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    Ceridwen Gault—mage whose life has turned upside down.  
 
    Her powers now so overused she can’t access them, Ceri finds out the identity of the father of her son from a powerful ally. That’s helpful, since she never knew his name or appearance. But now she has to deal with rapid-fire attacks on herself and her family while trying to maintain a façade of normalcy and retain her job.  
 
    As it all comes to a decisive fight, she discovers that with the help of her almost-boyfriend, Nick, she’s able to free Goblins from their enslavement without draining her powers again.  
 
    Things just keep getting crazier and crazier for Ceri. She’s hanging on for the ride at this point, hoping to salvage her sanity. And maybe get to know Nick a little better. **wink** 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    For Andrea Boring. My oldest friend, gone too soon.  
 
    — Daphne 
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 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Stars above. Pryce’s words brought back a tide of memories. Touch and sound. Scenes ran through my mind at lightning speed. Sweat broke out all over as I relived it for an endless moment, but hard-won discipline fought back. I gritted my teeth and beat back the memories with a mental baseball bat. It wasn’t easy, but I managed. I’d found my way through these flashbacks often when I’d first escaped. I’d learned ways of coping to keep me from slipping into a dark place. A very, very dark place. 
 
    The sound of Pryce’s sharp inhalation helped ground me. I focused on the sound and used it to drag myself back to the surface, the here and now. As a lilim, he had to feel all the emotions running through me. I hoped it hurt him even half as much as it did me. Vindictive? Yes, but I couldn’t find it in me to be kind. Not at this moment. 
 
    Taking a long deep breath of my own, I focused on the moment. No memories right now. I couldn’t go there. I loved my son with everything in me, but that didn’t mean that I was eager to find out who his father was or, somehow worse, that his father had a family. If he had a family who wanted to be in our lives… I wasn’t sure I could live with that, even if they didn’t approve of what he’d done to me that ended up giving me my son, who I could never be sorry for. 
 
    Now, at least, I would have a name to direct rage at when I woke up panting in the middle of the night from twisted dreams. That would be nice. Maybe I could even think about killing him. That would be even better. 
 
    On some level, I must have noticed how much seventeen-year-old Jimmy looked like Pryce and tried not to realize it consciously. Now, all I could see were the long lashes, the striking eyes, the high cheekbones. I’d put it down to shared lilim heritage, even though that kin had as much variety in skin and eye color as humanity… and as Jimmy grew to manhood, I bet he’d look even more like Pryce. That didn’t mean, necessarily, that Pryce was his father. Lots of people looked like lots of other people, whether human, lilim, or yaksha. Heck, even the goblins and trolls. 
 
    A shiver worked its way through my body. I had long ago buried those memories. At least, as much as I could. Sometimes it was better not to think about the past, not to process it, not to deal with it. My time in the reconditioning compound had been just that, past, over, and done. I wouldn’t let it dominate the woman I was now. It would not define my life. I would’ve snapped my fingers for emphasis if I hadn’t been where I was. 
 
    Trying to control my maelstrom of emotions, I straightened my back and opened my eyes. The last thing I wanted was for Jimmy to sense my upset and think that it was somehow his fault, which couldn’t have been further from the truth. Meeting Pryce’s concerned and—even more horrible—compassionate gaze made self-control that much more necessary. I was about two Mississippi’s away from losing my mind and shrieking like a banshee. 
 
    “Do you want me to help?” he asked softly. My emotions were probably hammering him, and he had the ability to lessen or heighten that emotion if he wanted. 
 
    I didn’t want that. My emotions were my own, even if they hurt. Shaking my head no, I took a deep breath, trying to focus on each feeling one at a time so that I could work through them and let them pass through me so I could focus on the here and now and not on my panic. 
 
    Feeling number one: anger. Not anger specifically, because the word anger called up a feeling more like when someone used the last of the milk after you had already poured your cereal. What boiled in me was closer to white-hot, out-of-control rage, and unfortunately, I was pretty sure that it wasn’t going anywhere unless I siphoned it back into a containment as I used to do, and maybe not even then. But that wasn’t much of an option. It had been unhealthy and had created more problems than it had solved. 
 
    On the other hand, I very much wanted to punch Pryce on the general principle that it might help. Never knew until I tried. I was supposed to take the high road, sure, but action was much more satisfying. As would be the crunch of Pryce’s nose. 
 
    From his half-smile and spread hands, he knew what I was thinking, and the warning gleam in his eye told me he’d make every attempt to dodge me. The picture of me chasing him with hands outstretched flickered through my mind, bringing with it a moment of amusement. That helped beat back the other emotions, so I kept picturing us running around and around the room, me screaming in delight, him in terror. 
 
    Pryce pursed his lips at me before speaking. “I’m shielding this area to keep Jimmy from experiencing this turmoil. You have privacy. This means, however, the goblins are feeling his fear and loathing of them. Feel free to expedite your coping with the situation.” A surge of a different emotion rampaged through me at the sound of Pryce’s calm tone. 
 
    Embarrassment. I didn’t want Pryce’s pity, and I certainly didn’t want him to think that I was weak, because I wasn’t. Not by a long shot. My time in that compound was the reason that I didn’t trust anyone but my children and had only barely started trusting Nick. 
 
    Fear followed hot on the heels of embarrassment, but I shook my head and tried to focus on the problem at hand. I did need to get myself under control and now. 
 
    I focused on Pryce. I might have appreciated the information, because knowledge was power. I was willing to bet he’d figured it out the minute he’d seen Jimmy, about a month ago. And then he’d sat on it, though it could be argued he’d wanted to confirm it before he spoke. 
 
    What did he want? 
 
     “What is your brother’s name?” I asked. It was a simple enough question, which was the easiest way I could think of to slide into the information that I still wasn’t sure I really wanted to know. And if he wasn’t willing to answer that simple question, then this whole exchange was pointless. 
 
    Pryce turned his eyes from my gaze, instead staring through the window as if appreciating the winter view, cold as his normal expression. When he spoke, his voice came out cool and void of any passion or emotion. “His name is Robert. Same surname.” 
 
    Okay, then. It wasn’t like I wanted to be his bestie. 
 
    “Why? I mean, why tell me this now? Why at all?” I recognized that I was in shock, completely overwhelmed. 
 
    I wanted his motives. Maybe it was a plan to blend kin’s powers, but that didn’t make sense. Unfortunately with magic, and magic users, that was sometimes just how it was. Not everything made sense. 
 
    Pryce hesitated for a moment, selecting his words with even more care than usual. “Among the lilim-kin, the most potent rules.” 
 
    I didn’t interrupt him with a smart-ass comment, because he was being forthcoming, and I had no doubt interrupting would stop the flow of information. He wasn’t the biggest sharer. 
 
    “The strongest of all lilim, Queen Zarah, is powerful and, forgive me if I misuse the term, but inhuman is close. I hesitate to say insane because her actions are rational when perceived from her point of view, her world’s framework, namely that she was once a victim and never will be again.” 
 
    My responding flinch couldn’t be hidden. That was precisely how I felt day in and day out. 
 
    He ignored my recoil. “The only thing Queen Zarah fears are mages. Her only threat. Even though your kin, if it can be fully called a kin, is thought to be easily tamed and generally well trained by my peers, she and I have both seen what a fully trained mage, strong in their power, can do.” 
 
    “And what is that?” I asked guardedly. His voice calmed me a fraction, even though he wasn’t projecting the emotion or intentionally trying. 
 
    “Anything. A fully trained mage is almost limitless. Queen Zarah conceived the idea of a family of lilim who, instead of losing power by crossing with mages, would instead gain a measure of the ability while retaining the lilim-kin’s strengths—and weaknesses.” Pryce’s dry smile almost struck sparks in the air. “Like anyone else, there are mages whose services can be bought. One of them altered the Pryce… I’ll call it line, the family. He made improvements as well.” 
 
    The air quotes contained even more irony than his voice. “Pryces only make male children. Robert and I are the last of the family, since the improvements made our ruler perceive us as competition, a threat. I was sent to this world when I was quite young, and Robert remained the focus of her attention.” 
 
    Unable to stand any longer, I staggered over to a folding chair and collapsed into it. The storage room we’d gone into to talk was full of boxes and bags, and they probably helped muffle our voices against the many people downstairs who no doubt would’ve liked to listen. “Don’t try to make me feel sorry for him.” The words ripped out of me. How had Robert survived? Everyone in that building had burned when I left. It didn’t seem possible he was alive. 
 
    Holding up one hand, Pryce shook his head. “I’m not. I’m giving you facts. Given his presence, my best guess is he was sent there when it became known a woman was being, ah, kept there.” Pryce paused as my heart raced. Kept indeed. His nostrils flared, the only admission of his discomfort at what happened to me there, then he continued. “I would not be surprised if your contract had already been purchased by Queen Zarah since you were young and apparently fertile. He’d gone back to our dominion to report on your progress when you burned down the facility, by the way. You were admirably thorough in dealing with your captors.” 
 
    I stared at him, my heart pounding. Adrenaline flooded me, making it hard to think. One of my rapists, the one who fathered my son, was still alive. Despite my best effort, my voice trembled. “How do you know this? Why aren’t you angry?” 
 
    He scoffed. “Slavers are scum, no matter their kin. What you did to them has become a cautionary story. It is now common knowledge.” 
 
    Swallowing, I fought the urge to scream. The last thing I wanted was for everyone and their damn brother to know what had happened to me. “So everyone in Columbus knows now that Johann introduced me.” 
 
    A flicker of sympathy crossed his face. “Everyone knows a mage burned the facility down and no one escaped. Further details are pure speculation on their parts. Robert’s methods were specific to the situation. The others will assume emotional manipulation and forms of torture, not necessarily the rest of it.” 
 
    ‘The rest of it.’ Way to avoid the discomfort the word rape brought. I drew in a deep breath and let it out steadily. “If they wanted a child, why didn’t they buy the contract of a woman from one of the captive houses? Like the one in Texas, with Morgan of the daoine sidhe?” 
 
    “They aren’t for sale. Your kin is rare enough that they don’t get resold. You would have been the first, and thus far only, opportunity.” 
 
    My stomach lurched, despite his soft, clinical tone. Suspicion, second nature to me, reared its head. “Then why haven’t you tried to take us?” He could have at any point. If we were such a rare and amazing commodity, why had we lived so long in peace? 
 
    He raised an elegant brow. “Because I loathe Queen Zarah, and what she’s done to my kin. We can’t die of old age, so she’s ruled for a long time, molding our kin to ease her fears. Like you, I object to being regarded as breeding stock.” 
 
    Taken at face value, that made perfect sense. Yet… “What do you want, Pryce?” The edge in my voice could’ve cut a rock. 
 
    “An alliance. I don’t want Jimmy in her hands any more than you do. You’re in the process of acquiring powerful allies, and when she comes—because he will be discovered eventually—I want your aid in killing her and freeing the lilim from her rule.” 
 
    The puzzle pieces clicked together, the picture now clear to me. It was a power play, and protecting Jimmy was a beneficial side effect. The world made sense again. 
 
    Something dark moved through Pryce’s eyes. “You need to be sure of the silence of everyone here. If she becomes aware of Jimmy, a successful breeding, too soon, all bets are off, and she will do whatever it takes to acquire him. The hope would be that the trait would carry through to any children he fathered with a lilim.” He sniffed and looked uncomfortable. “And you are still of an age to have children. I don’t say that to threaten. You need to be cautious.” 
 
    Another shudder worked through me. I didn’t need any pictures drawn of what would happen to Jimmy then. And I’d already proven I could produce a half lilim child. 
 
    My magic surged to the surface in response to the stress, or it would have, if there was any magic to come up. Pain stabbed in my head. I cried out as ribbons of magic slid from me. Doubling over, I clutched my head between my hands to keep my brain in my head, which was the best that I could hope for at this point. My body had resorted to a very aggressive reminder that I had burned myself out. 
 
    I fell to my knees as the door burst open, slamming against the wall with a crack like a log exploding in an intense fire. Warm hands steadied me with Nick’s familiar scent close by. I rested my head against his chest, trying to hide from the screaming, gnawing pain. I dug my fingers under his shirt, looking for comfort in the feeling of his arms around me, even while said arms were rigid with tension. 
 
    More footsteps sounded as others ran up the stairs. I tried to push away from him but failed. Everyone here could see I’d collapsed, and the additional stress and fear sent another stab of pain through my head. 
 
    “What happened?” Nick’s tone was smooth and as cold as black ice, and even more dangerous. 
 
    I couldn’t answer but sighed as Noir pressed against me, hissing. He must have gotten bored with the goblins and decided to fly up with Nick. 
 
    “Facts.” Pryce’s voice sounded weary. “Something no one can protect her from, Mr. Damarian.” 
 
    Accurate, and yet he was still a bastard. 
 
    “Mom? Are you ok?” Jimmy sounded nearly frantic. 
 
    Concern flooded through me, along with worry and love and fear, a wild cascade of emotion that dizzied me as Jimmy crowded in beside me, putting his arms around me. The double hug felt good, but the emotions stole my words for the moment. 
 
    “Excuse me.” The flood of comfort cut off as soon as I heard Pryce’s voice. I opened my eyes to see Pryce standing near Jimmy, and Nick’s unwelcome expression fixed on him. Crixus, one of the goblins, stood by the door, coiled for action. Lotus, Johann’s assistant, waited beside him. 
 
    Noir flapped once and hop-skipped onto my shoulder. I grunted under his weight. Geez. He’d gained a lot of weight from eating the magic. He ruffled his wings again and then waddled off of me and onto Jimmy, getting lighter and smaller with each step. His actions were carefully controlled to break the tension in the air. It worked. I had to struggle not to laugh. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I spoke quickly to keep any remaining potential for violence low. “No need to worry, Jimmy.” 
 
    The sight of Crixus reminded me that Jimmy and I needed to come up with our own way to remove the geas that bound goblins to slavery. We couldn’t always depend on the little dragon to eat the magic. If Jimmy encountered one when Noir was with me, I wanted him to be able to handle it. 
 
    Fortunately for them and unfortunately for our practice, there were no living goblins still geased in the area, and they’d be incredibly hard to catch. Seasoned warriors, goblins never traveled alone and rarely even in teams of two. It was normally four or more. 
 
    We needed to move. The rest of the goblins might come checking for us. I didn’t know if that was the entire troop in the Columbus area. “Crixus, are there other goblins in the area besides your crew and those who were holding Jimmy? 
 
    He nodded once. “Yes. Rhys has his own platoon.” 
 
    Nick steadied me unobtrusively as I wobbled to my feet. I hated appearing so vulnerable. The pain had receded enough I could think again, but it left me a weakened mess. 
 
    Speaking as steadily as I could, I directed my words to Pryce. “Thank you. I see the merit of your suggestion, and I’ll consider it.” 
 
    He bowed slightly in my direction. 
 
    Lotus flowed through the crowd with all the exquisite grace of her apsara heritage, ending at Jimmy’s side. “Ceri. Is there anything to be done to help you or Jimmy?” 
 
    Not having everyone in the building crowded into the room with us would’ve been a starting point. 
 
    Even with the headache receding, I was beyond exhausted and had so many loose ends to clean up. This situation was like two balls of yarn after a cat was done playing with it—all tangled and snarled. 
 
    Jimmy remained crowded close to me like he had as a little boy. His eyes were still wide and haunted as he stroked Noir, who had looped around his shoulders like a scarf. 
 
    Torn, I glanced at Pryce. I’d heard lilim could heal emotional trauma as well as inflict it. At this point, Jimmy needed a shortcut. We’d been taken by goblins, and he’d seen me tasered unconscious before he’d been taken and beaten in another location. I didn’t want to speculate how Pryce and Johann had dealt with the goblins. 
 
    I needed to find a way for him to get therapy. I didn’t want him to deal with the PTSD as I had—and still did. 
 
    “If Johann is willing, I could reduce his debt for my services if he’ll give me and Jimmy a place to stay tonight. I’d also like a further conversation with you, Mr. Pryce.” I needed to take care of Jimmy first, and yeah, maybe I was avoiding dealing with my trauma a little. 
 
    Johann appeared at the door as I spoke, completing the gathering. “Of course, Ceridwen.” 
 
    Jimmy jumped. As bad as it sounded, I was glad for it, because at least it meant that he was still reacting to the outside world, not withdrawing into himself. I could say from experience that withdrawing helped not at all. I’d dealt with it by walling my emotions into a magical space, and the years of rage had been almost uncontrollable when it had finally broken out. 
 
    Magic was a seductively easy way to deal with pain, rage, and fear, and Jimmy would be thinking of using it soon. If Pryce could help him and prevent it, I’d ally with him in his other fight. Me and my army of six. 
 
     If Johann noticed the undercurrents in the room, he didn’t react to them. “Why don’t we go downstairs again? We can all retreat to our corners and regroup. Or better yet, go home.” What a novel idea. 
 
     Lotus was the first one out of the room. I followed at a slower pace, leaning heavily on Nick for support with Jimmy on my other side. Quiet Nick was something I was used to, but his eyes traveling from Jimmy to Pryce indicated he’d put pieces together himself. Hopefully, not incorrectly. 
 
    “We have a new guest here and more excitement.” Johann’s voice was airy, drifting back to us, as if this was a day out in the gardens, not the aftermath of a battle. “A daoine sidhe has come to visit, offering information in exchange for my protection. And the goblins listened to me and left her alone, judging by the absence of screams. The day is looking up!” 
 
    My jaw wanted to drop at his audacity, and I felt the breath of a grim laugh shake Nick’s arm. Both at Johann testing the goblins by leaving a daoine sidhe with them, and the absurdity of one finding us here, in an allegedly abandoned house. 
 
    I wasn’t against the idea of getting information, but I was still raw from recent events and not overly keen to trust someone new. I hadn’t changed that much. Plus, my magic was kaput. 
 
    On the stairs now, I could just see the daoine sidhe, a slim woman, fair skinned and golden haired, surrounded by goblins. 
 
    They were keeping six feet away from her. Their stance was aggressive and hers frightened, which made me narrow my eyes. She had to be exaggerating, and it made me trust her less. Only a very young daoine sidhe would abandon their pride and cringe like that. As in, a child younger than Jimmy. Their pride, justified or not, was as much a part of them as their skeleton. And she should’ve been certain the charm of her kin would be able to ensure her safety. 
 
    “Tara O’Brien, thank you for coming here. Crixus, please order your troop to give her space and let her talk to us.” Johann paused at the foot of the steps, his hands on his hips. 
 
    Crixus spoke, the words crisp and clear in a hissing clicking language. Quickly, the goblins moved back three steps, as coordinated as if they’d practiced a dance. Then, in a blurring motion that put my heart in my mouth, they scattered, and in moments a small folding table and several chairs were set up in the room. They retreated to Crixus’ s side when they were done, gaze on me and Jimmy. 
 
    Hope burned in their red eyes, and with it, more weight dropped onto my shoulders. I gave them a nod regardless. They’d helped me and deserved the recognition. What had Crixus called me? Chainbreaker? 
 
    Pfft. Right now I couldn’t unravel knitting, much less break chains. 
 
    “Sit,” said Johann to the daoine sidhe, as polite and pleasant as ever. She dropped into a folding chair, baby blue eyes open wide. 
 
    “Stay with Lotus and Pryce, Jimmy,” I said. When I met Pryce’s eyes, he nodded, a tiny gesture. 
 
    This was a chance to calm Jimmy, even in the goblin’s presence. I didn’t blame him for his fear, but I couldn’t let it cripple him the way it had me. “Johann, maybe Crixus and his troop could start moving the film people to the field?” 
 
    “Good idea.” Johann nodded. “Since the crop circle is set up. I’ll have someone call the police to make sure the crew don’t freeze.” 
 
    Another loose end taken care of. Good. As the goblins moved toward one of the sleeping bodies, a few quick if somewhat unsteady steps brought me to the table, and I sat down on one of the other chairs in front of Tara, leaning my elbows on the table as I met her frightened gaze. 
 
    It wasn’t exactly the politest gesture and not a good example for Jimmy, but at this point, if poor table manners was the only bad thing he learned from me today, then I would consider myself lucky. It occurred to me that I was thinking about him as if he were seven, rather than seventeen. I needed to stop doing that when I was stressed. Or ever. He was basically grown. 
 
     “How did you know we were here?” I asked. This location was supposed to be at least somewhat secret, and it was concerning, at least, to me that she had managed to show up here. The coming was awfully suspect. 
 
    Nick stood behind me, his hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I felt the same way about this new girl, Tara, as I had about Pryce. I was done with not having my questions answered. If she was willing to tell me how she had gotten here, then that was a good sign that she might tell us some other things that we wanted to know. And if she wasn’t going to tell us something, well, less time wasted. 
 
     “I knew where you were because one of the goblin troop called and gave me a status update —I’m Ariana’s assistant—just as you guys attacked. The house is pretty obvious once you get to the location.” The corner of her mouth curled up, and I could tell that she was impressed we had managed to take care of the goblins—as well she should have been. It certainly hadn’t been easy, and it was also the reason my magic was bone freaking dry. Scraping the bottom of the well, as it were. “I’m ahead of the clean-up team,” She continued. “I left a note, and Ariana’s sure to have found it by now.” 
 
    “Did she try?” I glanced at Johann. I was asking if she’d tried to order the goblins, who didn’t now have to obey any daoine sidhe. I didn’t say it out loud, in case that secret was still secret. 
 
    “No.” His eyes were on her, considering. Johann had a heart, sure. But he kept it in a box somewhere in his house in case someone made a good offer for it. No sane person would come to him begging for protection without something to trade. It was all about money and power for Johann. 
 
    She gazed back with dewy, innocent eyes. Her face was as pretty and fresh as a newly bloomed flower, pleading in every line of her body. 
 
    Geez. She was laying it on thick, which suggested she needed help and was very young. Most daoine sidhe were smart and all too aware of their kin’s reputation. Or, she could’ve been relying on that reaction. Daoine sidhe webs could trip up the spiders. They were consummate liars. 
 
    “Tara O’Brien. What do you want and what do you offer?” Nick’s voice, from over my head. I twisted to look at him, surprised. 
 
    He’d reassumed the human illusion, and the hard silver eyes contrasted with the quiet, inoffensive face he presented to the world. A narrow-faced, middle-aged man with laugh lines and thinning grey-brown hair, someone who would live in a lab or a library. 
 
    She blinked. Wavering? Maybe. “I want protection,” Tara said. “I can tell you why Morgan ordered her captured.” She inclined her head toward me. “And why Ariana ordered the goblins rather than Rhys, who should have.” 
 
    It would’ve been nice to know why she wanted me, if there were reasons beyond the fact of my existence. Which, from what I knew, was more than enough. And the fact that Ariana had usurped Rhys’s privilege was alarming. Daoine sidhe followed a strict hierarchy, and their leadership turnover was bloody and often involved other kins as proxies. I waited for Johann’s answer, since he was who she was asking. 
 
    “Ceridwen,” Johann said in a quiet voice. 
 
    I glanced at him while he regarded me with an expressionless face. His narrow, greenish hazel eyes were deep-set in a round pockmarked face, with an oft broken nose for contrast. I was willing to bet none of it was real, but the illusion was perfect. 
 
    “Yes?” Bit too much attitude in that one word. Oh, well. I was worn out. 
 
    Johann’s eyes sparkled at my snark. He thought this was all a lark. “I think it’s time for all to retire. Would you feel safe with her in my home?” 
 
    “Yes.” Otherwise, he wouldn’t take her in, and I wanted her information close to hand. Since I was his guest, my safety took priority. He acted so like a fé, so concerned with his contracts, but I didn’t buy it. 
 
    Johann continued. “Santo and Vittorio will drive her and any wounded goblins. They’ve found one who survived your shot, Nick.” 
 
    “They’re tough,” Nick responded. 
 
    Hope surged in me. This was a chance to perfect removing the geas and give Jimmy and me more potential bodyguards. A living goblin still under geas but disabled. Jimmy could practice removing it with my directions. Score one for the mages. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Lotus and Johann made short work of herding everyone into vehicles. The troll, Santo, carried the two wounded goblins through the snow back to Johann’s house, and his partner, Vittorio, escorted Tara. Johann was taking no chances. 
 
    Jimmy and Nick herded me into Johann’s SUV. Lotus hopped in shotgun. 
 
    “Do you believe her?” I asked. Nick was squished on my left with Jimmy on my right. 
 
    Before Nick could answer, Johann laughed. “A fifty-fifty shot. But it’s interesting, and I’ll see what she says. That’s why she’s with the trolls. A chilly walk won’t hurt her and gives us a little time to get settled. And I want a lead—even a false one—on who’s violating my rules. Even if it’s false, I could act on it in all innocence.” 
 
    He flashed a grin at me in the rearview mirror. Innocence and Johann were words that didn’t belong in the same sentence. 
 
    Jimmy blinked at me sleepily. “Mom, it’s safe at Johann’s. Maybe I can sleep there.” 
 
    Whatever Pryce had done to remove some of the trauma had left Jimmy calmer and a little sleepy. I leaned over, offering a hug, and he accepted it. I couldn’t fault him for his fear. I’d lived with it all of his life, and Dara’s. 
 
    His sister… Pryce’s words about young female mages came back like a stone in my heart, but I couldn’t talk about it in front of Jimmy. I’d hire Johann’s people later, once he’d gone to bed. After we’d worked on removing the geas on the goblins by ourselves. 
 
    Panic for my Dara bubbled up my throat. I was desperate to hear from her. 
 
    We arrived at the compound and headed into the converted farmhouse that Johann had made his home. Nick helped me out of the SUV and walked me inside with his arm around me. I was glad. I really still needed the support. 
 
    “It’ll take them at least an hour to get here. I’d suggest using the time to shower, at the very least.” Johann’s nose twitched as he said it and glanced at me. 
 
    It was hard not to tell him to bite me. Especially when he had a point. He just always had to put it in the worst possible way. 
 
    “This way,” Lotus murmured, stepping close so Nick let me go. “Mr. Damarian, I’ll show you to your room once Ceri and Jimmy are settled.” 
 
    The corner of Nick’s mouth curled in a slight smile. “Of course, Lotus. Thank you for your consideration.” 
 
    The rooms she led Jimmy and me to were next to each other in a short hall on the second floor. At Lotus’s welcoming gesture, Jimmy opened one of the doors first. The interior, simple and restful, contained a bed covered by an old-fashioned quilt, a dresser, a nightstand, and a small desk with a tablet on it. Another door led to what I guessed was a bathroom shared with the next room over. 
 
    “The Wi-Fi password is taped inside the top drawer of the dresser. 1-2-3-4 unlocks the tablet.” Lotus gazed at him. “Do you feel safe here?” 
 
    “You’re right next door, Mom?” Jimmy asked as he looked around. 
 
    “Yes.” I patted his shoulder. 
 
    “And it’s true Johann has hellhounds patrol the grounds at night?” He met Lotus’s gaze. 
 
    She laughed. “No. Drake often walks the grounds. He’s worse than any hellhound pack.” 
 
    He nodded with his eyebrows raised, then pointed at the door. “Then I’m good. That leads to the shower?” 
 
    Lotus inclined her head. “Yes. I’ll be dropping off a change of clothing after your mother is in her room.” 
 
    Jimmy nodded and headed for the door; the sound of water running started almost immediately after he shut the door behind him. 
 
    We left and headed for the next bedroom down. “I bet getting all the bathrooms installed in no time at all cost a pretty penny,” I said in a conversational tone. 
 
    After an attack in the fall, Johann had moved abruptly out here. It had only been two months and I’d never seen a single sign of renovations, but I highly doubted this old farmhouse had come this way, built to house this many people. 
 
