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    “Ooh, I like that one.” 
 
    “We’re not picking a puppy, Hakim. Take this seriously.” 
 
    Hakim Safar looked up from the see-through floor of the observation chamber, his hands cooly in his suit pockets. Attractive, lean, and in his early thirties, Hakim had a reputation for being a goofball. Despite this, he was the king’s right-hand man, and he excelled at his job. Even the grumpy, portly, hairless man standing with Hakim knew that. Roman, this somber fellow, wore his usual white robes, which made him look part magician, part friar. 
 
    Roman needs a holiday, thought Hakim. We all do. 
 
    “Sorry, Master Conjuri. I’ll be more serious.” Hakim returned his gaze to the clear floor and examined the oblivious women in the room beneath him. “I count ten.” 
 
    “Yes…” Roman’s chins scrunched as he looked at symbols on the floor. He pointed to ten, the sand in each vibrating with magic. “An Esme Kuchis came from each of these alt-worlds.”  
 
    “Anything go wrong with the summono?” 
 
    “No.” Roman scowled, the folds of his chin again reminding Hakim of an accordion. “Once you make your choice, I can send the others back on a reverse course, same as always.” 
 
    Hakim sighed and continued studying the women. “Is the illuso spell ready? I mean, obviously the one that disguises this ceiling is working.” He tapped his foot on the transparent floor. “The bentaforx illusion is more complicated, right?” 
 
    “I still say we should use a real malevolenci to test these alterni.” 
 
    Hakim lifted an eyebrow at the old man in alarm. “You can’t be serious. We’ve pulled these unknowing women from their worlds, and you want to throw a real bentaforx in there before they have any training? It would kill-” 
 
    “We needn’t use a bentaforx. I have crustacox and chiroptorx in the cages. Or we could use a spindlox. They’re relatively docile.” 
 
    “Now who sounds like he’s talking about puppies?” 
 
    “Well, I’d spell the creature to be safe.”  
 
    “It’s too risky. Owen would never approve.” 
 
    Roman harrumphed. “I’ve performed the summono for three generations of kings. Owen’s grandfather picked the strongest alterni I’ve ever seen, and he tested with real malevolenci.” 
 
    “Yes, and he was so reckless he got twenty-two alterni killed in his lifetime.” 
 
    “At least they knew from the start what they were getting into.” Roman looked at the women. “These alterni have a dangerous path ahead. Isn’t it best to test their mettle right away?”  
 
    “Not like that. You know Owen’s orders.” 
 
    This brought more scowling. “I love the king, but he can’t see straight where alterni are concerned. That’s why he sent you to pick, you know.” 
 
    I know, thought Hakim. Unfortunately, Roman’s right about that. But to make Owen pick… 
 
    He sighed. “It’s a heavy burden. I don’t envy the kings.” 
 
    The Master Conjuri grunted in agreement. “Things are serious, Hakim. Maybe worse than they’ve ever been. Owen needs to pull himself together. If we don’t pick a strong alterni this time, we might not get another chance.” 
 
    Hakim knew this too.  
 
    Roman shook his jowls with a sigh. “Well, since we’re doing this your way, let’s get on with it and start the test.” 
 
    Hakim returned his gaze to the room below.  
 
    Which woman do I pick? Come on, ladies. Somebody wow me.  
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    As far as Esme could tell, this wasn’t a dream. She sat, naked, on the floor of a rundown pub. Her back rested against one of the stools lining the bar. In front of her, a few tables stood on the wooden floor of the long, open room. No windows broke up the drab walls. A heavy locked door was to her right. To the left, an unoccupied stage held a karaoke setup.  
 
    None of this was the weird part.  
 
    The weird part was that nine other Esmes sat naked around her. These doppelgangers had varying hair lengths and dye jobs, their bodies at different levels of fitness, but all were undeniably her. It felt bizarre comparing oneself to one’s selves, but Esme couldn’t help thinking she was the average of the bunch. Her athletic frame was neither plump nor model-thin. Her long hair was the Pakistani brown of her mother, though not of a fashionable style. She knew from years of being told so that she was pretty, but she’d never be a head-turner like some of these…versions of herself.  
 
    Esme had a weird sense of déjà vu. 
 
    Four Esmes sat huddled together, each covering their nakedness as best they could. The reason for this alliance was unknown, but they refused to move. 
 
    One super-thin, albino-pale Esme sat rocking back and forth. Her freakishly red eyes stared at everything that moved. She hadn’t spoken a word and seemed a lost cause.  
 
    “Where are we?” one Esme whispered. Her voice even matched Esme’s, although this one’s hair was long and dyed blond. She wore gobs of makeup. 
 
    “How did we get here?” asked another. This one had red hair cut short with bangs, which wasn’t something Esme thought flattering on their face.  
 
