through,” Lotus’s voice replied. Why was she here? Schmidt’s administrative assistant shouldn’t be involved.

      "Good." Jimmy’s voice sounded scared. “Is Mom going to be okay?"

      "She'll be fine. Why don't you join Liz outside so your mother can rest." Nick's voice was gentle but firm.

      My son’s voice was equally firm. "She needs to go to the hospital."

      "No, the healer will be able to take care of her. If you’re going to stay in the room, you two need to be quiet and stay in the corner, out of the way." Lotus's voice left no room for argument.

      Another moment of black consumed me. When I opened my eyes, a stranger was sewing up my stomach, which was blessedly numb.

      "You're going to need to rest for a couple of days." The stranger, a man with white feathers mingled in his hair, started packing his tools away. A caladrius. Romans had called them healing birds, but the truth was they had two forms, like most of the changing kin.  They had the ability to heal with a touch. I hadn’t known any lived in the area. Most didn’t leave their dominion. They had not been treated well by humans when they were discovered. "You lost a fair amount of blood. There are no perforations, and it's been cleaned, so I don't expect infection, but you need to take it easy."

      He strode out. I turned my head to look at Lotus. "I made a contract with the yaksha. But Jimmy and Dara will need protection as well."

      My daughter was hard to protect, but I’d find a way.

      "Would you have a problem with Jimmy working under contract for Schmidt?" Lotus stooped next to me.

      It felt too easy. I would go along with the suggestion for now, but I was ready to grab the kids and run. They couldn’t prepare for everything I could come up with.

      "Not until it’s been thoroughly reviewed by a neutral lawyer, no."

      Lotus smiled at me, her dark eyes merry. "But of course. We've been trying to find a new mage, and everyone knows that you and Schmidt don't get along. Your son and Schmidt will get along, I think. They have similar senses of humor.”

      I winced. She had me on that point. "Where is Dara?"

      Jimmy’s voice drifted from the next room. "She texted me she was okay. She said she didn't want to leave right now. I let her know to call you later."

      Annoyance and relief washed through me.

      "I’ll go, let you rest more." Lotus rose. “Nick, call me before the two of you leave, please.”
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I touched my stomach. I could move now and made action follow thought by swinging my feet off the bed.

      “Whoa, wait!” Nick’s hand cupped my elbow, steadying me.

      I shook my head. “No, I need to fix this now. There’s a place where something bad has been dumped, and the land is trying to encyst it. I need to fix it.”

      His protests weren’t effective enough to stop me. “You’re barely able to walk!”

      I snorted. “Luckily, I don’t need to run a race. But I need to be near it, and I need you and the yaksha with me. You to lean on, them to help me.”

      “What will you need?” Ramki asked.

      “Blood and life to purify. To rejuvenate the land. I’ve shed a little too much tonight to do it all on my own.”

      It had come to me while I slept. My blood could be the purifying crucible for the taint, and I could charge theirs with my magic to serve as an additional source. It should work. Otherwise, they’d have to wait for me to recover. I didn’t think the old couple had that much time left. This was dire.

      While I hadn’t performed magic often, I’d read about it compulsively. I’d practiced where I could, when it was safe and secret.

      Nick texted someone and then carried me to the car, and the others followed in a different vehicle to the place I’d seen.

      The rural highway had a small turnaround point close by, edged by trees. The brush tangled around them, so I stepped carefully as I left the pebbled area. Priya walked next to me, hands hovering to steady me if needed.

      An aura of pain and misery rolled over me when my feet touched the grass. Priya stumbled and gagged. “What is that?”

      “The psychic remains of sacrifice, I think.” It was hard to keep my voice even. I’d never felt anything like this—an unclean aura of power like streaks of fire on my skin, a whining, evil rasp in my ears, something scraping across my feet as if the ground had teeth and was trying to chew my skin off.

      So much pain swirled around me, the magic tainted with it. What had been left here?

      “Bones.” Nick’s answer hissed between his teeth.

      I hadn’t realized I’d spoken aloud.

      I smelled ash and dirt as he cupped his hands, and the earth shivered beneath our feet. Ivory and grey bones, stained with old dirt, scraps of clothing, all rose to the surface of the earth, impelled by his will.