    Lotus laughed again, the sound bright and infectious. “Yes. Johann had some favors owed, and so the plumbing was able to go in, and a few extra rooms.” 
 
    Looking at the short halls, I cocked my head. “How?” 
 
    “Some of the rooms are located in a pocket between dominions, mostly the ones where long-term residents and staff stay. Guest rooms are still solidly here. The water comes from another dominion, the rusalki set that up. The plan’s more defensible, too, with a smaller area here.” 
 
    I opened the door to the next room. “Lotus, could I talk to you for a moment?” 
 
    “Of course.” She walked in behind me, head tilted, her brown eyes curious. 
 
    I shut the door and lowered my voice, though I was unsure how much good that would do in Johann’s house. “Can you give me advice on how to deal with your boss in a way that makes him not charge me huge amounts for any favor or service I need?” 
 
    She gazed at me with something like pity replacing her curiosity. “Did the lilim never feed you any gossip about Johann?” 
 
    Well now that I knew there was gossip to be heard, I wanted to know it. “Only that he’s a fé, that he rules the area with an iron fist, has tentacles everywhere, and can provide you with just about anything for the right price… why?” I let an edge creep into my voice. “Oh, and that he jacks his prices up for me, let’s not forget that.” 
 
    “The reason he does that is that he wants very much for you to dislike him and avoid him.” Lotus avoided my eyes, pacing across the room to look out the window. “Johann, until very recently, was married to a human mage. By the time you arrived here, she was old. She died just before the attack, saving a child. You’re not like her at all in appearance, but you’re not dissimilar in personality. And you’re so very young, compared to her. Johann has taken every opportunity to drive you away because he could easily”—she waved her hand as if searching for the right word—“find you fair to look upon.” 
 
    Her accent had crept in as she spoke, and her tone was sad. “Nor would he make an attempt on you now, it’s well known that you and Nick Damarian are fond of each other. But it’s his way. Once he finds a course, he doesn’t consider wrongs or rights.” 
 
    When her meaning sank in, I wanted to bang my head about the wall. “He’s an asshole to me because he doesn’t want to be attracted to me?” 
 
    She bowed her head. “Essentially. What is it you need? I can handle small contracts. Leave Johann out of the loop.” 
 
    Hope soared in my heart. Could she help me? “I want my daughter, Dara, found. She left for Europe, but she’s only left a few short messages and it’s not like her at all. With everything happening, I’m worried.” 
 
    “Unless something major happens, that’s something I can agree to. I can actually just debit it against the credit you have for reinforcing the ward. Is that acceptable?” 
 
    More than. “Yes, thank you.” 
 
    She left. When the water stopped running, I gave Jimmy a few moments to vacate the bathroom then scuttled for the shower. 
 
    Oh, this was nice. Whoever had stocked the room shared my fondness for herbal and floral soaps. I used the lavender liberally. 
 
    When I got out, I sighed in relief. I could get used to this treatment. Someone had obviously been in and out and left another outfit in my size on the bed and removed the dirty clothes. There was also a new phone. When I turned it on, it had already been set to my number. Speedy work. 
 
    Clean clothes were nice, though orange bell bottoms with a purple and white paisley hippy shirt would not have been my first choice. No matter. Having a working phone made it all better. I used it to call off work for Thursday and let them know Jimmy wouldn’t be in either. I said, truthfully, we’d been in an accident. I was not going to be loved as they tried to find a substitute. Subs were hard to come by these days. I’d need to be back to work at least by Friday morning. 
 
    The mattress swallowed me in a sigh of squishy softness. Feeling relatively safe, I dropped off to sleep almost immediately and then woke with the dawn. 
 
    Not eager to waste any time, I woke Jimmy, who would’ve slept until noon if I’d let him, and the pair of us headed for the outbuilding where the goblins were housed. Crixus and Nick met us at the door to that building. 
 
    “Stay outside, Jimmy.” Nick nodded at my glance toward him. He’d stay with Jimmy for reassurance. 
 
    Noir rode on my shoulder, tiny again, as I stepped into the tool shed, now cleared of its usual contents. My breath puffed a cloud of vapor as I examined the goblins, both wrapped in bandages. One had lost an arm and the other was swathed in gauze around his abdomen. Both appeared to be asleep, and both had every limb manacled. 
 
    The smell of sickness almost took my breath away, even though the interior was surprisingly clean. Both goblins’ ashen skin had darkened and mottled, and I had no idea what that meant. On a human I’d say it looked bad. Who could tell with a goblin? 
 
    I glanced at Crixus through the open door, since he hadn’t entered the building. “Are the cuffs necessary? Are they likely to survive?” 
 
    He nodded curtly and cleared his throat. “Yes, and maybe. If you can remove the geas, they can get better treatment.” 
 
    No pressure, considering I couldn’t remove the geas. 
 
    “Jimmy, come in if you feel you can. If you can’t, just tell me.” I hoped he could, so we could try to figure this out. But if he couldn’t, Noir could possibly repeat his earlier meals. 
 
    At the thought, the dragon in question rubbed his head against my cheek and then flapped away to perch above the door. His face wasn’t terribly expressive, but I still got the impression he was laughing at me. Just a feeling I got from the little devil. 
 
    Jimmy walked in, rigid, much like he’d have looked for any photography session. He hated having his picture taken with a burning passion. And of course, he hated stepping in here. He was less than ecstatic to be around the creatures, not that I could blame him. People of that kin had beaten and hurt him yesterday, and he didn’t have my practice at compartmentalizing. He was still a passionate teenager, too. 
 
    He swallowed, paling further as he took in the injuries. Had they been human, they would’ve been dying, especially considering the less-than-basic first aid they’d been given. “What happened to them?” Jimmy whispered. 
 
    “I shot them.” Nick stood just behind him at the door. His force didn’t betray his feelings about injuring the goblins. They were under compulsion, yes, but this had been kill or be killed. 
 
    Jimmy jumped and took a step further inside next to me. For a moment, I thought he was going to grab my hand, but he shoved his into his pockets at the last second. 
 
    If there was one skill that I had learned in this life, it was how to solve problems. Right now, the priority was freeing these two from the geas, or if we absolutely had to, from the burden of existence. 
 
    “Jimmy, look at them with your magical sight. Do you see them wrapped up like mummies? How do you see them?” 
 
    He squinted then sighed. “I don’t see anything, Mom. I hear it, like a symphony, hundreds of instruments all playing, the same song coming off of both of them.” 
 
    It was unfortunate that we didn’t observe the magic similarly. Mages perceived magic based on one of the senses, and whereas mine was sight, for him, it might have been touch, taste, smell, or hearing. I was happy that it wasn’t taste, to be honest. Partly for the fact that I didn’t think I could deal with my son having to lick goblins to see if they had a geas placed upon them. Then again, part of being a mom was embarrassing my son, and that would have been prime real estate. 
 
    But hearing was doable. “How do you manipulate it?” 
 
    His shy smile warmed my heart. “I hear the notes in my mind. Or I hum… like a melody, maybe?” 
 
    No wonder he’d hated music class and had refused to learn to play an instrument. He could’ve inadvertently created mass chaos at school. 
 
    “With the goblins before, I tried to pull off the strands. It obviously didn’t work. Noir ate them, partly because there was no time and partly to save my strength.” I shrugged. 
 
    “And you’re not doing it now because you’ve just about burned yourself out.” Jimmy took a step closer and gave me a brief hug. “I get it. No pressure, right? Let me try.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but want to fuss over him. “What do you plan to do?” I asked. 
 
    He frowned. “I’m going to try to change the melody then diminuendo it away.” 
 
    “Diminuendo?” I hadn’t the foggiest idea what that meant. 
 
    He waved his hands, rolling them down as if that explained it. “Make it softer and softer. I’m going to concentrate now, Mom. If you guys could step away and be quiet?” His brow furrowed, and without waiting to make sure we obeyed, he closed his eyes. 
 
    I tried to see what he was doing, but the immediate ache in my temples and dampness under my nose persuaded me to not even attempt to follow along. I had to trust Jimmy to be strong in his own right. 
 
    Nick passed me a handkerchief, frowning and shaking his head no. He didn’t want me to attempt any magic. 
 
    While he was not the boss of me, I’d take his suggestion and his hankie. I wiped the blood away and grimaced. What I wouldn’t give to be able to help Jimmy now. Or at least watch. 
 
    From the door, Crixus gestured us outside. Jimmy was in no danger from the injured goblins, so we followed him out and pushed the door mostly shut. 
 
    “Why not use the dragon?” His hissing voice blended with the wind, so soft I had to strain to hear it. Snow skittered on the grounds, swirling around our feet, reminding me of the cold wind. 
 
    I tried to match his pitch. Not being musical in the slightest, the form Jimmy’s magic had taken had genuinely surprised me. “We can’t count on Noir always being here to save our bacon. Jimmy’s going to use his magic to drag it down to the studs then figure out how to strip it.” 
 
    Crixus’s lipless mouth curled. “We’re a home improvement analogy? Ceridwen Chainbreaker, you’re no poet.” 
 
    The snort I gave started my nose bleeding again. “Ugh,” I muttered and raised Nick’s hankie again. While I tended to my blood faucet, Crixus stared at me, and Nick stared at him. 
 
    “You’ve burned yourself out.” Nick’s tone was flat and contained a dictionary’s worth of unspoken words. 
 
    “I noticed…” I kept my voice neutral, even if my words were dry. I knew what I’d done. He didn’t have to point it out. 
 
    It was going to be fine. We did have Noir here if we needed him. He would eat the magic if Jimmy couldn’t remove it. 
 
    I had no idea when I’d get my power back. At this point, I was so burned out that I was as crispy as bacon that shattered when dropped on a plate. On the inside, at least. I had no comparison to go by, but then I remembered Nick’s previous comments about having known mages. And the goblin was old, maybe he’d know. 
 
    “How long does burnout last? Do either of you know?” After I spoke, the question hung in the air. Neither of them jumped to respond, which really made me feel great. 
 
    Nick sighed. “I hate to say this, but it depends.” 
 
    His vague answer annoyed me. I folded my arms and stared at them. “Spill it.” 
 
    Crixus laughed. “He speaks true… a day, a month, a year… I’ve seen all three. The strong injure themselves most deeply, and you’re strong, Ceridwen Chainbreaker.” 
 
    Oh crap. I was pretty strong. 
 
    A warm hand caught my cold one. “I’m here,” Nick said. “And I don’t want to leave you until your power’s back, Ceri.” His eyes crinkled as he smiled down at me. 
 
    I cupped his cheek but chuckled. “That might make going to work difficult for both of us, Nick. And saying something like that guarantees we’re going to end up separated soon.” I kept my tone light as worry flooded me. I couldn’t even see magic right now, how was I going to defend myself and my family? Jimmy was still so green. I couldn’t depend on him. Besides, I didn’t want to. It wasn’t his responsibility. 
 
    “If it makes you feel better, generally, the older you are, the faster mages recover. Kind of the opposite of physical injuries.” Nick didn’t let go of my hand until I tugged it gently away. 
 
    The magic right now was the issue, and not my age, thank you very much. Except it was. Kind of a grim joke. 
 
    “I hate to break up this lovefest…” Jimmy’s voice was low and tired, but with a streak of triumph. “I’ve got them cleared, and I want a hamburger and fries and a large sugary drink with lots of caffeine.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I double-check?” Nick asked Jimmy directly. He met my son’s gaze with more than a little respect in his eyes. 
 
    “Nope. Not at all.” Jimmy shuffled to the side, and I followed Nick. 
 
    Nick pulled a fog grey cloudy stone from his jeans pocket and laid it on the bare skin of the gut-shot goblin. Nothing happened. 
 
    “Good,” Nick murmured and repeated the process on the one-armed goblin. “Both are clear. Magnificent, Jimmy.” 
 
    A flush of warm pride rushed through me, joining my own. It was an uncontrolled projection of emotion, Jimmy’s lilim heritage coming to the fore. 
 
    Jimmy blushed and announced, “I’m heading for the house and some food.” 
 
    I pulled him close for a hug, so happy he’d found a way almost completely on his own. “You’re strong. And obviously talented.” 
 
    He hugged me back. “I still want to learn how to stop people, Mom. I saw you do it, and I want to learn self-defense. Even if there’s electricity and fire involved.” 
 
    Just the thought of doing all that made me more exhausted right now. “When I can, I’ll show you.” I looked over at Nick. “Could you teach him in the meantime?” 
 
    With a smile, he nodded. “I could. I’d be happy to. You could ask Johann who he recommends. You might find me to be a bit of an old-fashioned teacher.” Nick’s smile held a world of wry amusement. “I believe in conditioning and strength training as part of my curriculum. I think you’ll find that whomever you learn with as similar requirements.” 
 
    Jimmy’s sigh was a masterpiece of put-uponness. “I guess, but I still want my hamburger and drink. And to go back to bed.” 
 
    Nick accompanied him and they headed into the house. I watched as they passed goblins rushing out the door with stretchers. How they knew to come was a mystery. Some unheard signal of Crixus’s. 
 
    They rushed toward us, then into the shed, loaded the injured goblins on them, and headed back for the main house as I shivered a bit in the cold. 
 
    “Are the chances of them living better, now?” I asked Crixus, who watched their progression from beside me. 
 
    “Yes. Both from better care and from no longer being under the geas. Your son did well, for all his fear.” 
 
    “You could tell?” I gave him an appraising look. 
 
    His stony face barely moved, but I was fairly sure he smiled, just a little in the corners. “Of course. I could smell it. You’ve raised a brave child.” 
 
    He was brave. And he’d been through too much the last couple of days. “Do you know what happened to the goblins who captured him?” 
 
    Crixus shrugged. “Against Schmidt and Pryce? Schmidt once killed a dragon, almost by himself. Pryce is a powerful lilim. And while you’ve been harmed by them, I don’t think you’ve met them in a real fight.” 
 
    I set my jaw. “Not one involving guns,” I said darkly. 
 
    He blinked before saying, “Correction taken. All kinds of emotions can be projected—terror, nausea, grief—it all depends on what the lilim has experienced in their life. So the pair of them? Against a troop of boots, probably surprised… My best guess is they’re all dead. Schmidt isn’t the merciful type.” 
 
    Crixus paced beside me as I started the trek back to the house. “Do you know if there’s a way to block the geas from reinfecting us?” he asked. 
 
    I considered. “It’s possible. I’ll think on it, but…” 
 
    “I know. May the return of your power be swift.” Crixus saw me through the door then headed for the rooms where the goblins were being housed. 
 
    “Ceridwen?” Johann called. I turned and walked into the conference room. Johann, Lotus, Nick, and Jimmy were gathered around a table, tablets and laptops open, looking like some sort of fortune 500 supernatural corporation board meeting. 
 
    “Yes?” I replied in a guarded tone. 
 
    Johann raised his eyebrows and looked at me with his head at an angle that put me in mind of him peering over spectacles… though he wasn’t wearing any. “Your suggestions on dealing with the daoine sidhe in the area after this aggression?” 
 
    I snorted and couldn’t find it in me to be actually helpful. “Gas explosions where they live? A suitable amount of C-4 or other high impact explosives?” 
 
    “Subtle,” Lotus murmured. 
 
    “Not in the least.” I was tired of risking my neck, and the necks of my children. I fixed them all with glares, one by one. Even Jimmy. “Someone needs to make the hard choices. Blow them up. Poison them. Curse them. Send them a nice note with a fruit basket requesting they vacate the city immediately. And when I say requesting, I mean demanding. I don’t care how, just get them far away from here and from the goblins that Jimmy and I have freed. When Morgan finds out her geas over the goblins are broken, she’ll meet you on the field, Johann. Can you win and still be subtle?” 
 
    Jimmy took in a sharp breath and looked behind me. I whirled. 
 
    Even louder than him, though, was Tara. She stood behind me at the door I’d just entered, tears shining in her eyes. Simultaneous pangs of guilt and suspicion hit my gut. Her appearance at just that moment was mightily pat. 
 
    Apparently, I wasn’t the only one with that opinion. “Tara. I’m glad to see you’ve had a chance to freshen up and come down to see us. Please, have a seat,” Schmidt said in a dangerously mild tone. 
 
    Tara did so with slow care as if afraid the cushioned chair would bite. Too bad it couldn’t. If I had my magic, I’d have been sorely tempted to make it. 
 
    “When does Ariana plan to take power from Rhys? Does she have Morgan’s support?” Johann asked, fixing his stare on Tara. 
 
    “She had Morgan’s support. The bliss failure has put Rhys on very thin ice, and him obsessing about getting his sister back from you is making him look weak. She plans to move soon. Ariana has her own goblins.” She twined her fingers in her lap. “There’s another attack coming, but I don’t know on whom or using what resources.” 
 
    Interesting. If she was telling the truth, then we were in serious trouble here. What reason did she have to lie, other than disinformation? It really depended on if Tara was Ariana’s or Rhys’s plant. She had to know what Schmidt would do—unless she was confident she could get clear and be defended afterward. Or unless he was killed. 
 
    While I wasn’t exactly happy that I had basically threatened her entire race, maybe that would make it clear that I was not someone that she wanted to cross. Or someone easily trifled with. 
 
    Could it work out after all? Not with the structure as it stood, but maybe without the goblins acting as their army, the daoine sidhe would back off. 
 
    “Why do you care? Why are you here?” I asked. 
 
    I expected a shrug and a noncommittal answer, but she met my eyes firmly. My respect for her inched up a notch, although it wasn’t as if that was an accomplishment. Slightly up from nothing was still pretty close to nothing. 
 
    She steeled her spine visibly before replying. “Because I want Ariana’s place as second when you all kill her or make her look the fool.” 
 
    All right then. Some ambition. That was a reasonable motive. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, and it made it more likely that she was telling the truth. She had even less reason to lie now, and as sad as it sounded, I wasn’t against helping her to achieve her goal. At least this way, it would be a devil we knew, and Ariana had already proven to be too treacherous to deal with. If Tara was in her place, then the daoine sidhe in the city were weaker. 
 
    “Fair enough. Lotus, would you be so kind as to see Tara back to her room to prevent her from running into anyone unfriendly?” The unspoken threat in Johann’s tone was silken and cold. 
 
    Lotus smiled and motioned for Tara to walk with her. “Of course. We can stop by the kitchen for a snack to hold you over until breakfast. I’ve heard daoine sidhe have fast metabolisms…” Lotus’s chatty voice faded a moment after they left the room. 
 
    “Where do we house the freed goblins now? It’s too public here, Ceridwen.” Johann regarded us. 
 
    I paused and considered the people in the room and our resources. “Nick, could they camp in your pole barn for the next couple of days? Just until we find a place for them?” There, at least they would be out of the way, not to mention they would be far away from anyone that they could hurt, although without the geas maybe we wouldn’t have to worry about that anymore. At least, that was the hope. 
 
    “Yes, they can stay there. We’ll have to schedule showers, though.” Nick shrugged. “But that’s manageable.” 
 
    From what I’d seen, that wouldn’t be a problem for them. Their lives seemed organized in a military fashion. They’d figure it out and police themselves. 
 
    My phone rang, so I pulled it out of my pocket. Oh, ack. The school was calling. I moved away from them and answered. “Hey, Boss Lady,” I said cheerily and totally fake. 
 
    “Ceri, how are you and Jimmy? How bad was the accident?” Amy Griswold asked, her tone alive with both concern and concealed avid interest. 
 
    I kept my voice hushed and walked farther away from the murmuring group. “We’re both pretty bruised up. Jimmy had the worst of it. He’ll probably stay home through the weekend.” 
 
    She sighed. “I hate to ask. Odette Keller wanted to reschedule for Friday and we’re having a terrible time finding a sub, do you think you’re up for teaching tomorrow?” 
 
    I groaned internally. Saving the city and holding down a job was a pain in the tuchus. “Yes, I’ll be there. Could you let attendance know Jimmy won’t?” 
 
    This time her sigh was full of relief. And once she knew I was coming, she didn’t bother trying to prolong the conversation. I was grateful for that. “Of course,” she chirped. “See you tomorrow. Hope you both feel better!” She hung up. I turned back to the conversation. 
 
    When I returned to the group and sat at the table, Schmidt set his fingertips together and narrowed his eyes thoughtfully on Nick. “Do you have a place there where you can keep Tara as well? Her phone can be removed. I don’t trust her, and at least this way she’ll be out of the way.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure that was going to be enough to keep her from being a problem, but it was a temporary solution. I hadn’t thought that far ahead, anyway. 
 
    Nick considered for a second, then nodded slowly, but looked reluctant. I could tell that he wasn’t happy at the thought of taking multiple people, multiple kins, all potential enemies to the farm where he lived when he wasn’t actively running experiments, but it really was the safest place for all of them to be right now. 
 
    Johann’s home had a constant stream of people, and was pretty much gossip central. If we wanted the goblin’s freedom kept quiet, they couldn’t stay here very long. My home wasn’t large and sat in a suburban cul-de-sac, not exactly isolated. Nick owned over a hundred acres, and the area surrounding his little farm was heavily wooded. Safer for them. 
 
    Safer for all of us, too. 
 
    “I will. But if she steps wrong, I will kill her.” It was an uncomplicated statement of fact, and it was almost chilling how simply he said it. This was someone’s life that he was talking about, and yet he discussed killing her as nonchalantly as he would’ve talked about taking out the trash or doing the dishes. “I’ve never liked dealing with daoine sidhe, but I don’t believe that she’s a turncoat. However, if she puts Ceri or Jimmy at risk, she doesn’t get a second chance.” 
 
    Jimmy flinched, and I touched his shoulder gently with my fingers. It must have been hard for him to be around Nick when he was like this because it was hard to reconcile the man that had cared for us both so much with this brutally practical man in front of us. I knew that he was only doing what he had to do, but to Jimmy, it was no doubt a sobering reminder of what Nick was actually capable of. 
 
    “So we’re going home?” Jimmy asked. He’d settled close to me after I sat down. I didn’t mind the plaintive tone. Everything was happening so quickly, like a riptide in the ocean, ready to sweep our feet out from under us and drown us any second. 
 
    “I am at least,” I said with a yawn. “I have to work tomorrow.” 
 
    Johann grimaced. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    Annoyance flared, and long habit made me strongly consider the contrary path. I couldn’t do a lot at the moment, but I could make sure that my son at least felt safe. My wards at home were independent of my power and fully charged. 
 
    Lotus cleared her throat as Johann and I stared at each other like gunfighters, neither willing to give in. “Johann, she needs to work, since you don’t employ her. Ceri, you’re in danger. Will your wards protect you enough for the current situation?” Her eyes met mine calmly, clearly trying to make me understand what she was saying. 
 
    “Yes.” My wards would keep out hostiles for more than long enough to call for help. I’d set plenty at the school as well. I was covered. I glanced at Jimmy. 
 
    He caught my eye. “You aren’t going home alone, Mom.” 
 
    Nick rose, grabbed my hand, and kissed it. “I’m off, then. As often turns out, you were right, Ceri. Johann, if you could arrange transport for the goblins and Tara once I confirm my home is secure?” 
 
    “Of course,” Johann answered genially. “Ceri, if you need a rental car, I have several available for reasonable rates.” 
 
    “Let me see them before I sign anything.” I folded my arms as Johann’s eyes twinkled. I wasn’t about to pay him for some jalopy. 
 
    After making sure we were done with the discussion, Jimmy disappeared with Lotus. She was a soothing influence, I knew, and Jimmy genuinely liked her. He’d be safe. 
 
    Johann and I remained in the conference room, although I was careful to make sure that we kept our voices low so that Jimmy didn’t hear us. 
 
    “I’m considering calling Ariana.” Johann sounded less than eager, which was basically exactly how I felt about it. Speaking to her started a dangerous game, and yet it would have to happen if we wanted to reduce the bloodshed. And I really wanted to reduce the bloodshed. As long as we were dealing with this here, we weren’t searching for Dara. And that was a worry-turning-into-blind-panic in the back of my mind. 
 
    There was no way to tell if Tara was ready to take over even if we did manage to take Ariana out of the equation, and a power vacuum was the last thing that we wanted right now. 
 
    Our thoughtful silence was interrupted by a tinkling chime from Johann’s cell phone. He pulled it out of his pocket with a sigh, and I raised my eyebrows. Whatever it was, it was clearly important, because he stood up almost immediately and walked to the other side of the room. 
 
    My phone chimed seconds later, the message from Lotus informing me that Mary’s fake ID packet was ready and in my room. Good. Another needed item off my list. Mary was the fetch who now looked just like Jimmy’s girlfriend and always would. But it wasn’t her fault she’d been used in an attempt to force me to help someone, so I was helping her as best I could, which included a set of fake papers. 
 
    While Johann was still occupied with his phone, I slipped away from the table to double-check everything in the packet was correct and then call Mary to let her know the ID had been set up for her. Even better, she didn’t answer so I could leave a message. 
 
    Then I settled down to meditate and clear my mind. I hoped that would help me recover more quickly. It couldn’t hurt anyway. Breathing deeply and slowly, repeating nonsense phrases over and over until my mind cleared. I sat there for a long time, but it felt like seconds later that my phone rang. 
 
    I opened my eyes to find Nick’s smiling face beckoning me from the screen. With the way everything had been going lately, I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had been calling to tell me that his barn had burned down and we were going to have to keep all of the goblins in my shower, which was going to put a serious cramp on my style. 
 
    “Everything is fine,” he said without preamble. Bless him. “The goblins are settled in the barn and Tara in the guest room.” How long had I been meditating? “I’m getting some work done. Rest, get yourself in fighting trim.” 
 
    I looked at the time on the phone. Holy crow! I’d stayed in trance for almost eight hours. That had never happened before. I tucked it away to worry about if it happened again and followed my grumbling stomach downstairs. 
 
    He hung up, and I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at the ceiling. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Nick, because I did. It was more that I didn’t trust the universe, and this seemed to be just too easy. I didn’t believe it. I was just hoping that it would be another shoe to fall, and not a guillotine. 
 
    When I went down for supper, Jimmy and Johann were already there. 
 
    “I kept him from eating all the pork chops, Mom.” Jimmy looked amused, and the shadows in his eyes were less noticeable. 
 
    If it was Johann’s influence, I’d play along. “Thanks, I hope it wasn’t too desperate a struggle.” 
 
    “Not at all.” Johann leaned toward me. “Ceridwen, would you be willing to help me get some information from Ariana?” 
 
    Ugh. I didn’t look forward to this, but having Johann owe me either money or a favor was a good thing. “Possibly, what would it entail?” 
 
    “You would pose as my helpless prisoner. I would twirl my mustache, make vague promises, and be stupefied by her beauty. Then we’d listen to her brag and possibly reveal bits of her plans I haven’t figured out yet.” 
 
    “So long as I’m only posing, Johann.” I tried for a light tone, but it came out flat. I didn’t like the idea of being his little stooge, even pretend. 
 
    “Mom, Johann’s ok, really.” Jimmy looked up from his food. 
 
    Johann smiled at my son indulgently. “Your mother has reasons for not being a fan of mine, Jimmy. But she knows my word is good. And I give it to you that I’ll not keep you in this house against your will on this occasion.” 
 
    On this occasion. Um. “That’s… not reassuring.” 
 
    His answering grin showed me a row of pointy teeth. “That wasn’t the intent.” 
 
    I sighed and waved my hand vaguely at him. “Yes, I’ll help.” 
 
    We set up in Johann’s office after Jimmy went upstairs to play video games. Better he distract himself while he waited for us to leave. And of course Johann had every imaginable gaming system. 
 
    “Please, sit here.” He indicated a chair visible from the laptop’s camera. “If you would, let that expressive face of yours shout all the things you won’t be saying. Ariana likes to win.” 
 