    A black-haired copy sitting beside Esme whispered, “I was the first one here, and I saw each of you show up in flashes of weird, bubbly light.” She pointed around the room at each. “You came, then you, you, you, you, you, you, you, and you.” She wrinkled her nose. “I think that was the order, anyway. It happened so fast.” 
 
    Esme had arrived somewhere in the middle, and she remembered the same. 
 
    “We’re sure that door’s locked?” This Esme was the most identical to herself, and her eyes looked violet in the light.  
 
    Huh, thought Esme with interest. Never seen that except in a mirror. It is kinda cool. 
 
    The black-haired one nodded. “Yeah, I checked the door first thing. I told you.” 
 
    Esme had missed this conversation in the confusion and shock earlier. They’d been here at least a half hour, though this was a guess without a watch, cell phone, or any kind of clock on the dingy walls.  
 
    There’s nothing else we can do, thought Esme. We’re frightened and confused…but it’s getting boring too. If I’m dreaming this, my subconscious isn’t very creative. 
 
    “So…” The black-haired Esme put a hand to her forehead, her knees bent to cover her chest. “Are you guys like my clones or something?” 
 
    “Your clones?” said the identical Esme. “Who said you’re the original?” 
 
    “I’m just trying to figure this out. I was minding my own business, watering my flowers, and suddenly I’m here, naked, surrounded by copies of myself!” 
 
    “I have a life too, thank you. I was on a cruise with my boyfriend. If he comes back to find me not in the shower, he’ll look everywhere.” She put a hand to her face. “Was I abducted?” 
 
    Esme spoke up. “I’m guessing we all were.” 
 
    “By who?” 
 
    The black-haired Esme shook her head. “Who knows? But somebody’s going to come for us eventually. I mean, we’ve been here a while.” She tried to think. “Where were you guys taken from?” 
 
    “I told you, I was on a cruise,” said the identical Esme. “But I’m from Dallas.” 
 
    “Kansas City for me.” The black-haired copy looked at Esme. “You?” 
 
    “Southern Florida. But I grew up in Kansas City.” 
 
    The identical Esme’s eyes widened. “I was born there too.” 
 
    Esme looked at the others scattered around the bar. “Well, there’s no way we’re all long-lost twins, or… What do you call a batch of ten?” 
 
    “If we’re all from Kansas City…” The black-haired Esme scrunched her face. “Maybe you were cloned when I was born…” 
 
    “We’re not your clones!” the identical Esme insisted again.  
 
    Esme liked these two best. At least they were trying to sort things out. The only problem was, no one had a clue what had happened.  
 
    Clones or sisters or whatever, someone abducted us. And they’ll do something about it sooner or later. Are they studying us to see what we’ll do? Are they waiting to see how we’re different? Were we taken by aliens? Have we already been probed? No, don’t think like that.  
 
    She flexed her toes on the wooden floor. Her butt was numb from sitting so long.  
 
    Screw it.  
 
    In a burst of defiance, Esme pushed off the floor to stand. Every Esme looked to see what she was doing, but she ignored the group and stepped around the bar. She figured it was pointless to cover herself, since the other women had seen it all before. Besides, whoever abducted them had most likely seen her full body when they’d brought her here. 
 
    Nobody back home will know I’m missing for days, she thought with a scowl. That is not an upside of working from home. Good lord, I don’t even have a cat to miss me. No family. No friends worth mentioning since I moved. Yikes. If I get out of this alive, I really need to meet people.  
 
    Esme walked along the bar and found an empty glass hanging from a rack. This she set upright on the long counter before turning to the arrangements of liquor. 
 
    “What are you doing?” hissed the red-haired double. 
 
    Esme spoke at full volume. “I’m making a drink. Anyone want anything?” 
 
    No one answered, but she heard a whispered discussion behind her.  
 
    “She’s crazy.” 
 
    “She’ll get us killed.” 
 
    Still only half-believing any of this was real, Esme ignored them. She opted for vodka and a couple of mixers and turned back to the bar where her glass waited. She made her drink and returned the liquor – no need to be a messy guest. Then she downed the drink.  
 
    Oh, that burns, she thought as she lowered the finished glass. Nope, this is definitely not a dream.  
 
    Suddenly, over the stage end of the room, a flash like lightning demanded their attention. A swirling cloud of gray-black smoke blew into the bar, and lightning flashes illuminated the depths of the cloud. Sparking noises and deep, rumbling growls drowned out the screams of the Esmes.  
 
    Something was coming.  
 
    Esme set down her glass and backed against the bar. Several Esmes crawled under tables. A few ran to the far wall before turning, their nakedness forgotten, to stare at the floating cloud of smoke. The black-haired Esme, who’d held herself together until now, pounded at the door, begging and shouting to be let out. The albino Esme remained on the floor, shaking and not looking up.  
 