      “Ah, this was the dumping area.” A world of regret flavored Lotus’s voice. “I didn’t know there were so many. While you work, I’ll call people in to see them buried.”

      “You knew about this?”

      She pursed her lips. “We knew Bliss was being produced nearby.”

      I stared at her, horrified. Bliss was a drug used by the supernatural community. The process to make it required the sacrifice of innocence, harvesting the pain and fear of children or higher animals. Its use was forbidden in all the places I’d lived, though that didn’t stop its trafficking.

      Lotus stared at me, full mouth tight. “We found the place where they made it but could never find where they hid the bodies of the kids they used. Now we know.”

      “They aren’t resting.” I whispered the words, hearing fragments of light voices on the breeze.

      “They’ll be taken to a place to rest where their sorrow and pain will be sung away and they can sleep.” She frowned. “And I’ll try to find a way to give their parents closure as well, though we can’t risk them being buried without safeguards now.”

      I turned to face Nick. “I need your knife.”

      He unsheathed it and gave it to me, hilt first.

      “Please come here. I’m going to shed your blood and charge it with my magic so you can regenerate the magic here while I transmute the cyst.”

      “How much blood?” asked Priya in a tiny voice.

      My laugh was strangled. “Only a little. Blood holds a lot of magic. And I need to shed mine to fix the wall around this place and clean it.”

      “How about I draw the blood?” Nick asked. I noticed the knife wobbled in my grip. “Or can this wait?”

      “No. It needs to be cleaned.” The old couple had aged even as I watched while Priya became even thinner. Nor could I stand the thought of the trapped fragments of children bound here.

      It was now or never. Once I collapsed, I’d lose my nerve and never come back here. I really didn’t like pain.

      Nick drew the knife blade lightly over their arms, enough that a line of blood rose. Drawing my hand over the line of blood on Priya’s arm, I forced the prickles of normal magic down, and the line of blood sparked with light like a line of rubies. I repeated the same process on the older couple.

      “Just stay here. Don’t leave.” My voice wobbled. Frowning, I noted that Nick had drawn his own blood.

      He raised a brow. “Just in case?”

      “What, a wandering vampire comes through?” The sarcasm helped steady me, since vampires didn’t exist. I tapped the point with my fingertip. It was so sharp I didn’t feel the pain until after the blood welled out. I knelt and braced myself then lowered my hand to touch the ground, establishing a connection for the tainted magic to pour into me.

      I choked as the torrent poured into me like the worst of sewage and cemetery, death and rot and filth. The magic howled, twisted and foul, scraping me inside with dragon claws and teeth. A scream burst out of me as I struggled to filter it, to force it back into the neutral energy it should’ve been.

      There was so much. More than I could encompass.  It felt like my skin would rupture and inflate like a balloon, then explode.

      Nick’s firm hand pressed on mine, and the flow of magic lessened. “I’m a creature of the earth. I can slow it for you. I can’t clean it, and I can’t hold it for long.”

      The breath of respite showed me the way, and I grabbed the magic within, twisting it into a will-working. I could use this magic to restore the necessary magic, once the pain lessened enough to think.

      A spark flared within me, causing chain reactions to start, and the magic began to flow out of me. I panted, leaning against Nick, and more of the magic flowed into me to repeat the process. When I drained to the last, he caught me before I fell face-first into the bones.

      One last task, though pain rasped through me, the ribbons of magic slipping through my clumsy mental fingers. It required almost no energy from me, only manipulation. Pain… I called the magic I’d stored in the yaksha’s blood, aspected now to them, and joined them to this new magic. The cyst had been converted with the rest, but the power in the land was changed enough that I wanted to be sure they were nourished.

      Nick rose, holding me in his arms.

      I opened my eyes. The older couple had changed, the white hair and wrinkles washed away. Priya all but glowed.

      It was done. Even if I was so drained I couldn’t move a finger. I could still perceive the ribbons, so the burn out wasn’t complete.

      "How about we try again for a nightcap.  When you're feeling better? Maybe a week or two? In a less exciting moment." Nick whispered and carried me to the car.

      I laughed, then winced from a stab of pain. "I think that's a wonderful idea."
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