    He handed me a set of cuffs and the key. Then he pulled a square of tape out of his desk. 
 
    I looked from it to him with my lips pursed. 
 
    He motioned the tape toward me again. “Handcuff yourself however you want. This is kinesiology tape. It comes right off and has duct tape glued to its back. It’ll look like a gag but will fall right off if you move too much, so don’t. I have Jimmy in my dungeon, by the way, to make you obedient. Got it?” 
 
    “I’m not happy about this,” I grumbled. But still, happy or not, I put the key in my pocket after testing to make sure it opened the cuffs. Then I put them on. Johann patted the tape in place. 
 
    “That’ll make this more realistic.” He grinned then cleared his throat and furrowed his brow. Returning to his desk, Johann placed the call then leaned back, a faint smile curving on his lips. “This should be hilarious but do try not to laugh.” 
 
    The screen flickered, and then Ariana regarded us, her thin brows raised. “Johann. To what do I owe the dubious pleasure?” 
 
    “It seems I’m running a lost and found now. Your goblins lost Ms. Gault, and I’ve picked her and her son up. I thought you might be interested in knowing I have an extra.” 
 
    My right eye twitched. Ariana’s gaze fell on me. It took no effort to glare back. She’d had Jimmy kidnapped and beaten. 
 
    A sweet smile brightened her face. “Why thank you, Johann! I’m more than happy to pay a finder’s fee.” 
 
    “We can discuss that in a moment, after you share why you’ve broken my rule against forcible recruitment?” Johann’s face and tone had become even blander. That was more dangerous than if he’d gotten fiercer. 
 
    “It was only going to be temporary. Once our beloved leader”—I could’ve cut the sarcasm in her voice with a dull butter knife and spread it on toast—“Rhys has left the area, I would’ve released her back into the wild. You know how hard it is to get the undivided services of a mage, Johann, sometimes desperate steps need to be taken to maintain the advantage. Wouldn’t you rather deal with me than Rhys? What with your feud and all? And I can offer certain advantages to you that Rhys can’t.” She leaned back, her thin silk blouse stretched over small but obviously bra-less breasts. 
 
    “It’s true Rhys and I have a less than happy history,” Johann murmured, an appreciative glint in his eye. Weird. I’d never seen him react to women in the slightest, not even Lotus, who was as close to physically perfect as flesh and blood could get. Was it acting? 
 
    “I’ll make you a deal about Rhys, Johann.” Her voice softened. “I’d love to spend an afternoon discussing it with you.” 
 
    The sheer weight of innuendo hit me like a brick, and I wasn’t even the target. Ew. I let my disgust show in my eyes. 
 
    Johann leered at her then glanced over at me. “As tempted as I am by your offer, I do have previous agreements with Rhys and a few others in town that I must keep. I would have to take a look at the, ah, specifics to see how I would be able to aid you.” He nodded back at me. “Don’t worry about her. She’ll do whatever she’s told as long as I have her son.” 
 
    Ariana’s eyes narrowed as she looked at me. I’d seen friendlier expressions on vipers ready to strike. No doubt my expression matched. 
 
    “Things would be so much easier if I had access to mages. You’ll be useful in consolidating this area,” she said. 
 
    I glared back, resisting the urge to throw something at the screen. It was a pretty emphatic no. 
 
    She continued as if she hadn’t gotten my not-so-subtle hint of rejection. “Johann, what if I had the recipe for a version of Bliss that doesn’t require a sacrifice of innocence? Would that help you consider faster? After all, there is already a readymade market for that. It would make us all very rich.” 
 
    Johann nodded. “Money is a good thing,” he agreed. “But I’m afraid Ceridwen’s services are already contracted. I’ll have to check with her protectors. I’m sure they’ll be willing to cut a deal.” 
 
    Her smile made me want to hit something. She murmured a soft assent, then there was a gentle chime as the video chat ended. 
 
    I glared at Johann, which didn’t seem to bother him. As a matter of fact, he seemed to think it was hilarious because he threw his head back and laughed. Not a chortle, but an oddly infectious full belly laugh that made me want to join in. 
 
    I tapped my fingers on the arm of the chair I remained handcuffed to. 
 
    “Your face, Ceridwen.” He pulled the tape off. “Of course, I’m not going to ask. We both know that you don’t want anything to do with her, and to be frank, neither do I. Daoine sidhe are good lovers only when you enjoy pulling knives out of your back on a regular basis. But any good businessman knows you let them assume what they want to hear, especially with someone like Ariana. And if she does have a new recipe, I’ll have another upsurge of Bliss to stomp.” He tapped his chin and narrowed his eyes. “I don’t think she actually does, though.” 
 
    “I smell smoke…”   
 
    He gave me an alarmed glance. 
 
    “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” I chanted. “And how does a fé lie?” 
 
    He spread his hands. “By omission, of course. Do you need help getting the cuffs off?” I shook my head, so he continued, “Are you going home tonight or tomorrow? You’re welcome to stay.” 
 
    “It depends on Jimmy, but I’d prefer to go home tonight. School is tomorrow.” 
 
    I wriggled and got the key in hand and fumbled at the lock until I got it open. The other wrist was faster. I rolled my eyes as I stood up, leaving him to his quiet snickers as I went to find my son. 
 
    I didn’t get far. “A moment, Ceridwen.” Johann brought up several images on his laptop and turned it around for me to look. 
 
    Three daoine sidhe stared back at me. I recognized Rhys, the leader of the area’s kin, but the woman and man with him weren’t familiar. 
 
    “This is Una, Rhys’s sister. This is Eoin. Their triad ran the bliss ring that operated here until recently. The mass grave you found was how they disposed of the bodies after they used the innocents up. Primarily human children, though they snagged a few from other kins.” His voice was conversational, but his eyes were colder than I’d ever seen them. He hadn’t cared for them using children. 
 
    I gagged as I remembered the spoiled magic in that grave, poisoning the yaksha’s home. “What did you do?” 
 
    “I broke it up. Una and Eoin went to punishments. Rhys has thus far eluded me. Be careful. Rhys has a new triad, but he wants his old one back and might try to use you as a leverage to get it.” 
 
    I sighed. It never ended. Now that I was found, it wouldn’t be peaceful ever again. “So, Tara really could be a trap from either side.” 
 
    He blinked at me. “Yes. Be safe, Ceridwen.” 
 
    I didn’t answer. I just let myself out. 
 
    The events of the last few days must have finally caught up with Jimmy because the poor thing looked exhausted. He was lying spread out on the bed in his borrowed room, his lanky body sprawled out so that his head was almost hanging off the edge of the bed. It was a rather precarious position for him to be in, but I couldn’t help but smile when I saw how relaxed his expression was. 
 
    My fingers gently stroked his thick hair out of his face before I slipped my hand under his head and carefully slid a pillow under his cheek, going so slowly that I might as well have been disarming a bomb. I didn’t want to disturb him, but he was going to regret it if he slept like that for very long. Crick in the neck? More like constant head tilt for the next two days. 
 
    His breathing hitched, and I froze, but other than shifting his arms to a more comfortable position, he didn’t move, so I breathed a fervent sigh of relief. It was good to see him so relaxed. It made me think of when he had been younger, and he had curled up in front of our fish tank and fallen asleep “watching the fishies dance.” He’d loved those fish, and this was the closest that I’d seen him to being anywhere near that peaceful in a long time. If sleeping on Johann’s couch was where he felt safe, then so be it. I was just glad that he was finally able to get some rest. 
 
    With one of my children taken care of and neither of us in any imminent danger, it was time to start worrying about the other child. I still hadn’t heard anything recently from Dara. I took one last look at Jimmy and slipped into the next room, pulling my phone out of my pocket to call my daughter again. I had been texting her every chance that I had, which I was well aware was probably a panic reaction, because I knew as well as anyone else that sending a ton of texts did not guarantee they were going to get answered any more quickly. But I couldn’t help it. 
 
    As much as I had hoped that something would be different, of course, it wasn’t. Dara didn’t answer my call. It rang for what felt like forever before it finally went through to her voicemail, her chipper tone from better times ringing in my ear. I tapped the button on my screen to hang up, fighting the urge to throw it against the wall. That wasn’t going to help any. And even if it did make me feel better, that meant that there would be no way for Dara to get hold of me when she was ready, so the new phone got to live another day. 
 
    An unfamiliar footfall in the hall caught my attention. It wasn’t the brisk tread of Johann or Lotus. I rushed toward the doorway, placing my body between Jimmy and whoever was in the hall. Adrenaline, never far away, rushed through me. 
 
    A shy smile and earnest stare met my panic. My shoulders relaxed as I recognized Katie. She was a strange girl, the source of the chaos magic that drifted in the air. I couldn’t see it right now, for which I was grateful. It would be unnerving to be constantly surrounded by it. 
 
    The erebite born into Katie’s body was Katie, but at the same time an aspect of primal chaos meant never to awaken. Human bodies were too frail to contain that power. 
 
    In only a few days, she’d gotten thinner. Even with the necklace helping move her power back inside her, her body was eroding. When I could do work again, I needed to find a better solution. 
 
    It was strange to know that this skinny teenager looked like a stiff wind could blow her over, yet she wielded immense power, more than I could ever comprehend. The worried crease between her eyebrows made me wonder what she needed to be worried about. She could destroy the entire city with a thought. 
 
    Or possibly that was why she worried. 
 
    “Hi, Katie. Sorry for rushing at you, Jimmy’s in here asleep.” I didn’t want her to think that I was overprotective, so I didn’t say anything more. Yes, a woman as old as me shouldn’t have been worried about what a teenager thought of me, but in this case, I definitely was. 
 
    “How are you doing?” Katie asked, her soft voice somehow echoing despite her obvious effort to mute it. I stepped farther into the hall so that she didn’t wake Jimmy. Katie’s expression was the same as someone doing their best not to wake a sleeping baby that had just been put down for a nap, and although Jimmy was plenty old enough to deal with people waking him up from a nap, I still appreciated the sentiment. 
 
    Biting my lower lip, I paused, wanting to answer that at this point I felt like I had one foot in the grave and one foot on a banana peel. Though watching her erode almost before my eyes, I was pretty sure I was being dramatic. 
 
    “I’m okay,” was the best that I could come up with. It was a lackluster answer, but she seemed to understand. 
 
    “May I help?” Her hands had started to glow, even to my blinded eyes, and she reached out, holding her hands out flat to give me a choice on whether or not to take them. 
 
    I had heard that magic could be loaned or outright given, though I had no idea how it was done. And I couldn’t even really see how she was doing it, so I could try at a later date to copy… timing always sucked. 
 
    At this point, what could it hurt? My magic was currently on hiatus, and if holding hands with Katie was going to help me until my own magic came back, then I was all for it. The worst case scenario was that nothing happened, in which case I would get a little bit of human contact to fulfill my people quota for a while and not hurt a young woman who’d been hurt too much. 
 
    Smiling in appreciation, I reached out and took Katie’s hands, trying not to throw my head back and groan as her magic flooded into my body with a rush like… I couldn’t think what it was like, only that it was awesome. Pull it together, me. This was darn near euphoric. 
 
    “It’s going to feel a little strange at first,” Katie warned. “And it’ll want out so it can come back to me.” 
 
    “So, magic does think?” I breathed. 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe? But this is more like something falling when you drop it rather than it thinking. Gravity pulls the falling object to earth, I pull the magic back to me.” 
 
    “Understood. So use it only in emergencies.” 
 
    “Yes. But this gives you some power, at least. I don’t like the thought of you being powerless with everything going on. And you’re going to leave. Everyone expects you to go by day’s end since you have to teach.” Katie opened her hands. The magic within had sensitized me, and I could now see all the chaos magic in the air, like swimming through a forest of sea anemones. 
 
    I touched the magic coiled in me, like yolk within an egg, and nursed a scrap out, making a tiny ball of light. Her magic instead of mine flowing through my body. It felt like there was a live wire in my veins, but strangely enough, it didn’t actually hurt. Instead, it felt like I had more energy than ever before, and I could do anything I set my mind to. 
 
    Overconfidence was the last thing I needed, and I noted that care was needed when wielding this power. I let the light play around my hands, drawing swirling designs in the air with my fingertips as I got used to it. 
 
    It felt good. Before, I’d always felt my magic, and I’d had to brutally suppress the nibbles of panic at being blinded and helpless. Though, if I’d had my magic a few minutes ago, I might have chosen to give Johann athlete’s foot or warts. Which would have been a very bad idea, true, but the man could be so annoying. 
 
    I smiled at Katie. She held out her hands again, clearly offering more magic to me. I wasn’t sure how much I could safely take from her without hurting myself. So much power in her fragile body… something needed to be done to reinforce her. I made a mental note to ask if anyone here was doing anything. The locket I’d made to help her keep her magic seemed to be working, but at what cost to her body? 
 
    Though I was almost jealous of her. What I wouldn’t give for that much power so that I would never feel as helpless and powerless as I had at so many points in my life. With those moments in mind, I took her hands again, letting her top off the power. After all, if she were willing to give it, then I was willing to take it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled to Katie, suddenly shy. Her power within me made me feel like we had a connection of some kind, like having her magic inside me would help me to understand her better. Like a friendship bracelet on steroids. 
 
    “It will only be enough for one or two uses,” Katie warned. “But it should be enough to protect you if something happens, at least until your own power comes back. Then you can just blow off some steam and purge my magic from your system. Simple.” 
 
    I took a second to think about the logistics of this. For a moment, it was hard for me to understand why I would be able to use her magic and not my own, but it was a different sort of magic. I couldn’t reach for my ribbons because that was outside magic, and I didn’t have the magical energy to pull it inside me and manipulate it. But Katie’s magic was different. Her magic was ready, willing, and able, like ribbons coiled inside me that I could use for whatever I needed. 
 
    Katie’s eyes went to the silver bracelet I wore. “I can fill that, too. He’s enchanted it to store power.” 
 
    Nick had made it for me, a wide bracelet set with lapis. I wondered what other helpful little enchantments he’d placed on it, and more, how he’d done it. He was a svartalfar, not a mage. 
 
    “Good idea.” I held out my arm, and Katie rested her hands on it, one above, one below. Her long fingers flexed as her magic flowed into it, going until the bracelet had started to shake and grow warm against my wrist. I almost stepped back in surprise, but instead ended up grimacing as she shrugged apologetically. Not the most dignified approach for either of us. 
 
    The bracelet had clearly taken in more magic than I had and began cooling when she took her hands away. Of course, it was receptive to the magic. Nick knew what I was. 
 
    “Thank you again. Now we can go home with a whole card.” My words were full of the gratitude I felt, and I resolved to do what I could for this poor woman. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    Once Jimmy woke, later that evening, we headed home. As I put the key in the lock, I contemplated a nap of my own, but it was a bit too late in the day for that. I’d just end up staying asleep all night. The sight of an uninvited visitor in my house sent that thought winging into the mist. 
 
    Holy crap. A fetch. On my couch. It appeared to be a fully grown adult with a lean build, although whether male or female was hard to tell without the benefit of features. Features of any kind, really. No eyes, a slit for a mouth, a bumpy nose that looked like a kid had dropped an unfinished clay model on its face. Creepy AF. Under my gaze, it put hands on its thighs and bowed in our direction, a faint cinnamon scent permeating the room. 
 
    Jimmy gasped, having just seen it. His face went a bit slack with shock. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, forcing my tone to an even coolness as I stepped slightly in front of Jimmy. 
 
    Mary had given me the impression that fetches rarely permitted themselves to be seen and didn’t seek out company, so this must have been a pressing matter. And boy, I was getting freaking tired of everyone’s pressing matters landing on my figurative desk. I also didn’t want to drive someone in genuine need away. So, I did my best to curb my irritation and waited for it to answer my question. The wards had allowed it to pass, so that meant no hostile intent. 
 
    However, I would toss it out on its vaguely formed rear if this was trivial. 
 
    Its mouth barely moved as a deep and raspy voice came out. “My name is Brandon Sauer. I am a fetch.” 
 
    After a short moment’s struggle, I bit back the urge to say yes, thank you, I had already noticed that. But sarcasm wouldn’t help anything at this point. Without their shapeshifting, fetches were never going to be able to pass for a humanoid kin, and certainly not as a normal human. The closest parallel that came to mind was maybe a golem from old myths, since they did look like they were formed of clay rather than flesh and bone. 
 
    “Yes,” I said finally. “But why are you in my house?” Waiting to enter until we had gotten home would have been a nice change and knocking on the front door would have been amazing. Instead, he had been waiting motionless in the dark on my couch like some new kind of horror movie monster. In retrospect, it probably shouldn’t have waited on the front porch in the middle of the early evening. Maybe a good call, coming inside without permission. 
 
    Being a fetch in its natural form, I wasn’t sure what senses it did or didn’t have. I wasn’t sure how their thought process worked either, but I highly doubted that they had seen enough horror movies to realize that sitting in the dark on someone else’s couch was probably not the friendliest way to start a meeting. With that in mind, I tried to keep my smart mouth from running away with me and give him the benefit of the doubt. Depending on what he said, I was more than happy to show him the way to the door and boot him out of it if needed. Or, potentially help him. 
 
    “I am here to ask for your help.” A sharp, almost vinegary smell accompanied the dreaded words. They always wanted my help. 
 
    It was strange having a conversation with it, not just because of the lack of features or movement, but also because his tone of voice never changed. Whereas a normal conversation with a person would have inflections and changes in tone, as well as shifting around and making eye contact, talking to a fetch had none of that. Its voice was deep and raspy, yes, but also flat and calm like a computer was reading from a script. I squinted briefly, seeing if there was any change that I could make out in this spot where his eyes should have been, but nope. Absolutely nothing. 
 
    “And what do you need my help with? And would you let me know what pronoun you prefer?” I asked cautiously. I couldn’t keep calling it an it, even if I had no other alternative. 
 
    Jimmy slid past me, and I almost had a coronary. He went into the kitchen, grabbing a bag of puffcorn and two bowls, and poured the puffcorn in. Brandon and I watched silently as Jimmy offered a bowl to Brandon, then retreated to the big armchair in the corner. 
 
    While still a bit tense, he’d lost the edge of fear and had his phone out. I bit my cheek. He was surreptitiously taking pictures. 
 
    Ah, the resilience of youth. I, on the other hand, still stood here in the doorway and fought the urge to fight or flight. It was a natural reaction, because most people didn’t have to deal with faceless creatures popping up in their house, but that was just one of the joys of my life, I guessed. 
 
    Super. 
 
    Silence from Brandon as he stood in front of the couch holding a bowl of puffcorn, though the smell in the air had shifted to a strange blend of pine and roses. What was with the smell? I really didn’t know enough about fetches. I should’ve been quizzing Mary all this time. 
 
    Jimmy’s move prompted me to move. I had to choose between sitting on the couch next to Brandon or go across the living room. Not a difficult decision. I hung up my coat and walked all the way across the living room to sit in the other armchair, still keeping an eye on Brandon. I was sitting at the edge of my seat, so I made a conscious effort to scoot back and make eye contact with its face. I could probably relax. Probably. 
 
    “I prefer to be male, so he.” Okay, he worked. He continued. “We, my gang, our clan, want the same help as was given to the yaksha. We need to protect our children and our kin in Columbus. We know of your actions, and now we ask for that help.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure who had gossiped with so many potential candidates. Terror and pride rose in my heart at the same time. I’d hidden for so long, but now people knew me and asked for my help, even if I wasn’t sure I could deliver it. I was already burned out. Now this? 
 
    Hard hearted I might be, but I was also a mother. Mary was a fetch, and I had her ID papers in my bag, ready to deliver. I had the ability to help these people. Didn’t that morally obligate me? 
 
    She’d had her life stolen away, and she was only four by our reckoning. Older, with all the experience of Liz’s seventeen-year-old mind, but beneath it a four-year-old fetch. It worked out to her being a rather immature teenager. 
 
    My weakness. I would do what was needed to protect children, whether they were my own or not, human or not. Children were children as far as I was concerned. 
 
    Brandon continued to speak. “We are being pressured to offer another child to the daoine sidhe. We do not want to, but that is not an acceptable answer to the daoine sidhe.” 
 
    I winced. Yeah, I knew that better than anyone. None of the powerful liked taking no for an answer, and usually, the results were less than pleasant for whoever had decided to stand up to them. I could only imagine the terror that the fetches felt when a powerful kin came to buy their children within a few months of the last. 
 
    Their ability to shapeshift and take on memory and personality didn’t make them outstanding fighters or rich. They had a long-standing tradition of yielding when the pressure grew too harsh, the life of one gone to save the collective. It was a horrible situation to be put in. 
 
    Coming to me meant that they had decided to fight harder. I had to admire that. 
 
    The situation they lived in was so unfair. And by doing nothing, I became part of those who destroyed their children’s lives. Darn it. “Yes, I’ll help you. How many people?” 
 
    “Forty,” he said in his robotic voice. 
 
    I winced. “I just have to make a few calls and see what I can do first. Stay here.” I glanced at Jimmy, who munched on puffcorn balls and texted back every time his phone pinged. I was fairly sure he was too discreet to send the pictures, but I was still going to ask later. 
 
    Clearly, he wasn’t overly worried about Brandon. I retreated to the kitchen, to pretend to myself I had some privacy while I called Crixus. I had no idea how sharp fetch hearing was. I’d have to ask Mary, if she remembered, when this was done. 
 
    Of course, he answered on the second ring. It was only the professional thing to do, but it didn’t exactly give me much time to think through what I was going to say to him. 
 
    “Chainbreaker.” His clipped voice had a hissing undernote like a snapped salute. 
 
    Internally, I cringed. It was a lot of title to be saddled with. “Crixus, hello. From what Nick said about goblins, I think you might have a safe place the daoine sidhe don’t know about.” 
 
    “Correct.” Again with the salute sound. How a voice could sound military was beyond me. “It is unknown to Johann or Schmidt as well as the daoine sidhe. I’d appreciate it if it stayed unknown to them.” 
 
    “I can agree to that for myself. The fetches in the area are approaching me. They’re being asked to tithe another child. Do you know of a place where they can hide until everything blows over? There are forty of them. I’m worried the fetch is intended to replace me or Jimmy, so you don’t notice we’re gone until they have a good head start.” 
 
    “I do. A guide will be sent. I will call you back with further details’” 
 
    He hung up. No fuss, no muss. 
 
    The next ten minutes dragged like Jimmy getting out of bed at six am on a cold day. Trusting the goblins would seem like a no-brainer, but trust really wasn’t something I was good at. 
 
    “Someone is on their way,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. I wasn’t sure I succeeded. I spent the time pacing. Jimmy played on his phone, and Brandon sat silently. 
 
    I’d called because Crixus had access to resources I didn’t. It’d been a bit hard to do. Supposedly, a good leader knew when to delegate or ask for help, and although I might not have been a leader for long, I could only try. 
 
    Even though it felt like forever by the time Crixus called back, it really wasn’t more than about twelve minutes, something that I only knew because I was obsessively checking the time on my phone in the hopes that maybe I would be holding my phone when he called me back, and I would be able to answer it more quickly. Yeah, yeah, a watched pot never boils and all that jazz, but a phone in a stranglehold would still ring, although I just about tossed it across the room in startlement when it rang. That would have been just my luck. 
 
    “Yes?” I asked the second that my phone was next to my ear. No, not a polite way to answer the phone. 
 
    Crixus didn’t seem to be bothered by my abrupt greeting, if it could even be called that. “Is it Brandon or Annalise with you?” 
 
    “Brandon.” 
 
    “Find out what they can offer you in exchange for your protection. Your safety is paramount, as is Jimmy’s.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Crixus was not one to beat around the bush. The word was barely out of my mouth when the call ended. I shoved the phone into my back pocket. All the better if I didn’t have to go through more of the niceties with him. 
 
    Now the fun part, which was going to be coming to an agreement with Brandon we could all live with. 
 
    “I’ve got Mary ready to call Brandon, Mom.” Jimmy looked up from his phone. 
 
    “Thanks! Brandon. I’ve made an arrangement for a safe house for you and your people. To keep the exchange balanced, what do you offer in payment?” Ugh. I sounded like a fé. Yuck. 
 
    “I can offer my services.” 
 
    And didn’t that sound like a hook for a certain type of romance novel, I didn’t know what did. 
 
    But it was an intriguing prospect. “I actually could use two of me right now.” I flopped down on the far chair again. I was happy to have found a way to help, but it was another straw on an overburdened donkey. To be clear, I was the donkey. 
 
    But I was going to be hellishly busy for the foreseeable future. “The play’s opening night is next Friday, and there are rehearsals tonight and all next week. I can’t miss rehearsals. The show will fall apart without a director.” I spread my hands in the air. 
 
    “I can stand in for you. Since I’m an adult, I can gain your skills and training, for some days, perhaps a week.” 
 
    Fetch adults lost the skills and memories they copied over a period of days. Only their children had plastic enough identities; the impression of another’s mind was permanent. Which is why their children were demanded. They weren’t powerful in combat, so they tried to play factions off of each other to keep their young from being taken. 
 
    I stared at him, my eyes wide. If I could get help from the fetches with stuff like this in the future, things would be so much easier for all of us. That would free me up to help with lesson plans and other, more immediate magical issues. 
 
    “I will not let the community know that you are helping us so that your students are in less danger.” Brandon added after a moment. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” I said dryly. I was resisting the urge to point out that they never should have been in danger in the first place, because that was not actually going to solve anything. This was making progress. Brandon wasn’t my enemy and I needed to chill out and not start a fight. 
 
    “It can only be a short-term agreement,” I warned. “This is the best that I can do.” 
 
    Jimmy’s phone rang. He put it on speaker. 
 
    “Hi.” Mary’s shy voice. “Um, if everyone is in the same place, I can do online teaching for all the little ones, so they all have their own skill sets without having to borrow them.” 
 
    “Good point,” I murmured. There was no way that fetch children would be able to go to school, not looking the way that they did. They would never be able to pass as human, and it made me sad that they would miss out on some of the experiences of human schools. Sure, bullying wasn’t exactly the best thing to look forward to, but meeting new friends and learning about math, science, literature… those were things that could help any kid, no matter what kin they were. 
 
    It made me sad and angry that the fetches couldn’t experience those things because of the way they looked, but that was just the way it was. Mary’s thirst for learning had not come from Liz’s personality. It was all her own. 
 
    Being taught at home was the only feasible alternative, since there was no way that they were going to be able to afford the expensive illusions that would allow the children to look human enough to be accepted at schools. 
 
    Brandon nodded. “Mary has been a great help. She’s been sharing what she has learned with us. With your skills, I could help her even more.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, startled by what Brandon meant. I had thought that since Mary was officially dead to these people, that they would just ignore her entirely. Apparently, I was wrong. 
 
    “I didn’t think that Mary was associated with your kin anymore.” I flushed, not quite sure how to explain what I meant. “I thought she was dead to you, so you didn’t talk to her anymore.” 
 
    Jimmy’s phone gave a strangled squeak, Mary’s reaction. 
 
    The air filled with the smell of honey. Brandon made a soft sound, and it took me entirely too long to realize that it was his version of a laugh. It was a strange rasping sound, but it made him seem more human, something that I was glad of. 
 
    “The elders who must keep the tradition may not speak to her. Likewise, she can no longer speak to them. Others of us do not keep the traditions yet. Though she can no longer speak or hear true, she’s still dear to us. Some of us contributed to the mixing that made her and will not give her up so quickly.” 
 
    I bowed my head in understanding. I guessed the scents were a form of communication, but I didn’t want to ask. Sometimes asking for clarification was rude and intrusive. I’d ask Mary as soon as I could. 
 