    Esme clutched the bar, faced the source of danger, and watched in horror as two long, scaly arms stretched out of the smoke. Their taloned claws swept back and forth, as if sensing for life.  
 
    “Let us go!” screamed the Esme pounding on the door.  
 
    In reaction to this, the reptile-like arms swung faster, stretching farther and farther into the room.  
 
    An Esme by the door screamed in a language Esme didn’t recognize. 
 
    “Please, I want to go home!” yelled another. “Somebody-” 
 
    Esme turned to yell at the women. “Quiet! It’s-” 
 
    The claws focused now to reach toward the Esmes by the door. A deafening roar shook the bar.  
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    Without thinking, she grabbed a loose spoon poking out from a pile of rolled table settings. While she wielded this in the monster’s direction, she shouted to the others, “Get behind the bar for protection! Quick! It’s all we’ve got for cover!” 
 
    The nine other women, even the albino on the floor, understood. They scurried over, joining Esme to crouch behind the bar. A few peeked out, but after another blasting roar they ducked back with the group. 
 
    The red-eyed albino sat and rocked. “Aquivos desarni, afiday risminos!”  
 
    “Shh!” said a chorus of matching voices. 
 
    Esme, perhaps because of the vodka kicking in, decided she’d had enough. With the spoon at her side, she stomped around the bar and stood in the open space to face the roaring monster. It continued to swing its spiked claws through the room, and they reached within only a few meters of where she stood. 
 
    Draw its attention. Keep it away from the others. I’m not sure any of them will fight back… I’m pissed enough to try anything. 
 
    “Hey!” she yelled at it.  
 
    The monster heard her, and the grasping claws swung in her direction. Fortunately the monstrosity’s reach was short, and it drew back to grasp either side of the smoking cloud. It seemed to be trying to pull itself out. A head with angles like a skeletal snake broke through the smoke, and Esme stepped back in horror. After the head, a muscled torso like a demonic horse’s emerged. The beast’s red eyes locked on Esme where she stood. A serpentine tongue flicked out between fangs as if tasting the air. The monster tilted its head to examine her, and two horns shone in the bursts of lightning. 
 
    Esme shuddered as the beast began to speak in a throaty, clicking language. The voice was spine-chilling, and nothing could persuade her to know what it said.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Vatic-vatic-vatic. Kich!” 
 
    In desperation, Esme chucked the spoon at the monster.  
 
    Horrible idea, she thought immediately. Really horrible idea. 
 
    The spoon flew true to aim, but it hurled straight through the monster’s head like the beast was made of smoke. Then the whole monster, clouds, and lightning froze. Just froze. The noises and roaring stopped too. The entire apparition hung in the air over the karaoke stage, completely still. 
 
    Esme was breathing hard, and she glanced over to see the other women peeking over the bar. They also looked confused.  
 
    Then a bubble of light spread around an Esme. The next instant, she disappeared. The Esme beside her screamed, but then she too was captured in a bubble of light, and she disappeared. Then the next. Then the next. Finally, the last Esme behind the bar looked over with wide, violet eyes before she too vanished.  
 
    Esme stood alone in the bar and looked back at the monster. The whole thing flickered, then blinked out of existence. 
 
    What the- 
 
    The door behind her creaked. Esme spun to see a man in a suit entering the bar. Now very aware of her nakedness, she pulled a chair to cover her bottom half as much as possible. She crossed her arms to shield her chest. 
 
    The man shut the door and approached with a kind smile. He looked to be about Esme’s age, slim under his suit, and of Middle Eastern origin. His brown eyes had a secretive twinkle that did not fit what Esme expected of her abductor. He stopped a short distance away and held up his hands in the universal gesture of trying to appear nonthreatening.  
 
    His tone casual, he said, “It’s okay, Esme. Please, try to calm down. I promise you’re safe.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?”  
 
    “My name is Hakim Safar.” 
 
    Esme glanced at the bar, which was now vacant. “Who were they? How did we…” She swallowed and took a breath. “You can guess most of my questions, so start answering.” 
 
    Half of his mouth lifted in an amused smirk at this. “I’ll explain everything, I promise. First, let’s go find you some clothes, okay?” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere with you. Where am I?” 
 
    Hakim smiled but smoothed his tie as he thought over his answer. “Well, you’re not in your Kansas anymore, for starters.” 
 
    Kansas City, she remembered. That was the one point of connection we all shared. Why- 
 
    Hakim motioned to where the other women had been. “You, each of you, was from an alternate reality. So, each of them really was…you, just from a different world, dimension, or whatever you want to call it.”  
 
    Esme blinked at him. “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Honestly.” He raised a hand and made a gesture she didn’t understand.  
 
    The fact that this wasn’t a dream had already hit home. That what he was saying might be true now sank in. And with these revelations, Esme realized she was very confused, very frightened, and very pissed.  
 