    If nothing else, I was glad that Mary hadn’t been abandoned. With all of the problems going on, this, at least, was a sign of kindness and love. It heartened me. 
 
    “Mary, can you switch with Liz and attend school for her tomorrow, and take Brandon to school? Let him in through the gym before you go to first period class?” 
 
    “Since it’s Liz, I don’t expect her to object,” was Mary’s mild reply. She was Jimmy’s girlfriend Liz’s fetch, who’d been kidnapped earlier this year when she was mistaken for a mage. It had ended well, something for me to be proud of. 
 
    Liz hated school with a passion and tried to get Mary to take her place at every possible chance. For Liz, this would be a treat, skipping school with my permission. 
 
    “Let’s do this, then,” I agreed. Brandon followed me as I stepped into the kitchen, digging under the table to grab my work bag for the next day. I would have liked to have said that I was one of those organized people who had everything neatly arranged in a binder for their lesson plans, but that was not the case at all. To be fair, I did also have a lot going on in my life right now, but even before I had been meeting faceless men in my living room, I hadn’t been the most organized person in the world. It wasn’t all in a binder. At this point, I was just happy that my school stuff was all in the same bag. At least this way I could find something, although when I had everything spread out on the table to do my best to organize it, it didn’t look like it was organized at all. 
 
    “I need to learn you,” Brandon said. 
 
    I leaned back a bit in my chair, worried about what that meant, but he just sat quietly next to me while I organized my lesson plans for the next day. Other than watching me, he wasn’t really doing anything, and it was a strange feeling. But other than the initial weirdness, I wasn’t really that uncomfortable, and I was able to focus more on the work that I was doing instead of trying to figure out why he was staring at me. Whatever he needed to do to help me get through the next week at school, so be it. 
 
    Brandon sat back, humming softly. It was another weirdly human gesture, and I tilted my head at him. 
 
    “I am a theater fan now,” he mused. “I think that I will quite like helping the students with their production. It will give me a chance to learn more.” 
 
    I fought down the urge to smile. He sounded almost surprised about liking theater, which was something that I could identify with. It was almost funny, how different live theater was from movies and television. 
 
    Starting the drama club when I’d first gotten the job had been the first time, I could express my love for anything other than my kids. Yeah, it was work but that didn’t matter to me most of the time. I loved the expressions and fun that the kids were able to bring to words on a piece of paper. 
 
    Without them, it was just a script, just pieces of paper and a poor-quality binding holding it all together. With them, it was a genuine good time as they learned to play their roles, colorful highlights on their script helping them to learn more about their characters and how they wanted to bring them to life. And all the silly and sometimes not so silly ways creative kids interacted. 
 
    “We’ll switch places in the morning, after my parent-teacher conference with Odette Keller.” I would have loved for him to be able to do that as well. Who could blame me? But that wouldn’t have been fair to him. That dance required experience rather than knowledge, and I didn’t want to deal with the fallout if something went off. This way, I would complete the only thing that I needed to do myself, and he would get to enjoy his newfound love of theater while I tried to deal with current events and not get kidnapped. 
 
    It seemed that Brandon had the same idea because he nodded. “Knowledge like that, deep knowledge, is something that only children can do, a type of fusion. For adults, it is temporary only, small things that we learn from your most recent memories, or things you’ve learned almost to reflex. But it will be enough for now.” 
 
    All right. Next step: more mundane things. I shot Nick a quick text, making sure that he could pick me up tomorrow so that Brandon could use my car to get home. After all, he would look and act like me, but someone was bound to notice if he didn’t drive my car. The people at the school were entirely too nosy to miss something like that. I almost felt bad for letting Brandon deal with the things that I should have been doing myself, but I justified that it was like I was taking a sick day and using a substitute. Actually, it was even better than that because I was doing something that would help more than just one person. This wasn’t a sick day, this was a mission. 
 
    Brandon had retreated into the living room with Jimmy, and I pulled up my email and sent a message to Lotus, asking about Dara. I checked the news. A story about the television crew showing up in a snowy crop circle had hit the national headlines. All was going according to plan. 
 
    I left another voicemail on Dara’s phone, as well. At this point, I would have sent smoke signals if I thought it would get through to her. 
 
    When it seemed like Brandon was done doing whatever it was he was doing, I smiled at him. “Brandon, you can use the guest room, you’ll be driving in with me, and Jimmy tomorrow morning and Jimmy will let you in the back way when I leave out front at 9. Got it?” 
 
    “Of course.” Brandon gave me another of those bows and retreated to the room I indicated, poking his head out the door. “Have I permission to raid the fridge this evening?” 
 
    I tried not to laugh. He’d mimicked my voice so exactly. “Yes. I’m going to bed.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
      
 
    The next morning, I called Jimmy in sick to school and left him with Noir, under directions that if anything happened, he was to hide and group text me, Nick, and Johann. 
 
    I arrived early for the conference but still I barely had time to grab coffee before Odette arrived and we headed for the conference room. 
 
    Sitting opposite Odette Keller, I wished I was less ethical. I would have loved to make Brandon take care of this parent teacher conference in particular, but I couldn’t get it past my conscience to make him deal with the rich, rude mother of a student who could have been one of my best, if not for the fact that he was a goofball who had raised laziness in academics to a fine art. 
 
    Normally, I didn’t bother with parent teacher conferences, since at high school age it made more sense to me to work with the students directly. And hand out detentions for too much missed work. Unfortunately, in this case the mother was part of the problem. Her attitude explained a lot about Evan, and the way he tried to float past inconvenient obstacles. 
 
    Having a bulldozer for a mother would foster that. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, doing my best not to lose what little patience I had left. Mrs. Keller was not stupid, in fact, she was incisive and perceptive, which made it difficult to deal with her when you were saying no. She wasn’t wrong in her conviction that money could solve every problem. 
 
    Especially at a private school dependent on the generosity of parents. The discreet sparkle of diamond earrings for an eight in the morning meeting—though to be fair she was likely heading to work after—added a surreal feel to the meeting. 
 
    I still wasn’t going to let her walk all over me. It was in Evan’s best interests to learn other lessons than privilege. Like getting his work done on time. 
 
    “Let me make this clear,” Odette said. I preferred to call her Odette in my head, because calling her Mrs. Keller put the onus of respect on my side of the table. “My son’s grades are not going to be ruined by your inflexibility. Make his grades reflect his potential, or I will have your job.” 
 
    I so wished I was recording this. 
 
    She’d have my job? The job was complicating my life, but it was my link with normality, and I wasn’t giving it up or compromising my standards. 
 
    The rush of words that rose to my lips safely swallowed, I took a deep breath, refusing to get sucked into the riptide of her drama. If she wanted to act like a cut-rate Mafioso, then she was more than welcome to, but I wasn’t going to stoop to her level. 
 
    “Actually, that is the problem. Your son’s grades reflect his work ethic. When he starts putting in the work like the rest of my students do, then I will change his grades. Until then, they stay as they are.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and I knew that she was going to lose her temper here in a minute. I prepared myself for the fall out. 
 
    “Maybe I should have a chat with Anne and Jack Holmes.” 
 
    Liz’s parents? She was not going there… 
 
    “After all, they only want the best for their daughter, and I don’t think her current boyfriend offers much,” Odette finished in a firm, quiet voice coated in malice. “They contract with my husband quite often, so they value my opinion.” 
 
    She went there. My shoulders went rigid. She had made a serious mistake bringing my son into this, and my hands dug into the edge of my desk so that I didn’t come across it and wring her neck. I wasn’t normally a violent person, but one of my children was not answering my calls and the other had been in danger multiple times over the last few days, so my mother bear instincts were in warp speed overdrive. But then again, my son was an obvious pressure point. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Clearly, she couldn’t read my “I’m about to throttle someone” body language, because she rose with a smug smile. “Let me know if you change your mind on Evan’s grade,” she murmured. 
 
    I will not slap someone today. I will not slap someone today. I repeated it over and over in my head like a mantra, trying to focus on containing my temper so that I could deal with actual life or death issues. 
 
    At this point, the only thing I could do if I wanted to respect myself was to stick to my guns. I had told her the absolute truth when I had said that Evan needed to put forth the effort and then he would get the grades that he deserved. 
 
    The grades he deserved at the moment were failing ones because he refused to do any of the work that I assigned, even the easiest work there was. I pushed down a flicker of pity for him… if this was a form of him rebelling against his family, he was going about it all wrong. He was going to have to learn that good grades couldn’t always be bullied or bought. 
 
    Jimmy had mentioned to me offhand Evan’s parents wanted him to go east for college, the same his father had attended, but all Evan wanted to do was play football and basketball. Evan loved sports and had mentioned his dream of playing in college. Gossip had it he’d met with recruiters though his parents were apparently unaware of his ambition. 
 
    “As I said, he is getting the grades that he deserves. When he does the work that has been assigned, then I will change his grades. Not before. He has the brains, but no college out there is going to put up with this kind of behavior from a student.” And I returned to my thought that they weren’t rich enough to buy good grades for that kind of pass, although I kept that part to myself. 
 
    Odette’s icicle laden smile was one that a daoine sidhe would have been envious of. She snatched her Versace leather purse (the huge medusa head made the designer hard to miss) from the chair next to her and stalked out. Her low heels clicked an angry staccato as she walked out. 
 
    To say that I was relieved was an understatement. With a minute to spare, I could switch places with Brandon, who should be ready at the back entrance for Jimmy to let him in. 
 
    I made sure that no one was around, and then grabbed my own bag (a tote bought at the ren faire) and headed out to my car, relieved that I was finally able to get this show on the road. 
 
    I walked out the side door near the staff parking lot. 
 
    Fate was laughing at me somewhere. I headed out to my car, only to see Odette and her son sitting in their very silver luxury SUV, parked in the staff lot. 
 
    Why? Of all days and all places, why here and now? I fought the urge to throw my head back and groan. A soft chime pinged as I unlocked my car with my remote, sliding into the driver’s seat and pretending that I was looking for something. I glanced at my phone. 8:55. Nick was never late, but he was rarely early either. 
 
    They sat there for another few minutes, and I was running out of places to rummage to make it look like I had lost something. At this point Odette was probably hoping that I was smoking pot in my car so that she had another excuse to get me fired; that was the only reason that I could think of that she would still be sitting there after so long, and no matter how many times I looked up, she was still watching me. Get out of here, stalkers! 
 
    She must’ve claimed he had an appointment, so shouldn’t they be leaving already? 
 
    Heh. Nope. My luck couldn’t be that good, as recent days had proven. A moment later, Odette climbed out of the car and headed for my car. I growled under my breath. Another glance. 8:58 
 
    I needed to be gone. Brandon, looking exactly like me, was going to enter using my swipe card by the door in the gym in two minutes. 
 
    “I just want to talk to you. Get through this like adults.” That would be nice. Given she had ended up storming out after she didn’t get her way, like a toddler that was upset about not getting to eat all the cookies in kindergarten class, I had my doubts that she could be any more mature than she had managed thus. I didn’t have time to deal with more of her crap today, but oh well. 
 
    Oh well turned into oh shit when an unbodied manifested between us. Odette’s screams filled my ears as it lunged toward me. The same one who’d attacked me on the road, frock coat, Victorian clothing and all. Rage in his eyes, and hunger that could eat the world and want seconds. 
 
    How on earth had he gotten here? I was just outside the inner ward, true, but I hadn’t felt my outer ward fail. 
 
    The unbodied lashed out at me with long bony fingers, mouth gaping wide. I backed away from the school, away from the inner ward. The unbodied might be here for me, but that didn’t mean that it wouldn’t go after anyone else that happened to be in its way. That was what monsters did, after all. I had to do everything that I could to protect those that were around, even if it meant trapping myself out here with this creepy creature. 
 
    I needed to hide us before the custodians and teachers on this side of the building came rushing out. 
 
    Odette screamed, and Evan jumped out of the SUV and ran for me. He was fast, getting between me and the unbodied in a heart-stopping rush. 
 
    Stars, no, this was the last place he should be! 
 
    Hidden unwilling by his bulk, I drew on Katie’s magic, grabbing the broad shoulders in front of me and yanking back. He didn’t move an inch, hunkering down. 
 
    Apparently, chivalry wasn’t dead, and I was as appreciative of that fact as anyone else at any other time, but not now. 
 
    I flung up a shield between him and the unbodied, aborting the illusion to hide us from the school so that no one could see us out here. 
 
    The unbodied’s fingers raked the shield, piercing it, and just brushed Evan’s upraised arm. 
 
    I couldn’t draw on the external wards because I had no magic of my own to use. I was suddenly very glad that I had practiced with Katie, because even that short amount of time, standing there making flames with the new magic, was probably the only reason that I was still alive at this point. Unfortunately, shields tend to steal magic very quickly, and it wasn’t long before I had totally run out of magic. 
 
    The doors slammed open on the school, both custodians, the principal and the dean running towards us. 
 
    I groped for words foul enough as the unbodied grinned at me. 
 
    Who do you choose? All but hung in the air in letters of fire. 
 
    Odette shrieked again. Evan fell to his knees, shaking, his arm withering as I watched. 
 
    The car, I could use it to batter it if I reinforced the ward with what magic remained in me… 
 
    “Get in the car,” I snapped. “Move!” The words were a strangled scream as the unbodied swiped me again, the shield flaring under the touch of its hands. Apparently not enough, because my arm grew completely numb at the impact. It felt as though my arm was freezing, as if a shard of ice had impaled it and frozen all of my nerve endings. 
 
     All I needed them to do was get their booties in the car so that I didn’t have to worry about trying to keep myself between them and the unbodied, who didn’t seem to care who it got a piece of. Of course, I wasn’t overly happy that it was probably going to be me, but the Kellers, as irritating as they were, also didn’t deserve to die a painful death at the claws of a magical creature. 
 
    Nor did my coworkers who were now shouting and perilously close. 
 
    If there was one miracle for today, it was that they actually listened to me. Which might be the first and only time that that had happened. They scrambled into the car, both of them yelling as they fumbled with the door handles. Really, dudes? It shouldn’t have been that difficult, but I was more focused on the unbodied. 
 
    They were in, thank the blessed stars. I danced to the side and threw myself in the driver’s side, I scraped the bottom of the barrel of the figurative magic well, drawing out whatever drags of what Katie had given me to maintain a shield. I slammed the door and jammed the car into gear, my foot shoving down the gas pedal as far as it would go; the tires squealed and then a solid thunk as I ran him over. 
 
    He rose and waved at the rearview mirror. Blast it. 
 
    I swerved, staying on the unwarded side by a hair. My coworkers jumped back, away from the line. 
 
    A pickup truck turned into the parking lot. Relief flooded my chest, 9 am precisely, and there was Nick. I didn’t know if he was going to be able to help me with this particular situation, but I had to at least hope. 
 
    Nick skidded to a halt and got out. 
 
    What was he doing? 
 
    He pointed at a spot in the air in front of my car as magic started to gather around his fingertips. As I watched, a portal opened in front of the car, and he beckoned me. He was close enough I could see sweat gleaming on his forehead. 
 
    “Ceri, what’s going on?” Amy Griswold shouted, heading for the border she couldn’t see. The unbodied swirled, waiting. 
 
    I was the target. He’d follow me. Nick’s logic was cruel and inescapable. I drove through the portal, the unbodied followed, and a bunch of people didn’t get slaughtered. 
 
    And we could act, away from so many watching eyes. I would have liked to have a little bit more time to plan what was sure to be an expedition into a hellscape—other dominions being what they were—or at least enough time to kick the Kellers out of my car. No time for that. I slammed my foot on the gas and drove through as the unbodied spun and pursued us, raking its claws along the back end of the car. There was a slight shimmer in the air behind me as the portal closed, Nick’s figure in the rearview mirror as he jumped through after us. 
 
    All external light snuffed as the portal closed. Blessed silence reigned in the car, lit only by the lights on the dash. Good news and bad news. Bad news: Nick, my car, two unwanted passengers and I were now who knew where with at least one unbodied and who knew what else. 
 
    What were the chances that Nick knew what lay on this side of the portal? Pretty high, actually, he wasn’t an off the cuff man. Good news: the unbodied was now safely away from the school. Neutral news: both of the Kellers had totally frozen in the back seat, which was a fairly normal reaction to the situation at hand. 
 
    Evan cupped his bad arm, face white, eyes glassy. Odette had her arms around him, eyes closed. I felt bad for dragging them into this, but it wasn’t like I’d had a choice. I’d had to protect them, but there wasn’t much to work with in the parking lot of the school. 
 
    I pulled the small flashlight from the glove compartment, flicked it on, and got out to separate myself, the target, from them. The door of my car scraped stone as I opened it and I winced, but at this point, I wasn’t overly worried about the paint job. 
 
    “Welcome to Svartalfheim,” Nick said, I flicked up the flashlight and there he was, illusion gone. His silver eyes caught the light, reflecting it back at me. “We have incoming, Ceri. Follow my lead, it’s important. Promise me that you won’t use any magic while we’re here, not even magic from someone else. Unless it’s an absolute last resort. Promise me.” His eyes were fierce on mine as he searched my face, waiting for an answer. I didn’t understand why he wanted me to make this promise, but clearly it meant something to him, so I nodded slowly. That wasn’t good enough for him. “Promise me.” 
 
    “I promise.” Our eyes met and held. “The unbodied?” 
 
    “Here.” He tugged me forward several steps and nudged the light direction up. 
 
    “Well that’s a hell of a trick,” I mused, staring in front of me at the unbodied, mouth set in a howl as it thrashed against the bars of a complex metal cage in the center of another cage of stone. It wasn’t like anything that I had ever seen before, which I supposed made sense, considering the fact that this was an alternate world and we had been brought here by magic. It looked as if the cage had just sprung up from the ground, which made no sense whatsoever. Unless, of course, magic. 
 
    Boots thudded in the distance. 
 
    I wasn’t feeling any effects from my fight with the unbodied other than the dull ache in my arm, probably because I hadn’t actually used any of my magic. It had all been Katie’s magic, since my own was still dormant, and I opened my palm to check if I had any more of her magic left after drawing everything I could into the shield. It was unlikely, but I wanted to know. 
 
    Frighteningly fast, Nick’s hand lashed out, gripping my wrist as if to stop me from reaching for the magic Katie had gifted me with. He breathed his words in my ear, his face next to mine. “Don’t. Seriously, only if your life’s on the line.” 
 
    I nodded slowly, my eyebrows raised. I wasn’t entirely sure why it mattered to him, but clearly, it was, so I was willing to make that promise, even if I was puzzled about it. I could trust him that much. Then I leaned forward slightly, ready to break the tension between us and kiss him, then a high-pitched shriek started behind us. 
 
    “Always the moment breakers,” Nick murmured, turning to face the ever louder boots. He gestured negligently and the room lit with a soft, bluish glow. 
 
    I glanced around, startled by what I was seeing. I wasn’t entirely sure what I had expected from what was either another world or another dimension, maybe a grassy plain or something like that, but that was the last thing that was going on here. Instead, it looked like we were stuck in a giant cave, my car wedged in the opening that was barely big enough for it. Which was quite a trick, considering that it really wasn’t that big of a car. 
 
    The noise came from another, larger opening Nick and I now faced. The car was to our right, and from the corner of my eye, I could see the Kellers. 
 
    Odette was still yelling. I couldn’t make out exactly what she was saying since she was still in the car, but she was apparently throwing a hissy fit of epic proportions if her body language was anything to go by. Nick ignored it so completely that I was awed. 
 
    Wish I could do that. 
 
    And of course, bad luck came in threes, so Odette’s meltdown wasn’t even the worst thing that we had to deal with. 
 
    I slowly raised my hands as twenty some figures approached, weapons raised. 
 
    Male and female, though it wasn’t very easy to tell; all were tall and muscular, wearing armor, their long hair tied up and back. They shared a skin tone with Nick, a black like spilled ink, or as if they were carved from onyx though their hair color varied from as pale as his to jet black. The light made it hard for me to really make out facial features at this distance. 
 
    A few wore armor like I’d seen Nick wear, form fitting silver, though how they got metal to do that I had no idea. One of them was definitely female though. 
 
    No guns or anything like that in their hands, just spears and swords, but I was under no illusion that they couldn’t kill me with them just the same. None of the figures said anything to us; me raising my hands was purely an instinct to not get shot at, because they didn’t seem like the type of people that would do a quick attack, like the unbodied. They seemed like maybe they could be convinced to not hurt anyone, and if that was the case, I was more than happy to give that a shot. 
 
    Nick folded his arms. “Here we go.” He sounded… tired. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, even though it scared me to take my eyes off them. But I couldn’t help it. What did Nick have up his sleeve other than his arm? Because he needed to produce it. 
 
    “Thanks, Nick. I figured that out myself.” I raised my hands even higher, making sure they could see that I wasn’t armed and really, really didn’t want to start a fight. I’d had enough fighting for the day, thank you very much. 
 
    Why was he just standing there? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
      
 
      
 
    My ears buzzed, then popped, as if adjusting to pressure. 
 
    “Adalric! Welcome.” The lips of the speaker didn’t match her words. Nick’s warning rang in my ears, I didn’t try to guess what language the magic translated. 
 
    “Signy. Interesting welcome… have you all gone blind since I last visited?” Nick’s words were directed at an armored figure I’d taken for one of the men. The leader of the band and uncanny as the rest. I didn’t like being in the room with this much physical menace. I’d had enough of that when captured by goblins. 
 
    “Not blind, but you were so noisy… and someone is still screaming! Have you gone cruel in your old age, cousin?” 
 
    The rest approached Nick, their attention on him like adoring fans, which made the situation even more surreal. I slipped back toward the car and eyes tracked me, hands ready on weapons, but at Nick’s gesture, they didn’t impede me. 
 
    Nick reached out, embracing the woman, then several others in full strength hugs. Not at all like the contact he’d had with men back home, where he’d perfected the art of the manly pat on the back that men seemed to do, where they weren’t quite committed to touching each other but they also knew that they had to do something to greet one another. 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve come back so soon, rather than waiting. Even gladder to see you’ve brought new thralls! And of childbearing age to boot! Shall we remove them from the odd shelter?” The words took a moment to sink in, combined with the happy tone in her voice. 
 
    “No, that’s not necessary. They’re just slow about moving.” Nick said it hastily. 
 
    Continuing to the car, my teeth clenched. Excuse me? I knew what a thrall meant, a servant or slave, and I was not about to let that assumption on their part pass without a fight. Second of all, the part about the childbearing age was definitely up for debate. I loved my kids dearly, but I was not feeling the whole pregnancy and raising children vibe, especially in that context. What the hell was it with the kins and ‘breeding’ humans? Straight out of any number of current dystopian miniseries, but apparently, they’d been doing it here for a while. 
 
    Why not just hire teenagers for minimum wage and take advantage of humanity that way? That was the modern version. 
 
    I got to the car, leaned in, and whispered, “Out, both of you. Nick’s got this under control.” Visions of people with weapons dragging them out danced in my mind if they didn’t cooperate. 
 
    I knew how sensitive Nick’s hearing was, and several of his people had even pointier ears swiveled in our direction. I had no expectation of privacy. 
 
    Odette’s glare focused on me. “My son needs a doctor, you bitch!” 
 
    Couldn’t blame her for the rage, looking at Evan. He was pale and sweaty, with the teeth-gritting that an athlete who’d learned to deal with pain could do. His arm had curled inward, the muscle was visibly withering. 
 
    And not a damn thing I could do, if I kept my promise. Maybe once we were private, I could sneak something… or, since their trap held the unbodied, maybe they had some kind of medicine they could apply. 
 
    I hadn’t caught any more conversation, but they’d moved closer by the time Odette, and I got Evan out of the car. 
 
    “Easy to mistake, Agi. Those two thralls are her attendants. This one? She is my concubine.” 
 
    Luckily, the jaws dropping on all his people meant they didn’t catch my stunned expression. It had to be an act. Even repeating that to myself, it took effort not to yank away from Nick when he gripped my wrist and held it up. “This is Ceri, called the Fierce, who defended her son from four goblins and won!” 
 
    “Look at the bracelet.” The words came from Signy. Instead of jealousy, a beaming smile lit up her face. 
 
    The others were all smiles and nods in a matter of seconds, and I decided to play along. Unfortunately, Odette wasn’t in the mood. 
 
    “I am no one’s servant,” she spat. “Where’s a doctor for my son?” 
 
    There was a resounding crack as the back of Nick’s hand struck her face, and she staggered back. Evan supported her, his face even paler. In contrast, Nick turned to gaze at me, his expression going from frigid to lustful. 
 
    He must have been a better actor than I thought. Even knowing—hoping—he was playing the crowd, sweat broke out on my skin and shivers tried to fight their way free. I opened my mouth to say something, but his foot stepped on mine, not grinding his heel into my foot but definitely enough to make me stop for a second. 
 
    His expression became triumphant as he looked back at the elves, as if he’d forgotten he had just struck someone who didn’t deserve it. At least not right now. I might have wanted to slap the crap out of Odette earlier, but things were different now. She had been attacked by an unbodied, driven through a portal, and had even less of an idea of what was going on than I did. Everything about this situation was off. 
 
    Odette started crying, and Evan moved to support her, letting out a yelp when he moved his arm. 
 
    Nick sighed, every line of him impatient and weary. “Agi, this one’s damaged. Send a healer to my home, so I can get what I paid out of him.” 
 
    I had made the mistake of trusting the wrong people before in the past. With no magic, there was nothing I could do but hope he really was acting. I’d never seen him do something like this. I held on to the tap on my foot like a lifejacket. 
 
    Nick sighed, looking at the female svartalf with what I could only describe as an apologetic look. “Signy, could you spare someone to help the boy and the women, since they’re not acclimating well? You know how it is with the untrained.” 
 
    She nodded. “He looks young, even though he’s well grown. Gunther, accompany them. Carry the old woman, if needed.” 
 
    Well, childbearing had been revised in Odette’s case, apparently. 
 
    I had a sinking feeling in my chest about the situation. At this point, Nick was the devil we knew, and it would be best if we stayed with him until we figured out what else was actually going on. 
 
    I slipped under Odette’s other arm, catching Evan’s eye over her shoulder as he helped his mother as well. She was still standing, which was a surprise. I fully expected that she would shove me away since she had already proven that she didn’t like me very much and the feeling was mutual, but she didn’t even react as I took part of her weight on my shoulders. 
 
    A firm tap came on my other shoulder. The svartalf, Gunther, shook his head. “Not appropriate for you, fierce one. Nor for the boy. I’ll carry her. You stay by the Adalric.” 
 
    Evan and I stood away as he hoisted her into a wedding carry with no apparent effort. Evan remained beside him as I joined Nick, not talking to him, taking in the sight of this place before we had privacy and I could find out whether this was all an act, or my worst nightmares come true. 
 
    The entire settlement appeared to be either underground or built out of a mountain in a place with no sun or moon. I couldn’t see far, the dim blue glow surrounding us didn’t go up very high, but the street we walked on was bordered by natural rock. The homes on the other side were also carved from rock; firelight or something very like it, gleamed in some windows, and everywhere eyes, some silver, some golden, some red, catching the light and watching us as we passed. I caught ‘Adalric’ spoken many times, but whatever had been translating wasn’t working at the moment. What they said sounded Germanic to me. 
 
    It was creepy as anything. 
 
    We reached a large house, carved from pale stone, and the doors opened immediately, with two men and a woman, all humans like myself, waiting. Gunther handed Odette over, and we stepped in. 
 
    “Sit, please.” The woman, elderly with salt and pepper hair, wearing a long green dress over a white shift, spoke briskly to Evan. “Adalric, he needs that healed now.” 
 
    “Ms. G, are we safe yet?” Evan spoke very quietly. 
 
    “Are we, Nick? What’s going on?” I couldn’t keep worry, confusion, and a trace of anger from seeping into my voice. 
 
    The… staff?... looked surprised. Both men had carried Odette to a stone couch, softened by cushions. She stared off into the distance. 
 
    “You’re safe.’” 
 
    Evan lunged forward, lashing out at Nick, stifling a gasp of pain. “How dare you hit my mother!” He hissed the words through clenched teeth as he swung his good arm, hand clenched in a fist. 
 
    Nick sidestepped, grasping Evan’s bad arm. I started forward as the boy screamed, then noticed the wasting vanished as Nick let him go. Evan curled around his arm, making gasping noises, obviously trying not to weep. The woman knelt by him. 
 
    “It’s all right, it won’t hurt in a moment, but he had to do that, otherwise you would have died.” 
 
    My eyes flew to Nick’s, and he gave a tiny nod. “There was no time for discussion.” 
 
    How had he done that? I’d ask later. 
 
    “There’s time now. Have you done something to Odette to keep her quiet?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He waited as I fumed, one of his least attractive habits. Also, I kind of envied the ability to shut her up, which didn’t help matters. “When are you going to remove it?” 
 
    “When you’re done shouting at me. Can you stand, Evan?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Evan flexed his hand and arm. “That hurt, but thanks. I’m still mad at you for slapping my mom. Where are we and who are these people? Why do you look like you should be in a fantasy book? Was that a ghost attacking us?” His eyes were bright with mixed fear and curiosity, glancing from me to Nick. “You’re Ms. G’s boyfriend—I saw you with her at the grocery store. What you looked like before we got here, I mean. How do you do that? Wait, is this like Every Heart a Doorway and we’ll get powers?” 
 
    Once. I’d shopped with Nick once. I’d run into the Kellers and another teacher, bad luck. I hadn’t known Nick had morphed from friend to boyfriend in the gossip mill. Also, Evan had read a book of his own volition? 
 
    A quick smile lit Nick’s face. “Magic. All of it. You’re on another world now, and all of this is a secret. This is what I look like, and what attacked was one of the angry dead. I don’t know if you’ll get powers.” 
 
    “When are we going home?” Evan asked, glancing at his mother, probably not used to being able to talk in her presence. 
 
    “When people are recovered.” Nick glanced at me. “The… ghost hurt her, and she needs time to get better. And time here is much faster than on your world, so it won’t be long there.” 
 
    “Oh-kay.” Evan rubbed his arm. In a smaller voice, he asked, “Can you let Mom be Mom, please? She was right to be upset that you hit her, and whatever you’re doing makes her feel wrong.” 
 
    “Fair.” While Nick didn’t move, Odette’s eyes focused, and she got up and pulled Evan to her, away from us. Nick continued, “In my defense, I didn’t have a lot of options. Those who stay in here like the old ways. Short of individually beating them into agreeing with me, small change to an incredibly conservative society is what I can do. With long breaks, because, frankly, most svartalfar are jerks.” 
 
    “You’re a svartalfar?” Odette’s voice was remarkably subdued. 
 
    “Yes. And I’m a jerk.” Nick’s quick smile settled my stomach. It seemed to help Odette too… the flicker of jealousy on my part felt strange. 
 
    “Speaking of jerk, how exactly is telling people that we’re your slaves going to help keep us safe?” I asked, trying not to snap. Technically, he had said that I was his concubine, which did not make the situation better. 
 
    Precisely nothing about our position felt safe, but that might have been just because the past events had stomped on some of my tender spots. But if it turned out that I had trusted him and he had betrayed me, I was never going to forgive him. I had already made that mistake too many times to do it again. 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes, and I tensed. He was a smart guy. He definitely knew better; this was him being provocative. The only thing worse he could do was tell me to calm down. I might stab him with a rock if he tried that with me right now. Even if I knew he was only needling me. 
 
    I was already regretting my promise not to use magic here, even though I had very little to use; I wanted the comfort of it and to be able to retaliate for what I’d just been put through. My logical mind warned me that I should just calm down and give him a minute to talk before I freaked out about what he had to say. 
 
    “My people don’t allow intruders in our halls. Only svartalfar or thralls live here. Why do you think I prefer to live among humanity?” His tone had gone dry and was heading toward desiccation. His servants listened with interest, apparently not feeling threatened by all this. 
 
    That fact made the tenseness in my shoulders relax a little. They weren’t cringing or adoring. 
 
    The explanation seemed plausible, although it didn’t exactly make me feel any better. Actually, it made me feel worse. I wasn’t quite ready to let go of being pissed just yet. Yes, it made me a bitch; but Nick also knew about some of my issues and didn’t get a pass for being cavalier about them. 
 
    “If the bracelet is proof that I’m your concubine, why did you never tell me?” 
 
    The woman made a stifled noise of protest. 
 
    Again, Nick rolled his eyes, and again, I resisted the urge to throttle him. “You can take the bracelet off, which means that you’re not a taken concubine. It was a gift.” 
 
    Fine. Satisfied that he was telling the truth, I turned to the servants. “Is there a place where Odette and Evan can rest?” 
 
    Odette’s cheek was still red and swollen where Nick had slapped her, darkening into a bruise. I might not have liked her, but I still felt bad for how miserable she looked, although there was literally nothing that I could do to help her. There wasn’t even any ice for me to give her to put on it. 
 
    “Can you heal her eye, Nick?” 
 
    She didn’t flinch as he approached her, but the muscles in her neck were rigid as he touched the side of her face. Under the brave front there was fear. 
 
    The swelling eased, though some bruising remained. “I used most of what I had stored on Evan,” Nick said. 
 
    Well, that answered that. 
 
    “Giselle and Tristan can take all of you to rooms. And after the excitement, you might all want to clean up.” 
 
    Ah, his sensitive nose again. At the moment, annoying him trumped wanting to get fear sweat off my skin. “And we’re safe here from random slaps and swords and so on?” 
 
    A small smile tugged at his mouth. “Yes. My word on it. Nothing will attack you here, on pain of their existence. I’d like to talk with you for a moment, privately, Ceri.” 
 
    I turned to Odette. “I’m sorry I got you guys into this, but we’re going to get through it. I promise. We just all have to cooperate for a little bit, and we’ll get home. I’ll be right back.” That was the best I could tell them, because I knew just as little about this whole situation as they did. At this point, my goal was to make sure that they didn’t get killed. And all of us got home. Wait— 
 
    “We need to get back! As soon as possible!” I spun back to Nick. “How long have we been here?” 
 
    “A second back on earth. Maybe two. Time runs much faster here right now. I thought that getting away from the unbodied and giving you a quiet place to heal might be best, since you weren’t getting that at your home.” 
 
    He had a point, minus the jerks who lived in this dominion. But he seemed to have some status here. 
 
    Giselle murmured, “Adalric, you’re right that pleas have accumulated, and need your rulings. A blood feud has been called, too, in the week you were gone.” 
 
    Nick sighed. “I’ll explain everything, but I need to get this taken care of; once I’m here, they want results quickly. Please. You’re all safe. Giselle, would you stay with them a moment? Ceri, are you coming?” 
 
    Nick turned and went to a door, opened it, and gestured me forward. The door shut behind us with a quiet but final thump. The room had a large metal desk and table, both overflowing with papers. 
 
    “Ceri.” He caught my hands. “Why are you freaking out about a show rather than an unbodied trying to kill you?” 
 
    “I…” It was hard to explain. “You… they assumed I was a possession. A thing. I know you were just playing along, but I’m helpless to stop it if it were really going to happen, and that makes me crazy. I don’t like being helpless.” 
 
    “Ceri.” He let go of my hands when I tugged them. “We’ve been friends for years. Why would you think I might do that?” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around myself. “I knew Dara’s father for four years, we were married for two, and he sold her and me to the lilim. I didn’t see it coming. I’m sorry if I know I have terrible taste in men and I worry.” 
 
    Nick bit his lip, looking like he was fighting laughter for a moment. “Flattering. Try not to judge me by other’s actions, ok?” 
 
    “I’ll try. Honestly. But it just… sometimes it’s really easy to start thinking really suspicious things about you. About everyone.” 
 
    “I know. You’re safe here. Take care of them, I’ll see all of you as soon as I get the most urgent work done.” 
 
    I nodded and slipped out of the room. 
 
    “There she is!” Giselle smiled. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “If we can’t go back soon, what can we do safely?” Evan, of all people, asked Giselle. 
 
    “Stay in the house. Listen to me and the others who tend the house. Other than that, do as you will.” 
 
    “What is going on?” Odette finally spoke, her voice overcontrolled. She winced as she talked, evidence her face still hurt. 
 
    “Do you have ice?” I asked Tristan. He looked to be in his thirties, with dark hair and blue eyes, wearing a loose smock and trousers secured with strips of leather crisscrossing up his legs. 
 
    “Yes. I’ll bring it to the resting rooms with some tea,” Tristan said.  
 
    I nodded once. “Please come with me to a place where you can rest. I know it’s strange here.” 
 
    Odette didn’t move. She repeated, “What is going on?” 
 
    “We’re in another dimension to keep a ghost from eating us.” I decided to be blunt. 
 
    Evan shivered. “We’re safe now, right? Do you know that guy? Even though he punched my mom?” 
 
    I paused. “Yes. He was acting in the way the people who live here expect, not as he would have chosen.” 
 
    Giselle beckoned us forward. “He slapped your friend?” 
 
    “Hi, Giselle. I’m Ceri. This is Evan and Odette. And yes, why did they expect him to hit her?” 
 
    “Was she acting inappropriately in front of witnesses?” 
 
    Go for it. “Sure.” 
 
    “Then if he didn’t punish her, they would. And the punishment for a human being disrespectful of the Adalric is death.” 
 
    “What?” Evan squeaked. 
 
    “The svartalfar are a strict people, and they can be cruel. Adalric is not, but everyone must abide by the Law.” 
 
    I took Odette’s arm, suddenly wanting us all in a room with a door that would keep interactions down to a minimum. “Witnesses would be other svartalfar, right? Do any of his people live in this house other than him?” 
 
    “No. The Adalric prefers to maintain his distance from other svartalfar; partly because it’s his preference, partly because it keeps his staff and secrets safe.” She stopped by a door, opened it, and warm moist air rolled out. I peeked in. A series of pools, some steaming, presented the opportunity for a bath and the question of how to manage it, since Evan glanced at me then his shoes, his face reddening. 
 
    “Do you have screens?” 
 
    Giselle nodded, a flicker of amusement in her eyes. 
 
     Later, cleaned up and each of us in a separate room, with all of us in new ren faire style clothing similar to Giselle and Tristan’s, I paced the length of the room. The heavy skirt and shift swished around my ankles, and I’d kept my regular shoes. 
 
    Tristan brought tea and ice for Odette’s still swollen face while we changed. Given Nick had reduced the injury, I hated to think of what it would look like if he hadn’t. Odette and Evan drank thirstily, and she went to sleep in short order, stretched out on one of the stony benches. The cushions that padded them were thick and soft, making the furniture comfortable. Evan fell asleep shortly after her. 
 
    Despite being thirsty, I hadn’t drunk yet, waiting for it to cool. Giving my tea a dubious glance, I smelled it and took a tiny sip. Peppermint, no taste or smell of anything else. Either Evan and Odette were tired, or the staff had spiked their tea with a sedative… probably not a malicious act, given the situation. Though they should have asked, or if Nick had given orders, he should have. 
 
    I thought best when I moved. I needed to solve problems, even though I hadn’t technically solved the last one. Or any of the ones before this, actually. But whatever. 
 
    The current issue was that I had to make sure that we got home, and once home, ensure neither Odette nor Evan told anyone anything. 
 
    It could be argued that this was my fault, even though I hadn’t started this whole situation. The unbodied had been after me, and I had told the Kellers to get in the car, so yeah, that was on me. The fact that it saved their lives probably didn’t even enter into the equation. Nor that someone had sent it after me. 
 
    But that was not the point. The point was that I needed to come up with a way to keep them from telling anyone what they had seen. Their lives, and to a lesser extent mine and Nick’s, depended on it. 
 
    Once I was healed, I could try to blur their memories, which I preferred not to do. Nick had done . I’d have to ask what, once I could see magic again, because I might be able to alter it and instead of complete silence, create silence on a single topic. And also how he’d done it since that wasn’t a thing a svartalf should be able to do. At all. 
 
    Nick and his secrets… 
 
    Speaking of whom, the door opened softly, and Nick poked his head in and motioned for me to follow him, barely sparing a glance at Evan and Odette, who were still curled up on the couches. 
 
    I followed him. I very much wanted to talk to him, but he set a quick pace and we left the house almost immediately. He offered his arm, and I took it, curious as to what we were doing, or rather where we were going. I didn’t feel safe here, and I probably never would. It would be better for all of us if we could just pack up and go home, but apparently that wasn’t in the cards right now. So I kept a wary eye out for svartalfar and accompanied him through the maze of tunnels set in the mountainside (or cave wall) behind his home. 
 
    We were still going to have that conversation, but it could wait until we were indoors, and private. 
 
    The tunnels were wide and smooth and opened out into what looked like rooms, many of the entrances covered by curtains. Other humans lived here, and none of them flinched at Nick’s presence. The silence—proof he wasn’t the total asshole he’d played in front of his people—made me feel a little better. 
 
    After some time we arrived in a small area set back from the rest of the dwellings, and Nick tapped on the side of the opening like he was knocking on a door. There was a man alone inside, sitting on a stool, running twisted wire through his hands. A small bed, a chest, and a variety of what looked like wire sculptures filled the rest of the cave. 
 
    I squinted. The stranger had turned to face us, his long brown hair falling forward. A bushy beard concealed his jaw and chin, and savage scars ran down the right side of his face. His eyes were clouded and white, possibly with cataracts? 
 
    Nick stepped to the side, motioning to the man and making sure that he and I could see each other. His clothes were simple, like those the other human men wore, though his seemed more worn… and possibly more comfortable. 
 
    “Hjalmar, this is Ceri. Ceri, this is Hjalmar.” It was a strange name, pronounced Yall-mar. 
 
    I just nodded, stepping into the room, and stopped quickly when he flinched. 
 
    “Ceri,” Hjalmar said as if he had never heard anything like my name before. His thin, soft voice made him hard to understand. 
 
    Nick took my arm and gently pulled me to the floor, seating himself cross legged. I regretted my lack of yoga classes as both my knees popped. 
 
    “Hjalmar, Ceri is a mage too.” 
 
    The other man’s light eyes didn’t seem to quite focus on me. “It’s good to meet you, sister. You’ve injured yourself. Do you want my help?” 
 
    “Maybe later?” Innate caution made me pause until I knew what ‘help’ meant. Especially since Nick had been so emphatic about caution with magic. 
 
    Hjalmar nodded. “Is she yours?” 
 
    I stiffened. 
 
    “She’s not marked by any svartalfar clan, so she is being careful. She’s just come here from your lands, Hjalmar. With your permission, I’d like to tell her about your journey here.” 
 
    “Always, Adalric. You need never ask me, who saved me.” 
 
    This was getting a little too high fantasy for my tastes. I’d have written cranky notes in any story that crossed my desk with dialogue like this. 
 
    “Hjalmar came from your world and was the property of the whole of svartalfar, before the clans decided to hoard their resources when mages became very rare. Steps were taken to ensure he couldn’t leave, like the smiths of old, who were lamed so that they could never leave their village.” Nick’s tone was quiet and reflective. 
 
    I swallowed hard, thinking of the stories I had read about cooks who were chained to their stoves and worse abuses, horrified that it was still happening here. We weren’t in the human world, where it was illegal, even if people still did it in the shadows. Things were different here. 
 
    Suddenly it made sense why Nick had told me not to use my magic here unless I had to. 
 
    “As he grew older, Hjalmar cared less about living and defied requests again and again. He was to be put to death, as an example, but the Adalric had just changed, and the new Adalric said that the lives of mages were all his to give or take, though he didn’t take them all as his own. That would have started an instant war. Instead, he took Hjalmar and hid him within his staff, so the old man would find time to rest and heal.” 
 
    The ‘old man’ looked younger than me under all that hair. 
 
    I was grateful that Nick had warned me about using my magic, but to be truthful, it hurt me that it was necessary. It should have been safe for my kind everywhere, but we were safe nowhere. This was just another reason why I needed to help free the goblins. Everyone deserved to be free and freeing the goblins would help make sure that mages like me were safe as well. 
 
    Clearly, this was why Nick had brought me here to speak with Hjalmar, and now that we had done that, he was ready to move on to the next problem. It was a sobering reminder of how quickly things changed here, especially when it came to Nick. But now what did he want to talk about? 
 
    “Hjalmar, Ceri is being pursued by an unbodied, part of why she’s injured. Would you show her how you deal with them when you find them?” 
 
    Hjalmar nodded, reached for a crutch tucked behind him, and followed us as Nick led us back into the tunnels. 
 
    Our slow pace gave me plenty of time to think since neither of them appeared to be the kind for light chitchat. 
 
    I was so tired of being an object in other’s eyes. I would like to go back to being perceived as just another thin blood, a no one that wasn’t a threat to anyone, please and thank you, and not get attacked outside of my parent-teacher conference. But unfortunately, nobody cared what I wanted. I needed to fix that. 
 
    The tunnel led to the remains of my car, mostly gone. I swallowed a protest; I still had payments left on it! The silliness of the protesting thought made me stifle a laugh. 
 
    Hjalmar followed us to the cage where the unbodied was trapped. It flung itself against the bars, arms scrabbling at us. Again and again, he threw himself against the side of the cage, unable to pass through the bars. 
 
    I stared in horror as the door of the cage gave, the metal twisting as it worked itself free. 
 
    Why now of all times? 
 
    “Blast,” I snarled, grabbing Nick’s arm as I tried to put as much distance between it and us as possible. I snagged a rock from the floor and straightened my arm, fully prepared to start bashing it in the head with a rock if it came down to it. The only other thing that I could have done was to use what little remained of Katie’s magic, which wasn’t enough to do anything but make a little light. Nick might be able to help, but if I had to guess, I would have said that the most powerful one here was Hjalmar. 
 
    He was staring at the unbodied in mild interest which startled me. 
 
    “Hjalmar!” I snapped. “Do something. Can you retrap it?” 
 
    We’d come here; I’d assumed they had a plan. This didn’t feel like a plan at all. the unbodied charged me. Hjalmar held his hand up. I couldn’t see what he did, but suddenly the unbodied keeled over, spasming. Wisps of mist curled up off it, as it lost cohesion, dispersing evenly in all directions. I took a step back to avoid contacting the mist. 
 
    I had no idea what Hjalmar had done, but whatever it was, it had been enough to stop the unbodied cold. I needed to see it; I needed to learn. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    I stared at Hjalmar. “What did you do?” 
 
    “You couldn’t see?” His bushy brows met over his nose. “Your burn is that bad?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I can’t help you until you can see the magic. We can hide deep in the living rock, maybe, Adalric knows places. That will conceal what we’re doing from the svartalfar who will come hunting you. And who taught you to wield the magic? They did a terrible job, they should be whipped. They didn’t teach you not to burn yourself out to this point. You’re helpless now, and terrible things can happen to you.” 
 
    As opposed to being enslaved? I paused. He’d said it like he meant it. A chill crawled down my spine. 
 
    Nick nudged my arm then gently grasped my wrist and motioned for Hjalmar to follow us. I had no idea where we were going, but I was still more curious about how Hjalmar had managed to kill the unbodied and wondering if he had more to teach. The long narrow route led to yet another small cave. 
 
    The area brightened with a pale yellow light, more like the sun and easier on the eyes. Elderly cushions lay scattered on the floor, covered in leather. Hjalmar, guided by Nick, moved to one and sat. I prodded one to make sure nothing had made it into a nest. When nothing ran out, I lowered myself gingerly to sit. It was almost as stiff and unyielding as the rock under it. 
 
    “Is there something you want to ask before I show you how to make the angry dead rest?” 
 
     Nick was motioning for me to say something. I stared at him, not quite sure what he wanted from me, and he rolled his eyes again. 
 
    “Tell Hjalmar about what you think you can do with the geas on the rest of the goblins. The ones with the geas still on them.” 
 
    “Hjalmar, how do you see magic?” I asked. 
 
    “I feel it on my skin, like the wind, or a touch.” 
 
    “Have you seen the magic that wraps goblins up?” 
 
    He paused, eyes staring blankly over my shoulder. “Once. Long ago… like oil and dung, coating them and reaching out to spread on others. Thick and difficult to clean off once it touched you.” 
 
    “…yes.” I really didn’t want to know how he’d come up with that precise description. “There’s a way to clean it off. But I’m trying to find a way to keep it from coating them again once they’re cleaned.” 
 
    “Humph.” His long fingers twined together restlessly as he considered. The knuckles were swollen on his right hand. “You’d need to keep it from touching the target, I think. Once it touches, it’s too late.” 
 
    “Even if it can be cleaned?” 
 
    “A little wet, a lot wet, you’re still wet. That’s how control magic works. Once it’s on, they’re done.” Hjalmar pulled out wires from a pocket and began braiding them, humming under his breath. He did not have a musical voice. 
 
    “I feel the bits of other’s magic in you, girl. Show me the geas, let me see what I can do to ward it off.” 
 
    At Nick’s warning stare, I didn’t comment on Hjalmar’s use of ‘girl.’ Pulling on what remained of Katie’s magic, I carefully constructed the geas, giving it almost no power while retaining its basic structure. 
 
    “Ahhh, you have talent, Ceri. Good. Can you hold it?” 
 
    “Yes, but not forever.” 
 
    He nodded, still twisting the wires. 
 
    I maintained the magic as he poked and prodded at it. It was resistant to what he did; only the wholesale destruction had worked for me and Jimmy. 
 
    Nick asked, “Can you make something else feel like a Goblin to the magic, the geas, so it strikes that in preference to a real goblin?” 
 
    Hjalmar hummed more. He twisted the wires in a circle, and I watched as he threaded magic through them, illusion of life, of the earthy tang of goblin, sinking it into the metal. How was he doing that? 
 
    It answered how Nick had stored magic; he always had metal on him. For all I knew, all the change in his pocket was actually enchanted by Hjalmar. Which explained why he would have changed, come to think of it. 
 
    Hjalmar held it up. “See if the geas strikes.” 
 
    I let the magic go. It flowed into the wire circle, sinking into it. 
 
    “What happened?” Nick asked. 
 
    “We did it. We just need to figure a way to flush it out.” 
 
    “Tomorrow.” Hjalmar slumped forward slightly, clearly weary. Using magic was exhausting. I was tired too, for different reasons. And another day was soon enough to ask how he’d killed the unbodied, or simply torn it apart again. 
 
    The journey back to his cave took even longer; he shuffled slowly but refused Nick’s or my help. Pride. 
 
    Once he was settled in his bed, we headed back to Nick’s home. I remained quiet for the time we were on the streets, but once we were inside, I glanced over at Nick. “Why can’t you free him?” 
 
    It wasn’t an accusation, although it wanted to be. No one deserved to be trapped in another world, held captive by creatures that likely didn’t care anything about him. It hurt, to see someone like me held against their will here. But I was unsure how Nick would react since he had clearly spent a significant amount of time in this dominion. So I asked rather than accused. 
 
    Nick bit back his immediate answer, mouth tight. After a moment, his eyes softened. “He’s from the eighth century, born in a forest that is long gone, in what’s now Germany. He doesn’t speak a modern language, he’s almost blind, and he’s lame. How kind will your world be to him if I don’t keep him there, the same as I do here? Do you think he’d enjoy being institutionalized and medicated more than living here? Or being taken by the predators of your world?” 
 
    I winced. The world tended not to be overly kind to anyone, but particularly not people who were different, especially mages. I hadn’t truly noticed any problems with him once I got used to the pace we had to set. Eye surgery could help his eyes, but as for the rest… Nick had a point. 
 
    Giselle appeared, followed by a girl in a shorter dress that hung only to her upper calf. “Good, you’re back. It’s time for the afternoon meal, your other guests have awoken and are asking for your lady. Please hurry so the food doesn’t get cold.” 
 
    She continued briskly on her way, her shadow trotting on her heels. How many people lived in this house? Humans didn’t just show up here; they had to be brought here, like we had. Or had she been born here? The childbearing age comment came back to mind. 
 
    “How many people live here with you?” I asked Nick, trying not to sound rude. He’d increased his pace. 
 
    “A dozen. Maybe twenty. It fluctuates. And you need to herd the Kellers down. I’ll use a separate stair to keep from agitating them. They should be rested and healed by now.” 
 
    I headed for the room where they’d gone to sleep, surprised at navigating the maze-like halls of this house. 
 
    “Where were you?” Odette pounced as I crossed the threshold. “Where are we? What’s going on?” 
 
    “We’re in a different dimension with a bunch of slaveholding elves stuck in the Middle Ages.” It summed it up, right? “Also, we’re expected to show up for lunch in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Like in TV, that show where there’s all those alternate worlds?” Evan asked. 
 
    “Essentially.” 
 
    “You said slaveholding. How do we escape?” Odette cut right to the chase, sparing a glance at Evan. 
 
    We weren’t besties, but I could respect her grit. 
 
    “Our host is going to take us home. He’s a friend of mine.” 
 
    She arched her brows. “With someone who owns slaves?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Lunch. Now.” I walked out. They could follow or not; her observation stung with its tinge of truth. 
 
    I ran into the girl in the hall, obviously sent to fetch us. Her open friendly smile soothed raw nerves. 
 
    “Lady. Would you please come with me? The meal is waiting. Are your attendants hungry?” 
 
    “Yes, let’s go.” I ignored the choking sounds behind me, trusting to the good sense I’d just seen a flash of. 
 
    The room she led me to had a series of tables and benches set up, like cafeterias worldwide, and another table on a platform. Nick sat there, and she led me there before taking Odette’s hand and leading her and Evan to the nearest table with Giselle and Tristan, a table for higher status servants. 
 
    That was going to be an interesting conversation. 
 
    The dishes were glazed pottery in vivid blues and reds, with mugs of the same material. Spoons and knives were produced for me, and I saw out of the corner of my eye for Odette and Evan as well. 
 
    The food turned out to be a heavy flat bread with a thick meat laden gravy served over it. No vegetables in sight, which made sense, given the absence of sunlight. 
 
    I chewed. “Is it safe to talk here?” 
 
    “Reasonably.” He nodded to the girl who’d just dropped a large pitcher of water onto the table. “Thank you, Solveig. Go eat!” 
 
    I watched as she ran to Giselle’s side and leaned against the older woman for a moment. “Her grandmother?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “What happened to her mother?” 
 
    “An accident. She fell while hunting, cut herself, and bled out before anyone could reach her.” 
 
    The bite I’d just swallowed went down hard. “Why are you willing to keep them here? Why not take them back to Earth? At least the ones who work in your house?” 
 
    “I’ve tried. They don’t want to go. They’d be leaving all their families here. Most of them have intermarried and going to an alien place, then concealing everything about themselves, changing themselves? Mary was born in your world, Ceri. How easy has it been for her to become a person in the eyes of the government?” 
 
    “You could pay for their papers.” 
 
    “And get them jobs and homes? Or would they end up working for Johann or someone like that? And I’ve suggested it, especially for babies, but for some strange reason, parents don’t like their children being taken from them for ‘their own good.’ ” His tone was mild and ironic. 
 
    I grimaced. “Point. But thralls?” 
 
    He sighed. “There are svartalfar who distrust the newfangled invention of fire. Better to use the lightning and magic, as our forefathers did.” 
 
    He wasn’t joking. The mind boggled. 
 