    If all this is true, who gives a rat’s ass if I’m naked? 
 
    She pulled her long hair to hang over either breast, then put her hands on her hips, glaring at him. “And you, you little shit. You brought me here?” 
 
    Hakim had the decency to pull his gaze to the ceiling. “Well, I’m part of it. Master Conjuri Roman performed the summono spell.”  
 
    “The what? Did you say spell?” 
 
    “The summono, yes.” Hakim pointed up at the ceiling where he kept his gaze affixed.  
 
    Esme stayed alert but looked up, and she gasped as the ceiling disintegrated. Well, no, not disintegrated. The ceiling, like the monster, hadn’t been real. She now saw into an empty room with a transparent floor. A line of gold stretched in a wide circle around the floor, and etched into the glass around this circle were hundreds of symbols. One symbol was filled with what looked like sand. Esme didn’t know anything about spells, but she guessed that’s what she was looking at.  
 
    “That brought us here?” 
 
    “Yes, and it sent the others back to their homes. They won’t remember any of this.” 
 
    She felt a degree of relief at this…if she could trust him. Also, she was glad he’d given her more information than she’d asked for, and she studied the symbol with sand above. 
 
    Memorize it. If that symbol brought me here, it might be handy later if I can escape… 
 
    When her perfect memory had locked the symbol in her mind, she looked back down at Hakim with one very important question. “Why am I still here?” 
 
    With his brown eyes aimed at the ceiling, Hakim’s face turned serious. “We summoned you all here because we need one of you. I’m sorry about the smoke and mirrors – or smoke and illuso spells, in this case – but this is how we’ve tested alterni for years.” 
 
    “Alterni?” 
 
    “Those of you summoned from other worlds.” 
 
    She tried to think. “Tested for what?” 
 
    Hakim paused. “That’s something we should discuss somewhere else, once you’ve got clothes on and have calmed down a bit.” 
 
    “If anything, you’re making me less calm.” 
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    She sighed in exasperation. “So this was a test?” She pointed back at the karaoke stage. “That thing was a test?” 
 
    “Yes. You were by far the most composed. You tried to protect the others, and you were brave enough to attack.”  
 
    She raised an eyebrow at him and used the tone she reserved for speaking with idiots. “I attacked with a spoon.” 
 
    Hakim smiled. “Yeah, that was a first.” 
 
    Esme lifted both hands to the sides of her face. Then she looked at the bar. “I need another drink.” 
 
    Hakim chuckled. “I definitely picked the right girl. You and Owen will get along just fine.” 
 
    “Who’s Owen?” 
 
    “The king.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow again, this time with curiosity. “Alternate realities… Spells… Now a king. And I’m standing in a fake country bar, talking to a Middle Eastern guy in a suit.” 
 
    “My lineage is way more interesting than that, actually. But you’re right about everything else. It’s all true.”  
 
    Where the hell am I?  
 
    “Look, I’m getting a cramp in my neck.” Hakim waved blindly toward the door. “Can we get out of here, please? I promise, I’ll answer your questions.”  
 
     Well, she thought with a sigh, if they’re not sending me home too, I should figure out what’s going on. And, yeah, clothes would be good.  
 
    Hakim seemed to realize she was giving in, so he turned and motioned for her to follow. After opening the door, he led her into a shockingly modern hall, considering the state of the bar behind her. The floors of polished tile reflected the bright lights overhead, and the long hall looked like that of a hospital.  
 
    Before they encountered anyone else, Hakim opened a side door. She followed him in and saw a medical room. Hakim went over to a small armoire, opened its doors, and pulled out clothes on a hanger. These he handed to Esme, then returned to the armoire for a day bag. This he also handed to her without looking, and he turned his back to allow her to change. 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes. 
 
    What a polite kidnapper. 
 
    She set the hanging clothes on the medical bed – a pale lavender blouse and a pair of nice black slacks. She opened the bag to find underwear and nice sandals. Before her abduction she’d been wearing yoga pants and a stained T-shirt, so the clothes were an obvious improvement.  
 
    Better than being naked. But I’m covered in dirt from the floor of that bar. And my hair’s a mess… Really, Esme? That’s what you’re worried about right now? 
 
    As she dressed, she noted that everything was in her size.  
 
    Well, I’m an average thirty-year-old woman. They probably bought these clothes and hoped for the best…I guess. 
 
    Dressed, she felt better, but she tried to keep her guard up. Running fingers through her dark locks, she asked, “Okay, what now?”  
 
    Hakim glanced over his shoulder, looked relieved, and turned to face her. “Now we find Roman, the Master Conjuri, who cast the summono spell that brought you here. He needs to examine you. It won’t take long. We just need to make sure you didn’t suffer side effects of being pulled from your world.”  
 
    This was a fear she hadn’t even thought to have…  
 
    I’m in a different world. I could’ve shown up missing an arm or my soul or something.  
 