    “When should I ask about Adalric? Or explore the fascinating comment ‘Time runs much faster here right now’ which implies sometimes it doesn’t?” I’d remembered the old stories of fairy circles and things of that nature, about how people would disappear into Faerie for what to them felt like only a few days, only to return and find out that centuries had passed and that everyone they knew was dead. Since I knew for a fact Nick had an upcoming deadline, I wasn’t too worried, but confirmation would be nice. 
 
    “Too smart for your own good,” he murmured. 
 
    “Is time variable here?” 
 
    “Not while you’re here. It can be adjusted when exiting or leaving by those with the knowledge and power. Normally time here runs much more slowly… Our time, it’s been fifty years since I was last here. For them, about five weeks. I flipped the ratio when we came through.” 
 
    I tried to do the math in my head. Nick snickered. 
 
    “It works out to an hour equaling twenty days. You’ve been here maybe six hours. One minute on earth is five hundred minutes here right now.” 
 
    My head hurt. 
 
    “About forty-five seconds have passed on earth in the time you’ve been here. A day here is three minutes there. Which means you have time to recover from your burnout and we can deal with the fallout once you’re better.” 
 
    He had his mulish expression on, rarely seen and almost impossible to overcome. The thought of not being helpless when I went back, after my brush with death at the hands of the unbodied, had its attractions, too. 
 
    Odette and Evan were talking with Giselle and Tristan, Evan chowing down on the food as if he hadn’t eaten in days. They were adapting well. I couldn’t imagine how terrifying it was for them, to be attacked by a strange creature, driven through a portal to another world, and then trapped in a place where humans were inferior beings. 
 
     “Is that how Hjalmar is still alive?” I asked, thinking back to what Nick had said about the eighth century. That would be two and a half years here? 
 
    Nick gave me an assessing look, tilting his head to the side. 
 
    “Time ran closer to earth’s for a long time, until the new leader here decided there would be no more raids on humanity for thralls.” 
 
    “When was that?” 
 
    “About the time Ivan Vasilyevich drove the Mongols out. That was the most noteworthy event of that year.” 
 
    I gritted my teeth. He knew damn well I had no idea what he was talking about, but when we got home, I’d have a date out of him. Even if he hadn’t said it was, he who made the decision. 
 
    Nick’s sidelong silver glance held a definite twinkle. “Before then, Hjalmar sustained his life with magic, like any other mage.” He clearly didn’t understand my confused look, because his jaw dropped as he looked at me. “You don’t know how to do that? You didn’t choose to age?” 
 
    Choose to age? I wasn’t aware that aging was optional. “No.” 
 
    Nick drew an audible breath. “That’s another thing you can learn from him, then. Tomorrow, maybe, he did too much today.” 
 
    I made an indeterminate sound, mulling the concept over. The search for the fountain of youth showed people would do terrible things for the dream of living forever, much less the reality. Knowing that there was magic out there that could do just that… maybe there was a reason my family had forgotten it. The learning I had came from my grandfather and his books, and the few I’d managed to get over the years. It would only take a single decision for our family to forget it. 
 
    How long had some mages been held in their servitude to the kins? 
 
    I wasn’t sure that the knowledge of stopping aging was something that I wanted to take back to my own world. But I was human, of course I wanted to learn it and anything else Hjalmar could teach, just because knowledge was power, and it was never a bad thing to learn something new. 
 
    If nothing else, I could at least teach it to Jimmy and Dara and let them decide what they would do. One day, they would have to make their own decision about what to do with it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Back to work. Feel free to interrupt me.” Nick smiled at me then left. 
 
    In moments, Solveig collected his dish and mine. I watched as people dispersed then followed Giselle and Solveig to the kitchens. I wanted gossip. 
 
    Odette followed. Evan left with Tristan; I’d overheard Tristan offering to give him some lessons in basic fighting. It might not end well, but better the boy be tired and covered in liniment than frightened. Especially if we were going to be here for days. 
 
    “No, Lady!” Solveig looked scandalized. “You can’t do dishes!” 
 
    “Can I?” asked Odette. 
 
    The girl paused, and Giselle nodded. 
 
    “Well then.” Odette took off her wedding ring. “Would you hold this, ‘Lady?’ ” 
 
    The air quotes were loud enough to rattle my teeth. I accepted the ring and retreated to a bench across the room. 
 
    Odette shuttled back and forth with the dishes as Giselle dippered water from a large pot over a low fire into a long shallow tub next to the stacked dishes. 
 
    Solveig took up a position next to another tub filled with water and handed Odette a towel. Giselle scrubbed, Solveig rinsed, and Odette dried, and once Odette got used to their rhythm, the work went surprisingly quickly. 
 
    I just sat there awkwardly, offering help intermittently and listening to them chat as they got more comfortable. 
 
    “So who is this Adalric? Is that a name or a title?” Odette asked. 
 
    “A title,” Giselle replied. “Solveig, rinse them and check to be sure it’s clean, don’t just hand them over.” 
 
    “Is he elected?” 
 
    Solveig giggled. However, the thought of elections translated to a concept that was apparently hilarious, since Giselle joined her. 
 
    “No, the old one dies and the new one is selected by the world spirit.” Giselle pointed back to the gently steaming rinse water. 
 
    I could see Odette consider and discard questions. I kept quiet because they were talking to her. 
 
    “Does that mean he’s in charge here? Everywhere? Or are there Adalrics all over?” 
 
    “Only one,” Solveig piped up. “I wish he’d stay longer! His deputy isn’t as kind.” 
 
    “Does his deputy live in this house, too?” 
 
    “Oh, no. In another city. He only visits when he has to—since the Adalric visits regularly.” 
 
    “Does the Adalric have a name he uses when he’s not being formal?” Odette cast me a glance. 
 
    My ears perked hopefully. 
 
    “His name before he became Adalric was Sigiward.” 
 
     Well, that was nothing like Nicolas. 
 
    Giselle inspected a dish, not looking at me. “What he’s called informally is more a matter for the Lady.” 
 
    Meaning me. At this point I would have taken any information that I could get from them. I cared for Nick very much, but this whole series of incidents had made me question whether or not I actually knew him. I knew nothing about his life here, but clearly, he had responsibilities that he attended to here. I could see why he hadn’t told me, but it bothered me. I concealed things from him, true, but it was because I didn’t want to share trauma, not conceal a hidden kingdom. 
 
    “We’re so glad that you came.” Solveig smiled at me. “I heard Tristan and the others talking about how he hasn’t been with a woman in years…” 
 
    She hushed when her grandmother patted her head but seemed unrepentant. 
 
    “Rinse,” said Giselle firmly. 
 
    Should I focus on the part that he hadn’t been with a woman, because there were a few ways that I could take that. Or did I focus on why Giselle had hushed her, beyond the obvious. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked curiously. 
 
    Odette began stacking dishes industriously. 
 
    Giselle bit her lip. No doubt she was loyal to Nick, and she didn’t want to tell me his secrets, though I got the impression she cared more about his happiness, and this was somehow tied to that. Still, Solveig had brought it up, and now my curiosity was killing me. They couldn’t just bring something like that up and then not tell me about it. 
 
    “The Adalric’s fated mate chose someone else. They found each other after she had wed another. It’s good to finally see him with a woman that he clearly cares about,” Giselle finally said, stacking the last of the dishes. 
 
    That confirmed Nick being the one to stop the slaving expeditions. I wished I knew my history better. 
 
    “The Adalric had every right to annul her union with her husband, even though they had loved one another long. He said he would not steal her happiness by sundering a long-standing union. He has been alone ever since.” 
 
    The concept of fated mates made no sense to me. I’d heard of it from those in the kins, but the idea that Fate was a person who chose a perfect lover for everyone made my head hurt. 
 
    And if such a thing existed, and that woman had been his fated mate, then by letting her go, he had been dooming himself to being alone, in this world or the human one. Did it show that he had cared about her so much, that he had been willing to put her happiness above his own? 
 
     I wanted to know why. I wanted to hear it from him… and find out if I was the shadow of a love that could never be matched. 
 
     “Excuse me,” I murmured and headed for his office. 
 
    I knocked then entered. I’d never been in the room, but no details registered, my attention on Nick, seated at a desk that wouldn’t have been out of place at a government surplus, large and metal and an ugly green. 
 
    Nick looked up at me, eyebrows raised at my expression. 
 
    “Why did you leave your fated mate after you found her?” I asked. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
      
 
      
 
    Nick frowned at me, annoyance sparking in his tone. “Because she was in love with another man and had been for decades? I don’t remember asking you for your dating history. And that is something that we need to talk about someday. Or you should discuss it with a qualified therapist, given your issues.” 
 
    I stared at him. The shudder that rippled through me was filled with so many mixed emotions I didn’t know how to process them. I glanced away, taking in the room now, giving myself a moment to calm down. 
 
    It was a big room. Ugly desk notwithstanding, the wall behind Nick was made of carved stone, an eye-catching geometric pattern. The stone had flecks of quartz that caught the blue light, making it almost seem to move. The other walls had paper maps and notes hung on them. 
 
    Several of the familiar stone couches and chairs were beside me in front of the desk, a table, completely covered in books and papers, occupied the space to my right. The globes of blue light hovered near the ceiling, equally spaced. 
 
    Very little decoration other than the cushions and wall, but somehow the room managed to feel cozy and efficient. 
 
    Nick cleared his throat, and I glanced at him. His face softened as he met my eyes, and he got up from the desk and came over and put his hands on my shoulders. “That was unkind. I apologize.” 
 
    “No,” I answered, my voice thick. Staring at the narrow line of embroidery trimming the neck of his tunic made for an easy out. “I just… When I heard that… Why do you want me?” 
 
    The question took me as much by surprise as it took Nick. 
 
    “Because I look at you and I see a valiant woman. I see someone who doesn’t give up. I see someone devoted to the people she loves, and I want to be found deserving of that love. Also, you have a really nice ass.” He blinked again, the smile that I had a hard time resisting breaking free of the solemn lines that had been in his face a moment before. 
 
    I didn’t rise to the bait. “No, really. That’s a general kind of statement. You’ve been there for me for years, wanted to date for at least three years I noticed before you even knew my true kin. Why do you want me as me? Why do you want me as a woman? I don’t look like the women here. All flawless skin and cheekbones and long legs and pointy ears and swords and…” 
 
    “And growing up with them would not make them at all standard to me.” Nick’s response was dry enough to dehumidify the air. “You’re fierce. You care about just about everyone you come into contact with. There’s something at the core of you… that I want at my side. Other than your body. Which I also want. Just to be sure we have that clear between us, because sometimes it seems to me that you like to ignore that fact.” 
 
    “Why me? Even back home you could have been with any number of women. I heard about the couple of lilim who tried to bag you.” The words popped out. I winced. 
 
    Nick laughed. “They talked about it after and admitted they lost?” 
 
    At least he was laughing. “And speculated you cheat really well at poker or have the luck of the gods.” What kind of lunatic would play strip poker with lilim? 
 
    More laughter. My kind, apparently. “Made them buy the clothes back too… and I kept a sock from each of them. Their expressions…” 
 
    “My point being you could have been with them.” 
 
    He shrugged. “I have a type? There’s just the one person I want?” 
 
    “Did your fated mate look like me?” 
 
    “Not in the least.” His answer still held amusement rather than hurt. “She’s a pretty typical svartalfar. And I don’t really buy the fated mate ideal either. She and I were obviously physically very compatible, had similar interests, could hold a conversation, and she remained blindly in love with the husband she’d been with for centuries. What kind of asshole would break something like that up? Just because,” he made air quotes with his fingers, “she was my fated mate?” 
 
    “And what if her husband dies? Or she changes her mind?” I snapped. 
 
    “Ceri. I know who I want.” Nick’s pointed stare made me want to squirm. 
 
    A mixture of emotion that I now recognized as being more than a bit of panic and jealousy had started to recede. I started feeling embarrassed, looking for a graceful way to retreat. “Okay, well then, okay. I’ll just be off…” 
 
    “No, Ceri.” His voice was gentle, but as yielding as a rock. The warm weight of his hands didn’t move from my shoulders. “We do need to talk. And this is actually the safest place I can think of in two dominions for us to do it. Anyone who wants to interrupt us here has to get through the defenses on this dominion, the defenses on my home, and the defenses on this room.” 
 
    He let go of me, walked across the room, then dropped the bar across the door. “And that will keep the staff out.” 
 
    I stared at him helplessly. I could see the Nick whom I’d known for years in his face, he hadn’t really changed that much. It was mostly skin color and a general sharpening in his features. I… cared for him. I had for years, and I’d been afraid for years. And given everything happening at home, this might be the only chance that we’d had to… talk. Or anything. 
 
    Finding my voice was harder than ever. “I do… I care… Nick, I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    He came back to me, holding his hands out. “That was all you needed to say. You know I care for you. I take it the kitchen gossip upset you?” 
 
    Mute, I nodded. Nick sighed. Taking my face gently between his hands, he kissed me on the mouth. My lips parted under his, and a moment later he nipped my lower lip and drew back. “I want you. Both physically and with the heart. I’m also a patient man and willing to wait for you. But the way you’re acting… Do you know what you want, Ceri? Are you willing to tell me what you want, so I’m not speculating?” 
 
    He had a point. I knew I wanted him, and I had been too frightened to say it for a very long time. So many bad memories, from one huge betrayal. 
 
    “I want you too.” The words came out in a rush. 
 
    “Well, I’m yours. That makes it simple.” He tipped my chin up, smiling. 
 
    After I paused, I said, “Now what?” 
 
    Brilliant. You can take charge of any situation, Ceri. 
 
    “Do you want to do anything about it?” Nick stroked my arm, which tingled pleasantly. 
 
    “Yes.” The word came out small but firm. A little unexpected to me in how firm it was. 
 
    “Well, luckily for us, when I’m having to sort through a stack of pleas and judgments I don’t like being interrupted. And I’m not a fan of being the object of an assassination attempt, so I don’t sleep in my official room. However, here…” He reached out and touched one of the decorative carvings on the wall, then pushed on another panel. A section pivoted inward, revealing a small bedroom. 
 
    “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I glanced up at him. 
 
    “Nope, not a bit. I just change the linens and Giselle pretends there’s not a secret room located somewhere off the study. Safe, secure, private.” He walked into the room, stripping his tunic over his head. The muscles of his arms and back moved, emphasizing his wiry fit build. I’d watched him for years—and the body he had here was pretty much the same as the one I’ve been watching. 
 
    I swallowed, mouth dry. 
 
    He slanted a glance at me. “Going to join me?” 
 
    I walked in, moving until I stood close enough to feel the heat radiating from his body. He brushed a wisp of hair back from my face. Then he sat down on the bed, kicked off his shoes, and stripped off his trousers, leaving him naked. 
 
    I felt my eyes get wide. “Oh my.” 
 
    The corners of his mouth quivered. “You did not just say that.” 
 
    It felt good to giggle, even as I admired him. I’d only seen him with his shirt off a few times, and never in swim trunks or anything revealing. This… he was hot. And it was arousing to me to be still fully clothed, too. 
 
    I sat down on the edge of the bed next to him and put a tentative hand on his arm. The warm firm muscle under my hand felt so good… as did the fact that I was choosing to touch him. He touched my knee, still covered by my skirt. 
 
    “Does it help you to be the one in control?” he asked gently. 
 
    The thought made my heart beat a bit faster. “I think so.” 
 
    I reached for the long braid confining his hair. “Why does it look short in your illusion?” 
 
    “Because middle aged men with butt length hair stick out.” 
 
    “Longer than that…” I undid the twist of leather that secured his braid, and combed my finger through it, letting the heavy softness of it fall on my hands when it was all free. It felt thick and smooth between my fingers, without a hint of wave or curl, even though he habitually wore it braided. 
 
    Words tangled up in my throat. So many important things to tell him, but at this moment I didn’t want to say anything. I leaned against him, and he steadied me with his hands on my waist. 
 
    The touch sent shivers up my spine, even through two layers of cloth. The room was warm. His touch soothed lingering traces of anxiety. Knowing Nick, he was trying to make this easy for me. 
 
    With my enormous amount of experience… I let the thought and protective sarcasm go. This was time for me and Nick, no room for my ghosts at this party. 
 
    I tilted my face up and kissed him, nipping at his lower lip. He returned the gesture, hands pressing on my back as he pulled me even closer. I let go of his hair. My hands slid over his chest, down over his side, drifting in a lingering caress. I nuzzled his ear, amused by its definite point, then I stroked my hand down his thigh. 
 
    He smelled so good. 
 
    I drew back and let my eyes sweep down the line of his powerful chest and flat stomach and I couldn’t help the smile that curved my mouth. I glanced at him through my lashes; his face held a mixture of desire, affection, and something close to laughter. 
 
    “Do you want me to touch you?” 
 
    “No, not yet.” 
 
    I slid slowly down, off the bed, letting my mouth skim over his skin as I went. I took my time, enjoying the journey. His muscles shifted under my mouth as he drew a long deep breath. 
 
    “Ah,” he said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    I laughed against his belly. It flexed as I nestled my cheek against him for a moment before I relaxed my knees, drifting further down. 
 
    He murmured something I couldn’t catch. Then, “Ceri…” 
 
    Kneeling, I cradled his erection, enjoying the velvet heat. Thankfully, he’d thought to have a carpet in his literal man cave, thick and well padded. 
 
    I stroked him. The mattress creaked as he dug his fingers into it. 
 
    “You’re certain?” The words were strangled. 
 
    I traced the length of him with my tongue then drew back. “Yes. Can’t you tell?” Laughter bubbled in my tone. “Well, you can touch my hair, I guess…” I let my voice trail off before I took him into my mouth. 
 
    His thighs flexed as his hands clenched in my hair. The change in his breathing as he tiptoed towards losing control, the scent of him, the texture of his skin, all made me shiver with desire. I did want his hands on me, but I wanted to enjoy this feeling of power more. 
 
    His hips flexed as he shifted his grip. A steady rhythm, that I encouraged, using my hands as well as my mouth. I enjoyed his taste, that he relaxed his guard enough to do this, that he let me be in the driver’s seat, as it were. 
 
    Nick pulled back. “Ceri, let me.” 
 
    I laughed up at him. “I guess, since you asked so nicely…” 
 
    He was still holding on to my hair. I made a protesting squeak as he tugged up. I stood, and the kiss that met me was ravenous as his hand skimmed under my skirt. Underwear hadn’t come with the outfit and his hand went between my legs unimpeded, stroking slick flesh. 
 
    I moaned, my mild protest forgotten in the sensation. I helped him whisk dress and tunic over my head, then flushed as his eyes ran down my body. 
 
    “You’re beautiful. I want our first time to be for both of us,” he whispered as he pulled me into the bed. 
 
    I arched against him, but he didn’t enter me, instead finding my nipple with his mouth as he continued stroking. I was more than ready, digging my nails into his shoulders. 
 
    He rolled us and pressed me down into the mattress, his mouth moving down my ribcage to my belly. 
 
    “I want you inside me,” I said. 
 
    “Soon enough. It’s been a while, I have needs too,” he answered, gazing up my body with a slow smile. 
 
    Laughter bubbled out of me, and I tugged his hair. He ignored me as he slid between my legs. Settling into place, kissing my inner thigh, teasing. 
 
    I rocked against him as he licked, unable to control the motion as the coiling tension reached its boiling point. Thought fragmented under his caress, wicked and knowing, skillful and hot. 
 
    Just before I tipped over, he shifted up my body. I tasted myself as he kissed me hard, entering me with a single hard thrust. Ecstasy cascaded through me too fast, slamming my head back. 
 
    “A little early, but I’ll make do,” he murmured against my throat, nipping gently. He didn’t stop moving, the continuing friction awakening new spasms of pleasure. 
 
    His hands twined in mine, our bodies still joined, moving hard and fast. A new orgasm built in the quivers of the just ended climax. I gave myself up to it, wrapping my legs around his waist, as he crushed me close. 
 
    My cry mixed with his growl as he followed me into ecstasy. I curled into him as he shifted to the side a moment later, waited until he opened his eyes. “Back to the paperwork?” 
 
    “No, I think a break is indicated for a while. They’ll find me kinder than I normally am if I went back to it right now. You?” 
 
    “I think I like you right here, yes.” I rested my head on his shoulder, the omnipresent faint headache of burnout gone for the moment. Relaxing further, I could see the ribbons of magic in the air. 
 
    Sex helped with burnout? I had no idea, but I did have a willing subject… 
 
    Speaking of which, one of his hands had moved to my breast, a gentle caress, and he kissed me again. “Are you up for seconds, given we’re taking this break?” 
 
    I kissed him back. 
 
    While Nick had a bedroom off his office, he didn’t keep food there. And his staff were relentless about feeding him; I could empathize. He had a bad habit of skipping meals when he was focused. My stomach was growling loud and clear when we decided to emerge. 
 
    Knocking came from the barred door. Nick shook his head and opened it, accepting the tray thrust toward him. Solveig peeked in under his arm and a pleased smile beamed from her face as she took in my bed hair and Nick’s loose hair. 
 
    “Solveig, please bring Hjalmar here.” Nick delivered the request in a firm tone. She trotted away like she was on a mission, though whether to fetch Hjalmar or to gossip was a question. 
 
    Nick handed me a comb and I tidied myself as he broke his flatbread in two and set a hunk of cheese next to the half. Hair back in a semblance of order, I ate. 
 
    Oh, the looks I was going to get… 
 
    Solveig returned in a short time with Hjalmar. 
 
    “How may I serve, Adalric?” he asked Nick, sinking into one of the chairs. Even with a limp and his silver-streaked hair, I would never have thought that he was more than a hard-lived thirty or forty years old. 
 
    “I want you to teach Ceri how you keep from aging.” Nick took a bite of cheese. 
 
    Hjalmar tilted his head, and I thought I saw a very faint smile hovering on the corner of his mouth. Hard to tell under the wild beard though. 
 
    “Can you call enough magic to see yet?” he asked. 
 
    I blushed. Nick chuckled, damn him. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought you might,” Hjalmar said blandly. “Look at me, see the magic within me.” 
 
    I settled, gazing at Hjalmar. Despite the slightly porn-ish sounding invitation, he did have an intricate web of magic within him, connected to what seemed to be every cell. 
 
    A rustle of paper told me Nick had moved back to his desk and started work again. 
 
    “Do you see?” Hjalmar asked. 
 
    “I do… how did you do it? There’s so much…” 
 
    “It’s like washing… you move the magic over the area and will it to connect. You don’t concentrate on each individual touch; you focus on the mass.” 
 
    “Can you take it away after you do it?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Can you do it to another person?” 
 
    The pause stretched. “It’s not easy, and a mistake will kill them. Those I know who know how don’t try.” 
 
    “I will it to connect to me?” 
 
    “And sustain you, like the sun sustains a plant. The energy flowing into you, but just the slightest trickle.” 
 
    I focused, wrapping myself in strands of magic. When it was so thick, I couldn’t see out, encasing me head to toe, I pictured it sinking into me, a web of silk flowing through me, like a ghost of a veil. 
 
    “Very good. You got it first try. A little too much energy, though, you’re going to have to bleed a little off. It’ll help with what remains of the burn, too.” 
 
    I could see Hjalmar again, and Nick. Did Nick seem… relieved? 
 
    He must have been thinking about our different lifespans. Or the fact I was no longer helpless. 
 
    “Is there a mirror?” 
 
    “On the table.” 
 
    I picked up the intricate silver mirror. I still looked like me, which was a relief. I’d worried it would you then me. I’d teach this to Jimmy and Dara when I got home. Of course, both were way too young to stop their aging, but was there ever really a good time to stop aging? 
 
    Legends of the fountain of youth showed the terrible things people would do if they thought it might let them live forever. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to keep this connection once I got back to my world, though the thought of growing old let alone dying while Nick remained young hurt my heart. Still, knowledge was power, and it was never a bad thing to learn something new. I’d let Dara and Jimmy make their own judgment about it. 
 
    The strange and not altogether pleasant sensation of magic reinforcing my life energies would take some getting used to. 
 
    Hjalmar smiled a little. “It’s good to find a talented student.” 
 
    He bowed in the direction of Nick’s desk and shuffled away. 
 
    “Will you keep using this knowledge?” Nick asked. 
 
    I folded my arms around myself, the burden of decision heavy on my shoulders. “I’ll try. If I can maintain it without anyone getting hurt, I will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    I gasped as I surged awake, the remnants of my dream sliding away from me like the sweat currently running down my forehead. In the week since we’d arrived here, the magic burn had healed enough that I felt comfortable drawing magic again, rather than nervous. 
 
    Nick had wanted me to share his bed openly, but I’d decided against it. While Giselle and the others hadn’t teased me at all, the sheer happiness in them that Nick was getting laid made me nervous, especially when none of them would explain why. 
 
    Evan and Tristan had bonded well, and Evan spent most of the day training with Tristan and the couple of others who were trained in using weapons and wearing armor; he actually looked impressive in the leather armor they’d put together for him. 
 
    Odette had been less than pleased when Tristan told her Evan was a natural; that he had a talent for swordplay. 
 
    “Even less useful than a literature degree,” was how she’d put it, giving me the side eye. I hadn’t taken offense, since it was true. That was why my degree was in education. 
 
    Still, more than twenty minutes had passed in my world, long enough for something terrible to happen. Or long enough for Lotus to have found out what had happened to Dara. 
 
    While I really enjoyed the time with Nick— in and out of bed—I had responsibilities back home, even as Nick did here. 
 
    I couldn’t remember exactly what the dream had been about, other than a nightmare. A jaw cracking yawn caught me off guard as I looked for the clock; they used a variation of a night candle, a pillar that gently smoldered and told you the hour by the line on its side it had burned down to. Five in the morning. It was time to get up anyway. 
 
    The door to Odette’s room was open when I emerged into the hall, as was Evan’s. Odd. Normally she didn’t leave her room until later, and Evan was up at six as regular as… heh… clockwork. 
 
    I was concerned about the fact that Odette and Evan weren’t around. This dominion wasn’t the kind of place where they could wander around without repercussions, and I didn’t want them to get themselves in trouble. 
 
    I’d learned Odette was stronger and smarter than I’d thought, but this place was dangerous outside Nick’s direct control. And she seemed to chafe at perceived confinement. 
 
    The irony of me judging her for that was not lost on me. 
 
    I dressed in one of the shifts and kirtles draped on the clothes chest and went down to the kitchens. There was almost always someone there. 
 
    Muffled voices came from the kitchen, and I walked in. A strange svartalf stood near the door, faced by Evan and Tristan. Odette stood near the large wood stove; a poker clenched in her fist. 
 
    “What’s happening?” I asked, keeping my tone calm. 
 
    “This person wishes to visit the Adalric and is being persistent despite the request that he not be disturbed in the time he’s here.” Tristan’s voice was cool and measured, and as I came into the room, I could see he and Evan had live blades. 
 
    Why on earth was he trying to come in through the kitchen rather than the front door? 
 
    “The law is clear. The Adalric has no right to take any but a svartalf to his bed before he’s begotten an heir. The line must continue.” 
 
    “The people we met didn’t seem to care,” I said, retreating toward Odette and her poker. The cast-iron cookware could serve as a weapon as well. 
 
    Nick had said his home was well defended, how had a strange person shown up here? 
 
    Odette’s eyes were wild as she clenched the poker in both hands. “There’s a dead man on the step, by the way. Just FYI.” 
 
    “It’s not wise to try to force your way into the Adalric’s home. This one lives only because he’s of the blood.” Tristan’s voice was still eerily calm. 
 
    “Yes. And I want more to be born to the blood, so someone else can inherit! I don’t care about his ‘happiness,’ I care about the law!” Silver eyes sought me out over Tristan’s shoulder. “You have to go back to your dominion. You can’t stay here.” His voice was almost pleading, if you could plead and snarl at the same time. 
 