    “After your exam,” Hakim went on, “we’ll go upstairs where I can interview you and answer your questions.” He gave her a quick smile and headed out the door. 
 
    She followed. “Then you’ll explain what’s going on?” 
 
    “I promise.” Hakim walked up the hall with his hands in his pockets, whistling to himself as he led her onward.  
 
    Is he being so casual to put me at ease or to lower my guard?  
 
    They passed a number of people in the halls, each dressed like a scientist. Everyone who looked Esme in the face recoiled with the same look of shock, dropped their gaze, and hurried away without speaking a word. After the dozenth person did this, it was undeniable. 
 
    Not shock. They recognize me. Is that just because they watched us Esmes in the fake bar back there? Or maybe the Esme of this world… What is all this? 
 
    Hakim stopped at a set of double doors and looked at her with a twinkle in his eye before opening the door to lead her through. Esme had had enough, but once she entered this room she forgot all about her kidnapper. 
 
    It was a wide, high, open lab. Computers and equipment she didn’t recognize stood against one wall, and the other was lined with metal and glass cages. Most of these cages were empty, but a few contained the same gray-black smoke she’d seen with the monster in the bar. Only in these cages, the apparitions were real, though smaller than the bar’s monster. All kinds of tentacled, winged, and spindly-legged creatures thrashed against their imprisonments. In front of each cage, a symbol was burned into the floor. These symbols lit up and sparked whenever one of the giant spiders became too active. 
 
    “Why on all the Earths did you bring her here?” 
 
    “Roman,” Hakim answered with playful exasperation, “if you didn’t scamper back here to play with your pets, we wouldn’t need to come find you.” 
 
    “I have to reinforce the barrio spells, don’t I?” 
 
    Esme tore her eyes from the cages and saw a chubby older man hurrying toward them. He was hairless, beardless, and wore strange white robes like a magician’s. As the man moved his fingers just so, a hovering bubble of light appeared in his palm, sparking and tinkling. This he flicked away across the room. The light bubble flew to the nearest cage’s symbol, where it burst into a hundred pieces and dissolved into the marked symbol. An invisible bubble around this cage crackled with light before turning transparent again. 
 
    The bony, spidery creature inside the cage scratched at the glass, throwing itself into the back of the cage as if trying to stay clear. 
 
    It was all too much. 
 
    Faint, Esme ordered herself. The thing to do is faint. 
 
    She didn’t faint. 
 
   


 
  

   
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    The examination hadn’t been what Esme expected. Roman had taken her from the weird lab back to a more normal examination room. Her physical checkup was brief, and he’d instead used his magic to examine her aura, or whatever. Roman was all business and wouldn’t answer any of her questions, but he’d said everything looked fine and that she hadn’t suffered any effects of the summono. After that, the Master Conjuri returned her to Hakim. She didn’t think Roman had stopped scowling their entire encounter.  
 
    Now she stood at the window in a high-rise office, looking out at a perfectly ordinary city. Hakim sat somewhere behind her at his desk. His office was impressive. Granted, in her old life as a freelance artist she hadn’t been in many super-fancy offices, but she assumed this was a nice one. A corner office, two entire walls were made of glass. The view revealed office buildings, an apartment complex, and an enormous bank across the street below. She was thirty stories up, but the cars below were recognizable models. The pedestrians looked normal. She noted that it must be summer, same as on her world, because the trees were fresh and green. Up the street, a park in the distance was filled with people playing catch and lounging in the sun. The sky overhead was blue, and the noon sun shone on the city.  
 
    “This is still Kansas City…Earth?” She returned to sit in the chair in front of Hakim’s desk. She was trying to take in everything he was saying, but the whole alternate reality thing was hard to believe. “I haven’t been back since my mom died, but it looks just like I remember.” 
 
    Hakim nodded. “Alterni over the years have told us about their worlds. A few are drastically different from ours while others are quite similar. It’s funny where our pop cultures diverge.” He tapped a folder he’d started at the beginning of their discussion – or as he called it, interview. “We haven’t selected an alterni from your world in generations. Still, from what you’ve told me, our Earths are very similar. Same countries, same languages, same technology…” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Except my Earth doesn’t have magic.” 
 
    “True. Our world is special in that way.” He smiled. “I assume you want to hear about it?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” Her anger had subsided by now, and she found curiosity growing in its place. 
 
    Hakim tipped his chair and put his feet on the desk. “Way back in ancient times, our scholars and astronomers discovered that our world has magic. In your alt-world, I think they’d call it elemental magic, since it draws from what exists in nature. Our oldest records refer to it as creation magic, but that sounds over-glorified to me. Making snow, fire, wind, lightning, and playing with gravity and matter – it’s that type of magic. We can’t create life or build planets or make animals talk.” He smiled. 
 
    She nodded her understanding. 
 