    And it compelled me. I found myself considering exactly how to comply before I wrenched myself free of it. As if he had sensed that I needed him, Nick appeared in the door. It was nice to have him here, not just because he presumably knew what was going on but also because I felt safer with him next to me, more secure. It was a strange feeling, balancing my learned paranoia with the desperate desire to be near him. It was also frustrating beyond belief, and not something I needed to unpack right now. 
 
    “You have to kill her or send her back to her home. Or sell her to someone else,” the svartalf said. He sounded sad about it. I felt sad about needing to die, too. 
 
    The poker clattered to the floor as Odette clutched her temples. “I won’t,” she whispered. 
 
    “Cease, Ulrich,” Nick said softly. 
 
    His words reverberated through me, almost rattling my teeth. What was happening? Squinting, I could perceive energy flexing all around us, but it didn’t seem to come from any single source. It was like the world was doing the magic, a pervasive wave beating down on all of us. Wrapped in the energy, I started trying to figure out a counter, but it was like drowning; I couldn’t focus enough to manipulate the magic I could access to stop the influence. 
 
    “I will do as I see fit.” I coughed as the sheer authority in Nick’s words clenched around my chest like a fist. Odette’s eyes widened. 
 
    “No! You don’t get to call on that authority if you don’t follow the Law!” The other svartalf screamed the words, like knives being driven into my skull. 
 
    “It seems I do.” Relentless, the force of Nick’s words drove Odette to her knees, me joining her a moment later. 
 
    Struggling not to simply yield to their words and will, fall to my knees and wait for their commands, I wanted to scream. I would not be reduced to this again. 
 
    “Go, Ulrich. Now. Know that I will not forgive.” 
 
    I of all people knew what it was like, to be manipulated by mind magic. Even though Nick hadn’t directed it at me, I couldn’t handle the fact I’d been overwhelmed… and knowing that he could do it again. 
 
    The other svartalf backed away from the door, rapid footsteps receding. 
 
    “Ceri…” Nick’s hand on my shoulder. 
 
    I flinched. “Don’t touch me. What happened just now?” 
 
    I felt cold when he removed his hand, but I stood up anyway, keeping my spine straight with an effort of will. Gazing at the wall over his shoulder helped, too. 
 
    “You got caught in the overflow of him trying to force me to do something, and me telling him no. He’d already tried to nudge you but hadn’t had the effect he wanted.” 
 
    “There’s more to it than that.” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve already been tried and convicted, so I see no reason to offer a defense,” he snapped. It was so uncharacteristic it pulled my eyes to his face. He appeared frustrated, angry, and sad. 
 
    “I think we should go home.” 
 
    “Very well. You aren’t a prisoner.” 
 
    A slash of his arm pierced the barrier between dominions, and Odette bolted for it. Evan followed, though he cast a wistful glance at Tristan. I marched toward it as well, aware Nick followed close behind me. 
 
    I was grateful when we landed on the hard pavement on the sidewalk outside my house. My neighbors weren’t home. At this point, I didn’t care. I’d had enough. Yesterday, I might have bent down and kissed the pavement as ardently as I had Nick the other night. Right now, I felt empty. With all my responsibilities still weighing me down. 
 
    And no way to apologize. Feeling safer now, the realization of just how terrible I’d been crashed down on me. 
 
    I waited. Odette looked like she wanted to make a break for it, not that I blamed her. I wanted to bolt to a place where I felt safe too. Evan looked sad and confused. 
 
    Regardless of my feelings, I needed them to understand that matters could get very out of hand if they tried to tell anyone about what had happened. While I regretted that they had been pulled into this situation in the first place, I also didn’t want them to end up dead. The kins and magic had been secrets for a very long time, and there were a lot of people who were invested in the status quo. 
 
    As if she could hear what I was thinking, Odette shook her head. “We won’t tell anyone,” she said, looking over at Evan. 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    I sighed, tired beyond bearing. They could have simply been telling me what I was wanting to hear, but I didn’t think so. And I hated removing their memories when both clearly didn’t want me to. 
 
    What good would it do for them to lie to me? No one would believe them if they told about what had happened. I glanced sidelong at Nick, and he gazed at the shrubbery with profound interest. Maybe take a little longer to make the decision. 
 
    The wind was chilly, and we were none of us dressed for it. My keys and phone were still in Nick’s dominion, and I didn’t want to ask… Luckily, I kept a key hidden outside for emergencies. 
 
    “Let’s go inside and decide.” I got the key, disarmed the security system and walked in, not really caring if they followed. 
 
    Of course, they cooperated. I only wanted to be alone. 
 
    “Mom?” I’d also forgotten Jimmy had stayed home from school today. 
 
    Now what? 
 
    “Cool armor, Evan. Did you end up in a weird land?” 
 
    “Yeah… you know about all this?” 
 
    “Yeah. Want to play a game for a bit? I’ve got an extra controller.” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    The resilience of youth. My son was awesome. 
 
    Should I try to make sure that they got home safely? How was I going to look Evan in the eyes after this? It was going to be strange, teaching him in class when I knew that he knew. 
 
    I checked the microwave clock. It was nine thirty; Nick hadn’t exaggerated. It was almost impossible to believe everything that had happened, but we had only been gone for half an hour. 
 
    I could use my magic, though at least for now, I didn’t want to push it. The longer that I gave myself to rest, the easier that it was going to be for me to heal, and the more powerful that my magic was going to be when I actually needed it. 
 
    “I’ll be right back.” As I changed, I realized I also had no car—it was still in svartalfheim and destroyed. And Nick’s truck was still at the school, likely being taken into evidence by the police. 
 
    I came out with a T-shirt and sweatpants. “Do you want to change? I know it’s not your usual…” 
 
    Odette gave me a funny little half smile as she took the clothes and headed for the half bath. “Neither is my current outfit. Thanks.” 
 
    Nick’s phone rang in the pouch he had on his belt. He pulled it out, snorted, and answered it. 
 
    At least he thought to carry it in a land with no signal. That was so… Nick. 
 
    What was I going to do? I couldn’t be with someone who could control me, I couldn’t. Even though he’d never done it, never tried, the fact that he could stuck in my throat. And I didn’t want to tell him to leave, either… Not knowing what to do was new to me. Usually the decision was just to run and hide. 
 
    “Hi, Johann. Yes. I know. Why, thank you. I’ll cover her bill, thanks. You too, asshole.” He hung up. “There’ll be a car here you can use soon.” 
 
    He wore the comforting Nick illusion, but his silver eyes were angry and sad. 
 
    I bit my lip, then hurried to the kitchen to compose myself. So much for that iron self-control and fierce spine. Making coffee steadied me. 
 
    When I came back out carrying a creamer and sugar, I saw Odette had settled in the recliner and Nick on the couch. I glanced out the window, motion catching my eye. A red sports car had just pulled up in my driveway. 
 
    “Oh no,” I said. 
 
    Nick was up and staring, then started to laugh. An unfamiliar daoine sidhe got out of the car, the only one I’d ever seen with black hair and deeply tanned skin. She wore jeans and a gorgeous thigh length leather coat. 
 
    “Well, that’s odd. I didn’t know she was working with Johann.” 
 
    “You know her? She’s safe?” 
 
    “Safe for you, yes, Ceri.” Nick didn’t smile. “Trouble follows her.” 
 
    I put my chin up, grabbed my spare coat and headed out, Nick a few paces behind me. 
 
    The daoine sidhe stopped halfway up my driveway and waved. “Hi, Ceridwen Alarie?” 
 
    “Ceri Gault, please,” I said. “You are?” 
 
    “I’m Nia. That’s your second loaner car, but I don’t know its name.” She grinned, then her eyes narrowed, looking to my left. It was my only warning, and I whirled around, instinctively sinking lower so that I could face the threat better. 
 
    Male, with a lean human body, but a tiger’s head and claws. His swipe followed me down, cutting across my shoulder. I couldn’t help but scream. 
 
    They’d blended in and been waiting… rakshasa, masters of illusion. And not just one; there were six more, closing in on me from all sides across my neighbors’ front lawns. If any of my neighbors looked out their window right now, they were going to get a horrible surprise. Rakshasas were mercenaries and assassins, gifted with natural weapons and enhanced speed and strength. I had heard that they were also able to fully shift into a tiger, although if one of them did that, then I was pretty sure that we were totally screwed. Magic or no magic, they wanted a piece of us, and I didn’t think Nick and I alone would be able to take them all on. I had no idea what this Nia person could do. 
 
    She let out a whoop and flashed by me, producing two blades from somewhere on her… I had no idea where she could have hidden them. Her long black braid whipped over her shoulder as she spun, putting herself between two rakshasas. Nick charged forward, between me and the rest, knife in hand. 
 
    With a moment to think, I threw an illusion of peace and calm around us to keep the neighbors from panicking and then wrapped one of the rakshasas in strands of magic, grabbing and holding him. He struggled. This I could do, and it might give us someone to talk to at the end of the fight—Nick seemed to do permanent solutions. 
 
    My shoulder bled, and the pain made me feel sick. 
 
    An attacking rakshasa fell over, and Nick twisted to gut the other. 
 
    Blood sprayed my porch. Nia had apparently attended the same solution school as Nick. 
 
    The final two rakshasas must have seen the writing on the wall, because they hustled out at speed, blurring and fading from sight. 
 
    Nia pulled a handkerchief from her pocket and wiped her blades. She looked at the remaining bound rakshasa, raising her eyebrows. “What are we going to do with this one?” 
 
    She didn’t seem the slightest bit bothered by the fact that she and Nick had redecorated my house in gore. And why should she? She didn’t have to clean it up. To be fair, the chances of me cleaning it up were low at the moment and getting lower by the second also. 
 
    My shoulder screamed at me. “Do either of you know how to tie someone up?” 
 
    “I can question him.” Nia smiled at me. “Just get him in the garage.” 
 
    “Yes, Johann sent you because of your winning personality?” Nick asked. 
 
    I expected her to be offended, but she just shook her head and shrugged. “I’m surprised it wasn’t a milk run, to be honest. And it’ll be fun having a conversation with this fellow.” 
 
    I opened the garage door as she dragged him in, saying, “I don’t want to get blood everywhere. Can you let him go after?” 
 
    “I can. I even might, if he’s a good boy and answers all my questions quickly.” Nia’s smiles were making me more and more uneasy, like she often played bad cop/psycho cop with a friend. 
 
    “Why are you in the city?” Nick asked. 
 
    “My triad just moved into the area, and Johann has been wooing us. I don’t normally bother with stuff like this, but it was supposed to be a milk run. And better than yet another three-hour meeting.” She glanced back at the bodies. “Unfortunately for them, I don’t like rakshasas. Even though there wasn’t a bodyguard clause in the delivery job.” 
 
    I wobbled. These clothes were ruined, and the kids were going to freak out when they saw me. 
 
    “Ceri. You should get that bandaged.” Nick steadied me. 
 
    “Ok.” I’d mislaid my objections to pushy people somewhere back in the fight. I should try to supervise Nia, who I didn’t know, but Nick seemed ok with her, and I didn’t feel good. 
 
    Maybe she’d get some useful information, there was no doubt she knew more about interrogation than I did. Rakshasas didn’t just kill people for no reason. Someone had hired them. 
 
    Nick got me to the couch. Odette stood up and gasped. I must’ve put together a better illusion than I’d thought because she seemed to have no idea we’d been fighting. 
 
    “First aid kit is under the bathroom sink, if you’ll get it for me,” Nick told her, settling me on the couch. 
 
    She was back in a flash with the kit. Nick cut my t-shirt off and began using saline to clean the wound, not caring about getting blood on my couch. 
 
    “We need to get you and them somewhere safe,” Nick said softly. 
 
    “Your house for the day? Then decide?” I was so tired. 
 
    Nick’s place was the only place that I could think of that wouldn’t freak them out even more, even with the goblins. 
 
    He nodded. “We need better transport. The sports car won’t hold everyone.” 
 
    I felt so dizzy and tired. “Call Johann?” 
 
    I couldn’t understand his answer, sleep dragging me under like a riptide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up in an unfamiliar bed, my shoulder bandaged, and wearing a loose cotton t-shirt. The dragging exhaustion was gone. Sighing, I raised myself on my elbows. 
 
    “Mom!” Jimmy jumped up from the chair next to the bed. “You’re awake!” 
 
    Disturbed from sitting in Jimmy’s lap, Noir hopped on the bed and stroked his head along my arm. 
 
    “Where are we?” I patted the little dragon. 
 
    “Nick’s house. After you passed out, Nick got on the phone and shouted at Johann, and a van showed up in, like, five minutes! And we all drove out here. You were poisoned, but it was to make you sleep, and Nia said it was best to just let you rest.” 
 
    “How long?” 
 
    “It’s supper time.” 
 
    So about twelve hours. I shifted. I wasn’t wearing pajama bottoms. “Did they bring clothes?” 
 
    “Nick said to ask for them if you felt well enough to ask for them, and said he’d come up to talk to you. Are you ok to be alone for a second?” He scooped Noir up and put the dragon on his shoulder. “He keeps trying to eat things so I’m keeping him away from temptation.” 
 
    Noir nibbled on Jimmy’s shoulder-length hair. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    “Yes, dear. I’m ok alone.” I closed my eyes as he scuttled out of the room. 
 
    The thump as the door opened again made me jump. Nick pulled a chair over and sat next to me. 
 
    “Did Nia get any information? Did you let him go?” 
 
    “We found out the venom used on you. He didn’t know who hired him; we killed their contact person. He thought it might be Johann, but he was grasping at straws. And we let him go after breaking his dominant arm, to slow down any reruns of today.” He touched my hand gently, watching for my reaction. 
 
    I turned my hand up so I could hold his. Broken arm was better than dead, which would have been their default. I’d take it. Especially if he’d been stressed I was out. 
 
    “I’m sorry about what happened at my home. It’s a side effect of the world heart, the way the dominion expresses itself through my people—I don’t control the effects, and he was invoking it to mess with you. The alternative was to kill him, and he’s the only heir I’ve got.” Nick squeezed my hand. 
 
    “He doesn’t seem to want to be… he wants you to have a svartalfar baby.” Not that I was really wanting to become a mother again at this age, but… 
 
    Nick snorted. “He can want to his heart’s delight. I only just persuaded you to give me a chance; I don’t want a svartalf.” 
 
    “Why doesn’t he want your position?” 
 
    A shrug answered me. “It’s a pain in the ass, a huge responsibility. The world heart doesn’t choose people who want power.” 
 
    “Can I have some sweats so I can get up?” 
 
    He gave me a dangerous smile. “Do you promise not to get attacked on your way to the bathroom?” 
 
    I considered. “I’ll try.” 
 
    He dropped them on the bed. I detoured to the window after taking care of the necessary. 
 
    Crixus and the goblins were drilling in the yard. 
 
    “Do you have anything we can use to ground the magic to protect them?” 
 
    “Yes, but you can do that in the morning.” 
 
    “Nick, I just slept for twelve hours. I’m fine. I promise I’ll sit in the workroom.” 
 
    He rolled his eyes. “Fine. Hang on to my arm, what they used can give you dizzy spells.” 
 
    Clutching his arm and the banister on the way down was my best bet during a wave of dizziness. At my glare, he didn’t say anything. It was a long trip to his workroom. 
 
    The space was ruthlessly organized and cluttered, Nick never met a gadget he didn’t want. I settled in a rolling chair and scooted toward where he kept his jewelry supplies. 
 
    “Silver, I agree,” he said dryly as I reached for a bar. 
 
    “How do you want to do it?” 
 
    “Virgin metal rather than recycled, to make sure it holds your magic tight. I think I’ll just twist wire; it’s fast, means I work it less. Since you’re pouring your magic in, I don’t want the metal contaminated with mine.” He gave me a lopsided grin. “Would you care to supervise?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “I think they’ll need to be discarded once they’re used… they might be effective more than once, but it’s risky.” 
 
    Nick went to the minifridge and pulled out a nutrition shake and gave it to me. I made a face. 
 
    “I hate these things.” 
 
    “We could spend time making food if you don’t want to drink it.” 
 
    I glared at him then chugged it. And stuck my nasty strawberry flavored tongue out at him. 
 
    “Promises…” he murmured as he pulled wire out of its drawer. 
 
    An hour later, we had six circles of braided wire. Nick was both strong and deft, and watching him was pleasant after the day I’d almost had. 
 
    “Let’s try this,” I said, blowing out a puff of air. 
 
    It took a dozen tries and adding more wire and weight of silver before I could get the magic to stick. 
 
    Nick held it up. I could feel the magic sticking to it beautifully, but then I noticed the size and unfortunate shape. I winced. 
 
    “It looks like a collar,” Nick admitted, which was pretty much exactly what I had been thinking but hadn’t wanted to say aloud. It was a little too ironic. We were making them to make sure that contact with a goblin who was still enslaved couldn’t put the free goblins back under the geas, and it looked like a dog collar. 
 
    A throat cleared at the door of the workshop. I jumped. 
 
    “Ceri, Crixus has been watching us for the past half hour.” Nick shook his head. “Crixus, what do you think? 
 
    The goblin shrugged. 
 
    “Lose your head, you’re done. Hand or leg, not so much. Shaped like a collar is fine. We’ll call it a torc.” He didn’t seem the slightest bit concerned about it. 
 
    Now that Nick and I knew what we were aiming for, the rest were made quickly. I was glad to be sitting at the end. Crixus gathered them up and left. 
 
    Nick brushed his lips against mine. “Want to see if it helps with recharging as well as burnout?” 
 
    I laughed, and his phone buzzed. 
 
    Nick pulled his phone out of his back pocket. I could tell by his expression that he was less than happy about the news he was getting, although he mostly just snapped curt responses to whoever was on the other end of the phone. As soon as he was finished, he hung up without a goodbye and turned back toward me. 
 
    “There’s a threat at Johann’s. We need to go. Now.” I stood up immediately, already planning on what we needed to do next. 
 
    Jimmy joined us in the living room, phone in hand and mutinous expression on his face as I opened my mouth. “I work for him, Mom, and they need me.” 
 
    Noir landed on my shoulder. 
 
    Outside, Crixus and the goblins already had the van running. 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh a little at Nick’s expression. “Feeling unneeded?” 
 
    “And old, given how eager they all are. I’m going to leave the Kellers here, since we’re going into an active firefight.” 
 
    The attack might only have been just starting at the time Nick got the call, but by the time we got to Johann’s, it was in full swing. Nick’s foot slammed harder on the gas rather than the brake as bullets rattled against the van, and we all instinctively ducked for cover. 
 
    Apparently, Johann had sent an armored van. How thoughtful of him. 
 
    Even with occasional glimpses, I could tell that the lead attackers were rakshasas. Worse, they had goblins as backup, and the whole lot of them were having the time of their life spraying the van with bullets. 
 
    We were all as far down on the floor as we could get, Jimmy and I with the goblins crouching over the top of it. If I got any closer to the floor, I was going to melt into it. Although at this point, that might have been for the best. 
 
    The van lurched as Nick slammed on the brakes, and he yanked a knife from his belt before he twisted around to look at me. “Get up to the house.” 
 
    “Help them, Noir,” I whispered. 
 
    After being the sole decision maker for myself and my family for so long, it was hard for me to be told what to do, but right now was as good a time to shut up and listen as any. Nick and Crixus jumped out on the driver’s side, Noir flapping behind them. I yanked open the back door nearest to me, focusing on getting Jimmy and me to the house. There was a mass of debris in front of us that Nick couldn’t get around in the van that Jimmy and I needed to climb up as fast as we could. 
 
    Thank the stars for heavy winter gloves. 
 
    The two goblins escorting me, and Jimmy hung back, providing covering fire, as Jimmy and I scrambled up. 
 
    Jimmy made it up first. Even bent close to the apex, his lanky frame was silhouetted against the dark sky. I followed. A bullet hit him, and he screamed. 
 
    Adrenaline and magic flooded me, and I grabbed him, pulling him into a fireman’s carry as I jumped off the pile and ran for the porch. 
 
    I blazed with light, drawing fire, but my terrified rage also fueled the protective ward around me. The automatic weapons fire sprayed away from me in a universe of ricochets, some of which hit the unfriendlies. 
 
    I didn’t care. Jimmy was bleeding. Why, oh why, hadn’t I taught him how to ward himself against bullets yet? 
 
    Magic poured through me, providing the strength my body needed to move like this, carry his dead weight. I reached the porch, almost running over Johann, standing on his front porch and raging that his new house was being attacked. 
 
    I passed him by, into the house, tumbling both of us to the floor so I could see his wound. 
 
    A firm hand yanked me back. Nia said, “No, I’ll handle this. You shoot out.” 
 
    Nia knelt next to Jimmy, with Lotus singing on his other side, a soft murmur of sound that washed over me like a calming wave. Nia had a first aid kit, one of the biggest I’d ever seen. She opened it and quickly put on plastic gloves, then opened a pack of bandages. 
 
    “Do you know what you’re doing with a human?” I snapped. 
 
    “I’m certified as an EMT in this world,” Nia said calmly, pressing on Jimmy’s wound. He groaned. 
 
    His eyes flickered open, focusing on me. “I’m okay, Mom. It just hurts.” 
 
    More blood leaked from the wound. 
 
    “Go,” Nia said. “You’re worth more in a fight shooting out.” 
 
    Everything in me wanted to stay with my son, but he wouldn’t be safe as long as there were rakshasas and goblins out here. 
 
    I moved to a window. It was hard to tell the difference between the “good” and the “bad” goblins, so instead I focused on Nick and the rakshasas that he fought. Noir breathed and they dodged away nimbly. A body on the ground showed the little dragon had connected with it at least once. 
 
    Something dark moved in me as I stared at them, bleak and lightless as the ocean’s deeps. They’d helped hurt my son. My Jimmy might die for their games. “Die.” I whispered the word. 
 
    The rakshasas surrounding Nick convulsed and fell as the magic rolled out of me, and I gripped the windowsill, staggering. 
 
    That took the fight out of them, though I wasn’t certain why. Within moments, the enemy goblins had retreated. 
 
    Nia crouched by me. “He’s going to be fine. He needs surgery to get the bullet out; Johann is calling someone in. He’s not bleeding out. I gave him something to make him more comfortable, so he’s going to nap for a bit.” 
 
    “You’re an EMT. How can you give him drugs?” 
 
    “Who said it was a drug?” Her smile had edges. “I have a pain dulling amulet. I’m loaning it to him. Brave boy.” 
 
    Cold comfort. I sat, my back braced against the wall, Jimmy next to me. He dozed as people moved around us. Noir arrived and settled in my lap, nuzzling Jimmy from time to time. 
 
    A hand pressed my shoulder, and I looked up, ready to tell someone off but paused when I saw that it was Nick. I glanced down at Jimmy again. 
 
    “They’re going to take him off for surgery. The room’s been set up, and Johann needs to talk with us.” 
 
    “Is there a reason he couldn’t just text?” 
 
    “I assume so,” Nick answered mildly. 
 
    As much as I hated to leave Jimmy, I had to, and Nick wouldn’t have gotten my attention if it wasn’t important, so I accepted his hand up. 
 
    A gurney, pushed by an unfamiliar person, stopped by Jimmy. Noir hopped on the rail. I watched as my son was loaded onto it and hurried away from the main room. 
 
    Noir would guard him. 
 
    “Tara disappeared while we were fighting,” Nick said grimly. I huffed, running my fingers through my hair. On top of everything else, now we had a rogue daoine sidhe to worry about. Just great. I hated it when the world confirmed my low opinion of people’s motives. Enough of this. I was tired of chasing my tail, and it seemed like lately, everything that could go wrong had, and I was sick of it. 
 
    When we reached the library, Johann tapped his phone to put it on speaker. 
 
    “It’s Rhys,” he said quietly. The chief of the daoine sidhe in the area, the man Ariana was trying to oust. 
 
    The leader of the daoine sidhe of this area, Ariana’s machinations notwithstanding. Which of them had sent the goblins to attack? 
 
    “Let me be clear,” Rhys said on the other end of the phone. Crisp and clear, each word enunciated as if he was biting them off in chunks. Not at all how I would have expected him to speak. Most daoine sidhe sounded wonderful until you figured out what they were saying. 
 
    Why was he calling? 
 
    “I have the upper hand here, and I want my sister back. For that to happen, I need the services of a mage. I don’t care how that happens.” 
 
    Nick’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. 
 
    Johann hadn’t lost his cool. He was, after all, a fé, and to him this was just another transaction. At least, that was what I thought until I saw his eyes, which were all but setting the curtains on fire, and I instinctively leaned back on my heels a little. It was always scary to see someone that never got mad become angry, because that meant that a line had been crossed that nobody could come back from. 
 
    Nick might punch someone and then work with them at a later date if that was what was required, but I’d heard stories about Johann. He was all business until that one thing pushed him over the edge. 
 
    “Una deserves her punishment. Allowing her to return to you renders the deaths of those she killed meaningless. It also threatens my position. Do you want war, Rhys? Because I can bring that to you.” 
 
    Clearly, Rhys had expected some resistance because he didn’t seem bothered by Johann’s refusal. Perhaps he was like Johann, a businessman. After all, wasn’t that how all negotiations started? An offer was made, the other person said no, and then they continued until an agreement was reached. Then again, I wasn’t entirely sure that was going to be the case this time. 
 
    “How about a compromise?” Rhys offered. “Una, Eoin, and I will leave this area and never come back, as soon as I get my sister back.” 
 
    None of us said anything. 
 
    A sigh came clearly through the phone, followed almost immediately by the chime of a message received. Johann pulled up the image, and his mouth set even harder. I leaned forward, not waiting for his permission, and my heart felt like it dropped through my shoes. 
 
    “No,” I whispered in horror, staring at the image of Dara on the screen, held firmly in place by several rakshasas. She was pale as a ghost but also stared fiercely at the camera like she didn’t want Rhys to know how scared she was. That was my girl. 
 
    “Bring me my sister, and the girl will be returned unharmed. You have an hour to answer.” Rhys hung up. 
 
    Drake leaned forward to speak, and I almost jumped into Nick’s arms; I hadn’t even noticed that Drake was now in the room with us. 
 
    “I like the idea of just killing them all,” he suggested. 
 
    “It wouldn’t mean anything,” Crixus pointed out from the door, and my head swiveled toward him with an irritated sigh. So much for discreet meetings. “Are we willing to risk the losses that it will take? The rest of the daoine sidhe would have to take direct action.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” I burst out. I wasn’t asking anyone else to risk their life, but I wasn’t going to leave my daughter in that position for one second longer than I had to. “I’ll do whatever it takes. Point the way and tell me what I need to do.” I would have walked into a volcano if that was what it took to save my daughter. 
 
    “Where is Una?” Crixus, of all people, asked. “I’m good at fetching people unnoticed. You can always put her back there after we get the girl back.” 
 
    “Wait!” I straightened. “A fetch, have them impersonate Una?” 
 
    Johann drummed his fingers. “She’s in the House of Mists, in the tender care of their leader.” 
 
    Drake’s jaw dropped. “You’re kidding, right? You know where they’re located? 
 
    “Yes.” Johann paced the room. “Ceridwen, did anyone in your family ever tell you the name of your house?” 
 
    Mage lineages were called houses. I swallowed, then gave up one of my family’s great secrets. “Sisitu.” 
 
    “That gives me an out, then. We’re in-laws. I can do this at a reasonable fee for family, rather than a random kidnap victim, even if she’s related to an employee.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” My head ached. I needed him to tell me where the House of Mists was, but he seemed to be persuading himself. Another minute of silence might save me hours of searching. 
 