    “I’ll let Roman and the other conjuri educate you about magic. It’s not something I’ve ever been good at.” Hakim pointed to a pile of paper clips on his desk, then made a small motion like he was screwing in a lightbulb.  
 
    To Esme’s surprise, the paper clips began to turn on their own, in the same direction his hand was twisting. Her eyes widened, but she saw Hakim shrug and give up the hand motion. The paper clips stopped.  
 
    “See? I’m not very good.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Looked impressive to me.” 
 
    “You’re too kind.” He chuckled. “Anyway, nowadays the majority of our world doesn’t have a clue about magic. Roman and many conjuri like him are descendents of the original scholars, and they’ve established a secret Order that’s worked in the background for thousands of years.” 
 
    “The Order? So that’s you people?” 
 
    “Yes. This building is the Order Capiti, our headquarters. Our capital, if you will, for the king.” 
 
    Esme blinked. “The king of the world rules from Kansas City?” 
 
    “We’ll explain why once you’ve seen how we work.” 
 
    In thought, she looked at the surrounding city. Then she chuckled. “The Royals make a bit more sense now.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “My Kansas City’s baseball team. They’re called the Royals.” 
 
    A grin spread over Hakim’s face. “Oh, that’s excellent.” He grabbed a pen and made a note in her folder.  
 
    “You said this entire building is the Order’s?” 
 
    “Yes. These top five floors are used as offices to conduct business with the outside world. We run a few global businesses, since we need to have normal functions in society. The middle fifteen floors are residential. Only Order members live here, and they work at various jobs around the city. Not everyone has to live here, of course, but some prefer to stay centralized as we work. The bottom ten floors are where we focus on our real work.” 
 
    She was growing more interested the more she heard. “And what exactly is the Order’s real work?” 
 
    “Well.” Hakim sighed and put his hands behind his head. “The big thing about this world’s magic is that it gave our ancestors access to other alternate realities, or the alt-worlds. Again, I’ll let Roman explain all that, but it’s because of the alt-worlds that the Order really exists. The short version is that one of the alt-worlds is very different. The creatures you saw in cages downstairs are from that place. Centuries ago, they opened a rift and got into our world. That had never happened before, since everyone else who comes here we have to bring through the summono spell.” 
 
    She remembered this term. “The spell that brought me and the others here?” 
 
    Hakim clicked his tongue and shot her with a finger pistol. “Exactly. But these uninvited beasts – they’re called the malevolenci – open rifts and invade our world. They’ve killed thousands over the years. The Order’s conjuri – our magicians – have tried to learn about the malevolenci to fight them, kill them, and someday hopefully stop them from getting through at all. But like I said, we can’t prevent them from opening rifts. The best the conjuri can do is use spells to shoot fire at them, freeze them with ice, throw them around with whirlwinds – that kind of thing. The conjuri create barrio symbols that trap malevolenci, but the spells don’t hold for long unless reinforced.” 
 
    Esme remembered the symbols on the floor by the cages. Yes, those had been nasty little creatures, but what concerned her… “So that monster Roman created in the bar was one of these malevolenci?” 
 
    “One of the worst. A bentaforx. By far the biggest.”  
 
    Esme was trying to keep up. “If these creatures invade all the time, why doesn’t the public know about them? You said they’ve killed thousands.” She looked at the city again. “But everything looks so normal…” 
 
    Hakim sighed and removed his feet from his desk, now leaning forward on his elbows. “The Order’s kept all this secret for centuries. We’ve infiltrated society on every level and have people in place to hide the truth.” He rolled his eyes. “It sounds shady, but it’s for the best. We don’t control the planet or anything. We’re just a weird little group whose job is to protect the world.” 
 
    “And your king? Owen, was it?” 
 
    “Owen Lord, yes. His forefathers also trace back to the original scholars. The first Lord was Cesare, by all accounts a brave hero. Cesare was the first to slay a bentaforx. After that, the Order named him king. Again, you can learn about our history from Roman or the others – there are scores of history books in our library.” 
 
    Esme nodded, deciding to keep secret how easy this would be for her. 
 
    My memory will come in handy in this place. Lots to learn… 
 
    Then she noticed the uneasy look on Hakim’s face. “What?” 
 
    Hakim cleared his throat and now avoided her eyes more than he had when she’d been naked. “Even with our magic and a hero like Cesare, those early conjuri feared we’d never stop the malevolenci on our own. That’s when they started casting the summono with the sole purpose of finding allies in the alt-worlds. They knew from years of summoning people that few alt-worlds have magic, but…” He held up a hand like this was important. “But, they also discovered that alterni have the unique ability to sense when a rift is opening. Because you’re not from here, you can detect when a rift pulls at the fabric of our universe. So, the conjuri realized that that kind of rift-detection was key to getting to rifts in time when malevolenci invade.”  
 
    Esme gulped. This was no longer a fascinating story about another world. Now this hit home. 
 
    “So that’s what you want from me? I’m from an alt-world, so I can be some kind of rift-detector for you people?” 
 
    “Yes, and…” Hakim sighed. “Again because you alterni aren’t of this world, the conjuri devised spells that allow alterni to close the rifts. You alone can…reach what’s beyond our world, I guess you’d say. The termino spell that closes the rifts doesn’t work when any of us try it. Only alterni can cast it. Only you can close rifts and stop the malevolenci from completely infesting this world.” 
 
    “So you want me to be a rift-detector and a rift-closer?” 
 
    “Short answer, yes. That’s what we’re hoping you can do.” 
 
    Her heart raced. “Why me? I’m nobody. You people took me without-” 
 
    “There’s a reason it had to be you.” Hakim sighed again, and he didn’t look happy about this either. “In the beginning, when the conjuri first convinced an alterni to stay and help us, they trained him to work with King Cesare. The man’s name was Omet. Cesare and Omet became partners. That Omet learned to fight the malevolenci and defend himself, and of course we’ll give you that training too.” 
 
    “That’s supposed to make me feel better?” 
 
    “I won’t lie – this is dangerous business.” He glanced away. “To move on with the story… Unfortunately, that first Omet was killed after a particularly fierce malevolenci battle. Cesare was devastated. The Order was right back to where they’d been at the beginning, without a way to close rifts. So, the conjuri performed the summono again to bring another alterni. At first they tried to summono someone from the same alt-world as Omet, but it didn’t work. When they tried a different world, a twin version of Omet appeared. It was a shock for everyone, and I imagine it was especially hard for the king to see a copy of his old friend.” 
 
    Esme nodded, having gained some experience with the shock of seeing alt-world twins. 
 
    “The conjuri and Cesare trained that second Omet alterni, but he wasn’t as skilled as his predecessor and… Well, he died not long after he arrived.” 
 
    A knot was forming in Esme’s stomach.  
 
    Hakim hurried on. “When the conjuri cast the summono next, they again got another version of Omet. Testing a theory, they decided to summon from several worlds at the same time. Can you guess what happened?” 
 
    She took a breath. “Every world brought an alternate version of Omet.” 
 
    “Correct. From then on, the conjuri decided that summoning several alterni at once was best. That way, they could pick which alterni was right for the task at the time.” 
 
    “Why not keep several alterni here at once, if we’re your best defense?” 
 
    “The conjuri tried that once, but our magic only connects to one alterni at a time. One can wield our magic in ways only an alterni can, but the rest are left defenseless, unable to tap into magic at all. So, now we cast the summono, pick the most capable alterni, and send the others back to the safety of their worlds.” 
 
    This sounded familiar, and Esme let out a breath. “That’s what you did with me? You summoned several worlds’ Esmes, tested us, picked me, and sent the others home?” 
 
    Hakim nodded, but he shuffled in his seat.  
 
    “But why summon me’s in the first place? None of us seemed like we’d be good at fighting…” Then she understood. “This isn’t the first time you’ve summoned versions of me?” 
 
    “No.” Hakim looked her in the eye. “King Cesare had to summon three more versions of Omet. And he was one of the luckier kings. The next king had thirteen alterni. Three generations ago, our king went through twenty-two. Our current king… Owen’s already had eight.” 
 
    Esme felt herself pale.  
 
    “Each king,” Hakim continued, “always has the same…person, for their lifetime. When a king dies and his heir takes over, sometimes the previous king’s alterni is still alive to help. But that’s not common. More often, the new king needs a new alterni right away. Then the conjuri cast the summono, and that first summono always brings a brand new person – and only one version, not multiple alterni like with later castings. It’s… I don’t know if anyone knows why, but it’s not surprising considering how many quirky laws our magic seems to have.” 
 
    She nodded, understanding enough. 
 
    “Anyway, that new person is called the origini. The origini always has a strong connection to our world’s magic, they’re amazing at alterni spells, and they do a lot of damage against the malevolenci. But they die too, unfortunately. If the origini dies, then the conjuri can summon several alterni, though they’re always alternative versions of the origini.” 
 
    Esme was getting a headache. “So with each new king, this process starts over?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    Her palms were sweating. “You said the current king’s gone through eight. There’ve been eight Esmes before me?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “And that’s why those people downstairs recognized me?” 
 
    “Yes. You’re all basically twins.” As Hakim looked at her, he seemed to realize something. “You, with your hair dark and long, look exactly like Owen’s origini.”  
 
    Esme wasn’t sure how to feel about this. 
 
    Even Hakim looked uncomfortable and glanced away.  
 
    I can’t believe this, thought Esme. I’ve been sucked into a different world. I could die here. Eight others… Am I crazy for thinking this is a little exciting? 
 