    “Esther was from that house?” Drake asked, voice gentle. 
 
    “Yes.” Johann’s answer was curt. “I can help pull the daoine sidhe bitch out, then kill Rhys for putting me in this position if they don’t all run and hide very, very fast.” 
 
    “So, where is it?” I asked, keeping my voice quiet and tone unhostile. 
 
    Nick shook his head. “The House of Mists has a foul reputation. Their leader is worse. Ceri shouldn’t go empty handed or alone.” 
 
    That sounded even more ominous than Drake’s reaction. I didn’t say it, my eyes on Johann, but I knew I’d gone rigid. “Johann, I want to know about the house of Mists, its location and its leader.” 
 
    Nick spun out of his chair and strode to the window. 
 
    “What price do you offer for this knowledge?” Johann spoke slowly. 
 
    “Don’t ask for my freedom or my children.” 
 
    He nodded. “A kiss, freely given.” 
 
    I swallowed. That… was hard. I wished he’d named a dollar price. “Yes. I will give you that.” 
 
    A pause, then Johann gave Drake and Crixus a sardonic grin. “I’ll tell her with her lover in the room, but you two aren’t included in the bargain.” 
 
    Drake laughed and strode out. Crixus followed, closing the door behind him. 
 
    “Can I take a fetch there, bring them back?” I asked. I felt bad; I’d be asking them to take a huge risk, but Una’s crimes were sickening. 
 
    Johann shook his head. “No. I doubt they’d live beyond the first step past the gate.” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “I’ll lead you to a gate to the House of Mists. It can’t be accessed through normal means; it isn’t adjacent to this dominion.” 
 
    Nick turned back. “You’ve just challenged the cosmology we all know. This world is where all the dominions intersect, even Godhome.” 
 
    “No, just stating facts. I know a gate there. It’s hostile; the very dominion will attack anyone who doesn’t belong there. And you won’t belong there Ceri; you’ll have to use your magic every moment to keep from dying. Get in and out as fast as you can.” 
 
    Johann paused. “The smith is right; you should take a bribe to trade for Una. One of his weapons should be enough, Una’s been there long enough Raphael is probably bored with tormenting her.” 
 
    I bit my lip. “Is Raphael the leader?” 
 
    Johann stared at me. “You found the mass grave of the children she used to make Bliss. I don’t do mercy. I do justice. And justice is that she suffers for it.” 
 
    Couldn’t argue with that, even if I wasn’t focused on getting the information. 
 
    “Yes, Raphael is the leader of the House. He’s an enkimmu.” 
 
    “They’ve been rumored to be extinct for millennia.” Nick said in a helpful tone. 
 
    I’d never heard of them. 
 
    “Enkimmu are a cousin kin to lilim, emotion manipulators and eater… but,” Johann raised his hand as I relaxed a little. “They also drink blood. And once they’ve bitten someone, they can control them. Utterly.” 
 
    A shudder ripped through me. My worst nightmare… 
 
    “Don’t let Raphael bite you, Ceri. Die to the dominion’s magic before you allow it. Given the situation, hospitality should protect you from it, but be wary. He likes new toys, and he likes breaking them even better.” 
 
    “I agree with Drake. Let’s just go and kill all the daoine sidhe. Don’t do this, Ceri.” Nick had produced three knives already and pulled out a fourth and laid it on the table next to the others. 
 
    “Rhys could kill Dara the moment we attacked,” I said quietly. 
 
    Both men nodded. 
 
    “Then I’ll go to the House of Mists. Done. I need to check on Jimmy, then we’ll go. Can Nick come to the gate, too?” I didn’t want to be alone, even if it was selfish. 
 
    “I considered you as a unit when I made the bargain,” Johann replied. “Smith, let me look at the weapons to see which is best to trade.” 
 
    It didn’t take me long to find where Jimmy slept. Nia’s long braid was flipped over her shoulder as she leaned in the doorway, keeping an eye on those sleeping within. She looked at me, then back at Jimmy. 
 
    “He’ll be fine.” She grinned briefly; her smile bright against her warm skin. 
 
    I kissed Jimmy gently on the cheek, smoothed his unruly hair back. Noir nuzzled my hand. 
 
    “Stay with him, Noir.” So pale and still but safe here. My baby boy. Noir would help keep him safe. My girl needed me now, needed me to be strong. My heart ached, I didn’t want to abandon my boy when he was injured, either. I straightened, squaring my shoulders. My chest felt like I was ripping in two. 
 
    If I started crying, I’d never stop. 
 
    Johann waited in the hall. As if he could sense what I’d thought, Johann’s gaze met mine. 
 
    “No matter what happens, he’ll be safe here. I promise. I have to lead you to the gate, but Drake and Lotus will protect him as they would their own children.” 
 
    I nodded. Presumably, Johann meant they liked their children. I could believe it of Lotus, anyway, she’d always been kind. 
 
    We walked to where Nick was talking with a goblin. I did a quick headcount and noticed that there were only two. Surely, we hadn’t lost that many in the attack, had we? Heart sinking, I looked over at Nick, raising my eyebrows as a silent question. 
 
    “They went to get their own back. They’ll be back soon. It might be best to wait, to be sure all the defenses are in place, since Johann is leaving with us.” 
 
    It was sound advice, even if I didn’t want to take it. I knew that goblins were fast and dangerously capable, but I didn’t like another delay. On the heels of that thought, brakes squealed outside. 
 
    Four goblins exited, three carrying a fifth who struggled madly. The silver around the necks of the four had gained tarnish. 
 
    They had been successful in their mission. 
 
    Nick turned toward Crixus. “Time for the trial. They’re being protected, but they’ll need new ones after this.” 
 
    Crixus held another collar. “We will owe you, too, Nick Damarian, if this works.” 
 
    He strode out, collar in hand. We watched from the door. 
 
    The magic in the collar flared as Crixus put it on the struggling goblin. The geas leaped to it, the silver blackening in real-time. The goblin stopped struggling. 
 
    “I’m free,” he breathed. “The geas is gone.” 
 
    Now to deal with the fact that my daughter was currently being held captive by a ruthless daoine sidhe in exchange for his mass-murdering sister. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
      
 
    Johann led us into the woods. While he and Nick made no sound and almost no tracks as we moved through snow and underbrush, I more than made up for both of them. 
 
    “This should be far enough.” Johann stopped by a fallen tree. “Fair warning, the transition to the dominion we need to visit to get to the gate will be unpleasant for you. Are you sure you want to go with her?” 
 
    Nick snorted and said nothing. 
 
    Johann’s crooked grin appeared. “I thought not.” 
 
    He cupped his hands. Darkness dripped from his fingers, thick as oil. It hit the ground and slithered, running toward me and Nick. I desperately wanted to get away from it and clenched my muscles to stay still. The blot of shadow twined over my feet, slithering up my legs. 
 
    The chill of it struck right through my clothes. I held my breath as it engulfed my face, shuddering as it enveloped me in a void without sensation or sound. 
 
    A scream built in my chest, and I swallowed it grimly. I started counting in my head. I’d reached my twenties and really wanted air when the pressure and blackness crawled off my face. 
 
    I sucked in a great breath of air and winced as it stung my nose and throat. I hacked a cough, eyes watering. I could hear Nick doing the same, but I could see nothing, it was pitch black. 
 
    A tiny light clicked on… Nick had brought a penlight. I could have kissed him. My breath puffed the air in white bursts where the flashlight illuminated. Outside the tiny circle of light lay utter blackness—no stars, no moon—though cold-killed grass crunched under my shoes. 
 
    The darkness devoured the light from the flashlight, keeping it a small circle. 
 
    “Follow me.” Johann’s voice. Nick swung the penlight and caught Johann’s shoes in the light. Nick chose to keep it on the ground we needed to walk on, a decision I applauded. 
 
    A few minutes later, keeping pace behind Johann on the frozen and level ground, a breeze sprang up, making it even colder. I gagged at the rank smell that it carried. 
 
    “What is that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry. It won’t bother us.” Johann didn’t slow down. “We’re close.” 
 
    A clicking noise scrabbled nearby, loud enough to make me jump. 
 
    “Are the sounds real?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Johann’s laugh drifted back. “It’s a creature like a giant insect, but it won’t bother us. Come on.” 
 
    You need to work on that sense of humor, bucko. 
 
    The grass field ended by a hedge. It wasn’t green or welcoming; made of spiky branches with several inch-long spines hooked like claws. Withered vines twined through the branches. 
 
    “Lovely gardening.” I couldn’t help the comment. 
 
    “Isn’t it though?” Johann hadn’t lost the amused note in his voice. 
 
    We walked along the edge of the hedge, the darkness now a physical weight pressing down on us. It felt horrible. Cold and angry and huge. 
 
    “Is there something watching us?” 
 
    “Yes.” Johann didn’t elaborate. 
 
    Nick sighed. “We get it, Johann, this is not a good place.” 
 
    Johann stopped. Nick’s little light showed a door set into the hedge, made of a heavily tarnished metal, mostly green and flaky. Maybe brass? In a few places, I could see the remnants of reliefs- maybe a hunting scene. 
 
    Johann pushed the door open. “Go through; I have to be last, so I can close it.” 
 
    I stepped through. Dizziness whipped through me, and I staggered, closing my eyes for a moment. When I opened them, we stood in a hallway set at regular intervals with twisted metal sconces bearing faceted gems that gleamed with a low, dull, red light. Nick stood by me, and a stranger faced us. 
 
    “Johann?” I squinted at him. 
 
    The stranger nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    Interesting. I wondered why he’d changed his appearance so radically unless this was what he actually looked like. Now, he was a warrior with long, pale hair twisted back from a face made of angles though his eyes were pools of darkness that shifted color, subtle gradations of blue and green and red. He stood taller than Nick, with an impressive build, one that had seen a great deal of labor to create that level of muscle. 
 
    He traded that for a shortish potbellied man with a crooked nose and pockmarks? I knew it was an illusion, but the contrast was still surprising. 
 
    I glanced away and swept a finger on the stones of the wall. While uneven, they contained a subtle smoothness that my finger slid over. The stone shone like an opal containing all the shades of darkness from reddish black to blue-black to charcoal grey. The hall stretched as far as the low light let me see, a waiting silence coating the walls and air as if the building held its breath. 
 
    “Let’s go.” While Johann set a brisk pace, our steps didn’t echo. We passed doors at regular intervals that all gleamed with a dim red light, a different shade than that shed by the sconces. 
 
    “Is there anyone else here?” The silence brooded harder when I spoke, compressing my words to a whisper. 
 
    “None who can speak with you or me.” 
 
    The place was creeping me out. Nick walked next to me, hand on his dagger, wariness telegraphed from every inch of him. 
 
    A metal gate came into sight at the end of the hall. 
 
    “Is this it?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    My heart beat faster, thudding in my chest. I quickened my pace to match Johann’s. Now that I could finally see the gate, so close to what I needed to get my daughter back, there was very little that could stop me. If the only way that I was going to get my daughter back was to go into the House of Mists and break Una out, which meant that I was going into the House of Mists. I would do whatever I had to in order to save Dara. 
 
    Johann slanted me a wry smile as we covered the distance. “So brave. This place is not kind to those with shorter lifespans. Luckily, you’ve found a fix for that.” 
 
    “True; if she didn’t have that in place this place would have killed her. And then I’d have to do the same to you.” Nick finally spoke. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have brought her here without it.” Johann shrugged. 
 
    We reached the gate set against a stone wall, made of a metal that looked like cast-iron. It gleamed with an odd glossy finish. Every inch of it was carved and patterned, a work of art. 
 
    Leaning close, I could see the picture of a grate woven through with thorny plants. Tiny faces decorated each joint of the grate. Each face was different, with expressions ranging from joy to rage to fear. All the kins I knew were represented. 
 
    This place had just managed to get creepier, no mean feat. I didn’t know anything could be this beautiful and creepy other than a daoine sidhe. 
 
    I stepped back and bumped into Nick. Johann regarded me with a patient expression. 
 
    “You’ll never see the likes of it again. I’m glad you admire the workmanship. It says it enjoyed your admiration, and it’ll try to be gentle to you as you pass through even if your mortality burns it.” Johann touched the metal with a gentle fingertip. “This is a gate to the House of Mists.” 
 
    “Making an object conscious is dangerous and cruel.” Nick’s voice was sharp. 
 
    “Yes, it is. My people made this gate when the House came into being in the beginning, just in case.” Johann’s appearance shifted further as he spoke, the fair skin fading to a shade never touched by the sun, the hair lengthening and brightening to true silver. A warrior like Nick but shining like the moon. 
 
    “What kin are you?” 
 
    “You’ve called me a fé, Ceridwen. No reason to stop now.” Johann’s eyes narrowed with amusement like black opals in the colors that swirled within. They had no whites. 
 
    I sighed. “Why did we have to walk all this way to the gate?” 
 
    “This fortress has defenses. This gate is a weak point.” 
 
    “How do I use it?” 
 
    “Blood. Ceridwen, Nick… only Ceridwen can go and live.” 
 
    “What.” Nick’s voice was flat. 
 
    “She can hold off the dominion attacking her. I doubt she can do two people. You’ll have to wait with me.” 
 
    “Then stay here, Nick. I don’t want to risk you.” I met his eyes. “Gender reversal at its finest, right?” 
 
    Nick’s jaw clenched as he fought his internal struggle. He nodded finally, eyes narrow, lips thin. My heart pounded. I didn’t want to go alone. 
 
    He turned to stare at Johann, a dangerous expression crossing his face, then turned back to me. “Are you sure you want to do this?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He pulled me into his arms and hugged me hard. “I don’t like or want this, but it’s your decision. Keep in mind you need to take care of your ass, since I’m very fond of it.” 
 
    I snorted a laugh despite my nervousness and hugged him back. Then I pulled back, holding Nick’s hand, to face Johann. 
 
    Johann nodded. “I’ll collect my fee then.” 
 
    A kiss? Here? Now? He needed to work on his timing. Still, I’d agreed to that price. 
 
    I tilted my face up to his. He leaned forward, framing my face with his hands, and his lips touched mine. I’d expected them to be cold, but they burned against mine. He tasted of sun-warmed apples, like all of the summer. 
 
    He stepped back. “That should give you a little protection against Raphael, as well, Ceridwen. You’re not of the blood that dominion demands, but your magery will protect you if you give the land what it wants. You need to fool it.” 
 
    Nick handed me the knife, in its sheath, and I secured it on my belt. 
 
    “Here goes nothing.” I pressed a finger lightly against one of the metal thorns. 
 
    Impossibly sharp, a mere brush of my fingertip pricked deep, blood welling and coating the thorns. A deep blush passed over the metal, and it heated, blazing up white and yellow. 
 
    The gate swung open. The passage was entirely obscured by fog, whorls and swirls of it that gleamed with shades of red and blue like sparks in the water. 
 
    I ran forward, holding the magic ready. A cold fog swallowed me, like clammy fingers caressing my entire body. I let the magic shape itself to fit what the fog sought, letting the intent of the defense be the lock and my magic the key. 
 
    The opalescent haze bloomed a warm pink, and pain flicked my skin. I held the magic and the two clicked together. Then I took another step and tripped, as if on a threshold. 
 
    The mist parted as if I had stepped through a barrier. A thin layer of blood coated me, head to toe. 
 
    Above, the sky blazed with stars, a bright half-moon giving more than enough light to see clearly. A few trees gathered around me, maybe ash, with smooth pale bark and thin leaves. I stood next to a worn archway made of light-colored stone, with streaks of a darker color. Next to it was a destroyed house, mostly stones choked by bushes and tall grass. 
 
    A wrinkled old man stared at me with yellow eyes. Thin wispy hair drifted around his face as he tilted his head. His skinny face and roman nose combined to make an intense whole. 
 
    “To what do we owe this pleasure, little mage?” His voice, resonant and slow, echoed in her head. 
 
    “I need to find the House of Mists and Raphael.” I decided bluntness was my best option. 
 
    In the pause before he answered, the layer of blood dried. It felt disgusting. I rubbed my face, the flakes cascading to the ground. The grass stretched up and grabbed the dried blood. 
 
    I wanted steel-toe work boots on my feet instead of tennis shoes. 
 
    “Why?” The old man rose and walked over to stand by me. 
 
    “To save my child.” 
 
    His stony face rearranged itself in an unexpectedly kind smile. “It’s like that, then? You’re very brave. My blessing on you finding him can join Lou’s blessing shining out of you. You might even return in the same skin you wear now.” 
 
    So many questions, with no time for any of them. Johann was Lou? Or was it Nick? 
 
    “You’ll find it if you walk here.” 
 
    Well, that made no sense, but I started walking anyway. With my shoulders back and my head high, I headed into what was potentially the most dangerous place I had ever been. 
 
    And my stomach somewhere in my shoes. 
 
    Maybe a hundred feet away, a path came into being under my feet. Following it, I walked through meadows and scattered trees. I passed several buildings, gathering mists rising and falling like the sea. 
 
    More buildings appeared as I walked. I stepped off the grassy path onto a stone road, heading for the largest dwelling I could see. 
 
    It was gaudy as anything. Golden bricks and marble flagstones created a patio that reminded me of a chessboard. The house—actually a mansion—stretched for hundreds of feet to either side of me. The mist surrounded it, concealing most of it. Where the fog thinned, the marble stones gleamed white with shining golden trim. 
 
    So. Tacky. It was hard to be scared with this much bad taste staring me in the face. 
 
    The steps that led up to two large brass doors were gold, too. I climbed up. They were ajar. Knocking would have been polite, but I barely offered a cursory tap of my knuckles before I slipped in. 
 
    They opened into a huge chamber, intersected by four halls. All around, furniture made of precious wood and metal stood, reflecting in flooring so polished I could have used it as a mirror. 
 
    Slip hazard, much? 
 
    Maybe I could find Una and get her out of here without encountering Raphael. That would be nice. 
 
    Tapping footsteps jerked my attention to the nearest hall. 
 
    Una, the daoine sidhe I’d come to ransom emerged from one of the halls. She wore a tight red halter top, ragged cut-offs that barely covered her upper thighs and strappy high heels. 
 
    Her neck, elbows, wrists, and ankles were crusted with dried blood. My own blood ran cold. I had expected to find her here, but not in this state. This went beyond any punishment I would have thought of. Perhaps I lacked imagination or thought Johann kinder than he was. 
 
    All righty then, grab her and run. 
 
    Una blurred, running toward me, the taps of her shoes on marble like gunfire. She grabbed me by the arms, her wild eyes fixed on me. “Kill me!” 
 
    “I’d love to, but how about we leave instead?” I spoke fast, looking side to side. 
 
    A man was walking in our direction. Blast! 
 
    In the moment it took me to glance back to Una, the stranger reached us. He didn’t stop at an acceptable distance, continuing to approach. I let go of Una and backed away until I hit a wall and had to tilt my face up to keep his face in view. 
 
    Young. Handsome. The perfection of his face hurt. His hair fell in a shining cloak over his shoulders, palest golden blond. Hungry eyes met mine. An icy blue but hot as the edge of a flame.” 
 
    The sheer force of his presence beat against me. It was charisma wielded like a bludgeon, not permitting the others present to decide what their opinion of the possessor was, only that they should fall on their knees before him. 
 
    Screw that. All my instincts screamed be careful, but bold might be the better way to handle this. 
 
    “What do you want in exchange for setting Una free?” 
 
    He laughed. “What, no foreplay?” 
 
    Una’s whimper affected me exactly like fingernails on a chalkboard. 
 
    “Nope. I’m a cut to the chase kind of gal.” 
 
    “Well.” His resonant voice caressed my ear as sweet as a daoine sidhe who wanted something. “I’m sure I can set a price… What are you willing to pay? And what should I call you while we negotiate?” 
 
    Calm and amused. This was a trivial decision for him, though lives hung in the balance. My daughter’s. I had to play this well. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone else standing here, so you can hardly get confused if you don’t have my name, right?” 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    “If you’ll move back a bit, I can show you the trade I brought.” 
 
    Raphael stepped back with a flourishing bow, his eyes never leaving my face. Una paced at the other end of the room, producing rapid-fire clicks. I knew better than most what captivity did to people, but I liked to think that I had dealt with it a tad better than she was. I would take trust issues over Una’s feral actions any day. 
 
    “This,” I said slowly. I feared a knife wasn’t going to be enough for him, but it was also the only thing I had. 
 
    I pulled out the knife slowly. Raphael watched me, intent, his gaze moving from my face to my body. “The Adalric of the svartalfar made this. It’s one of a kind, will never dull, as unique as Una is.” 
 
    Raphael shook his head. “I have plenty of weapons, and do not need another, no matter its quality or rarity.” 
 
    My heart dropped. 
 
    “I want you.” Raphael stepped forward. 
 
    It would almost have been flattering, had I not known what he was capable of. It didn’t matter to him what I looked like or who I was, only that I was a new play toy for him to break and discard. 
 
    I held up a hand. “To alleviate the boredom, correct?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then there will be rules.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “You do not bite me, ever. You do not touch me without my explicit verbal permission, ever. You do not use any powers to control or manipulate my emotions or body, ever.” I wanted to say never touch me ever, but I could see myself hanging by one hand off a cliff with Raphael saying, ‘Sorry, I can’t touch you, do you want to revoke that condition?’ 
 
    “And what do you offer me?” The delighted smile Raphael gave me did not reassure. 
 
    “Intelligent educated conversation. Someone to play cards or board games with or be nauseated when you torture rats.” 
 
    He laughed again. 
 
    “Oh, we’ll have a fine time together. I’m very persuasive.” His voice stroked my skin like a rough purr. 
 
    I wondered whether throwing up on him would put him off. 
 
    “You will not mess with the time of this dominion, making it slower than my home’s. And we’ll deliver Una to the gate immediately; I’ll see her through the gate and say goodbye to those waiting for me.” 
 
    He held up a finger. “You will make yourself available for companionship whenever I call for you. You will not call for or accept aid to leave this place before I weary of you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “A month.” 
 
    He snorted. “A century—remember, Una doesn’t age and still provides a little entertainment.” 
 
    “And my lifespan isn’t unlimited.” 
 
    “It is if you want it to be… otherwise the mists would have eaten you and we wouldn’t be having this conversation.” 
 
    “Fine. My friends and family have limited lifespans.” 
 
    “Fine. A decade.” He mimicked my tone. His expression had gone intent… it was going to be hard to push the time down further. 
 
    “A year and a day.” I held up my hand as he opened his mouth to deny me. “And I’ll use my abilities at your request for reasonable actions. I won’t help you torture rats, but I’d help repair buildings and that kind of thing. In exchange, no torture, no threats from you.” 
 
    He considered, pale eyes intent on me. Something moved in them… like some huge predator surfacing from the deeps. 
 
    Nice assumption I wouldn’t try to get out by myself. I could handle that. All I needed was to get Una back to the human world so Dara would be saved. Johann had promised that Jimmy was safe no matter what happened to me, and I knew that would extend to my daughter as well. A year and a day I could handle, even if it left my life and career in ruins. 
 
    “Let us send Una through the gate, and I will stay here with you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    Raphael spared Una a glance. “Follow.” 
 
    She moved like a puppet. 
 
    I watched carefully as he spoke. The magic strands tangled around Una were very like the pattern that enveloped the goblins. Unlike the goblins, she wasn’t wrapped in them so much as they interwove, plunging into the center of her being. 
 
    Time to reinforce that shield. Since it was already set to keep his dominion from eating me, I added a second layer as I walked out the door. It was difficult to craft a secondary ward to keep magic from penetrating me while I walked, but I also had incentive. The magic presumably took hold with his bite. Defending against that might be hard… but he’d said he wouldn’t. That should give me a little time to figure it out before he broke his promise. 
 
    And if my shield didn’t block it all, I’d feed all the energy I had into it. Raphael would have a dead woman instead of a toy. 
 
    Once we stepped out of the house, and traveled down the street, I noticed that while I had walked for well over an hour, the tumbledown building and the gate seemed only maybe 50 feet away. It was like a land worked under Raphael’s boots. 
 
    Nick could control time in his dominion… Who had that power in mine? 
 
    As we approached, the gatekeeper rose and put himself between Raphael and the gate. “No.” 
 
    “I merely come to deliver someone to you to pass through the gate. I do not intend to pass it.” Raphael’s voice was silken smooth. 
 
    The gatekeeper glanced from me to Una and sighed. “Do you wish me to open the gate enough for you to make your farewells?” 
 
    My throat was tight. “Yes.” 
 
    “Go, Una. Walk through the gate. Hurry!” Raphael’s tone was sardonic. 
 
    Una ran forward and bounced off an invisible wall. She staggered back and turned to face us. Her nose bled freely, and she’d cut her lip, probably on her teeth. 
 
    The air in the gate behind her tore like a piece of foil, edges folding back. I could see Nick and Johann, waiting on the other side. Nick’s fists were clenched, his face worried. Johann’s arms were folded, and he looked vaguely bored. He hadn’t yet reverted to the form I was more familiar with, still tall and impressive looking. 
 
    “Lou. Still sad and lonely?” Raphael’s voice mocked, with enough of an undercoating of malice it raised goosebumps on me. 
 
    “Asmedaj. Still chained up like a junkyard dog?” Johan’s voice, in contrast, sounded bored and a little amused. He turned his attention to the gatekeeper. “You go by Diego at the moment, don’t you? 
 
    The gatekeeper nodded. I noted the names Lou and Asmedaj for later—if they were real names, it might solve some mysteries. 
 
    Nick said, “Ceri?” The quiet worry, verging on fear, in his voice, drove other thought out of my mind. 
 
    Una ran through, shouldered past them and ran down the hall. 
 
    “Shouldn’t you catch her?” Raphael’s voice came from behind me, now bored. 
 
    “No. Are you coming, Ceri?” Johann asked, unfolding his arms. 
 
    Not trusting my voice, I shook my head. Then I took a step forward. “Nick… I’m sorry. I know that you didn’t mean it. I was bitchier than you deserved. I wasn’t going to say he hadn’t deserved none, even now. 
 
    Nick stretched his fingertips toward me but didn’t quite touch the gate area. I echoed the gesture. 
 
    “I’ll take care of Dara while you’re gone. Make sure she actually gets her degree.” Nick’s calm voice was overcontrolled. “And keep an eye on Johann to keep him from overworking Jimmy.” 
 
    “Hey! I resemble that remark, Damarian.” Johann stared at Raphael as he spoke. 
 
    “How touching.” Nice to know the peanut gallery, specifically Raphael, was watching. “Have you finished sorting out your affairs, Ceri?” The way he said my name made the goosebumps worse. I wanted a shower. 
 
    “I love you, Nick.” The words tumbled out of me. 
 
    “And I, you.” Nick said. He moved to take a step forward, and Johann caught his arm. 
 
    “No,” Johan said. 
 
    “Oh, let him pass. He’ll die, and I won’t have to deal with all the pathetic gooey longing for next past lover. And Lou—don’t think I didn’t notice the protection you put on her. Rude.” Raphael’s voice had returned to a lighthearted pitch. 
 
    “If she had the wit to ask for it, why wouldn’t I give it to her?” Johann replied. 
 
    I hadn’t asked for it… and then I realized how Johann phrased it. 
 
    “Goodbye, Nick. I’ll be back.” I willed him to believe me. 
 
    Raphael moved and stood by my side. I glanced at him sideways. The smug, ‘I’ve got you now, my pretty,’ smile on his face made me want to slap him. 
 
    Better thinking about slapping than the gibbering terror looming in the back of my head. 
 
    “And thank you Johann. You know I like the feisty ones.” And then he said to the gatekeeper, “Close the gate.” 
 
    I continued staring as the rip mended, until all I could see was fog. 
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