    She had so many questions. “How is it possible that we’re so alike? I mean, a few of the Esmes at my summono were different – that albino, for one – but they were all still basically…me. How? If we’re from alternate realities, it seems so unlikely that I’d exist exactly as I am in each of them. We even have the same name?” 
 
    Hakim widened his eyes in agreement. “I know. Crazy, isn’t it? Like I said, many of these alt-worlds are very similar, and that means a lot of our alt-selves are very similar. But there are differences too. We’ve learned from centuries’ worth of alterni that, while you look the same, you often have drastically different personalities. I suppose that’s because of living in different worlds and living different lives. Nature versus nurture, and all that.” 
 
    “You said, ‘a lot of our alt-selves.’ For everyone here, is there an alternate version somewhere else?” 
 
    “There’s no way to know if everyone has alt-selves, but many alterni have claimed to recognize people here from their worlds.” He pointed at her. “Your fourth alterni said she’d met me in her world, although I think she might’ve been screwing with me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She said her world’s Hakim Safar was straight and something of a womanizer.” He made a doubtful face.  
 
    Esme smirked at him, then looked outside in thought.  
 
    There are other versions of myself in the cosmos. This is mind-blowing! Dozens or hundreds of alt-Esmes exist, living their own lives. It’s like I’m suddenly connected to this huge family I never knew I had… And we’re connected by the unfortunate fact that we’re at risk of being pulled into this world’s drama. Eight of me already have been… 
 
    Hakim likely guessed where her mind was. “Do you want to hear about the previous Esmes, what they were like?” 
 
    She swallowed. “Not right now. I’m sorry if I’m not taking this very well, but…” 
 
    “You’re doing quite well.” He smiled.  
 
    Oh, she thought with a swallow. He’s had this conversation with me eight other times… 
 
    Hakim grinned at her. “You’re stubborn, a little too shameless, but your willingness to fight back is a good sign. You’re quick on your feet, and you have a natural instinct to protect others. All positive qualities, in my opinion.” 
 
    She gave him a small smile. 
 
    He reads people pretty quickly. That must be why he’s good at this. Plus, there’s something comforting about him. I certainly wouldn’t be this calm if Roman had been the one to initiate me. 
 
    “So this is your…job?” she asked, trying to take the focus off herself. “Roman casts the summono spell that pulls us alterni here. Then it’s your job to explain how we’re next in line to likely be killed by monsters in a world that isn’t ours?”  
 
    Hakim winced, but she hadn’t meant this as a dig. 
 
    Esme studied the man. “It must be awful. To see our face over and over and remember what happened to each… And knowing it could happen again.” 
 
    Hakim dropped his gaze to his tie. “To be honest, it’s not great. But it’s far worse for the king than myself, so I’m glad to be of service.” 
 
    “The king must feel guilty about all this, huh? I mean, he needs us to help save this world, but he keeps losing partners over and over…” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a fair assessment to say he’s in emotional turmoil.” Hakim looked at her sharply. “Don’t tell Owen I said that. He’d break my pretty face in two.” 
 
    She saw he was kidding, and she smiled. “You’re very loyal to this king. You’re friends?” 
 
    “Yes, I dare say like brothers. When my family moved to Kansas City, I was nervous about a new school, but Owen became an immediate friend. We grew up together. I’ve been proud to call him friend, prouder still to serve him.” Hakim smirked. “Owen isn’t as kingly as the conjuri would like, but he has a good heart. He’s a good king. When his father died – peacefully, I might add, since they don’t all die by malevolenci – Owen stepped into his role without hesitation. He’d die for us. Every day, he puts his life on the line for a public who doesn’t know who he is.”  
 
    “But his alterni keep dying.” Esme tried to sort out how to say this. “No offense, but it’s not reassuring to hear that my partner-to-be isn’t very good at protecting me.” 
 
    “I promise, Owen will do everything in his power to protect you. He’s done so for each Esme before you. This is just extremely dangerous business. It’s hard on him, whenever…” 
 
    She nodded, knowing what he meant.  
 
    Hakim debated with himself a moment. “That’s why I was the one to pick you. Owen couldn’t bring himself to do it again. At least this way, if he loses you, it won’t be entirely his fault. I was happy to choose you if it meant easing his burden, and perhaps now he can train you without that guilt distracting him.” 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t make me feel better.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Esme sighed and looked around the office.  
 
    I’m not feeling great about my chances. Or this emo king…  
 
    She faced Hakim again, her next question the biggest. “I don’t have a choice in this, do I?” 
 
    He held eye contact. “We returned the other Esmes to their worlds. If you wish, we can do the same to you. You won’t remember any of this, and you’ll go back to your normal life. If at any point you wish to leave, the same offer stands.” 
 
    She hadn’t expected this from her abductor, and she felt a pressure rise off her chest. “So if I can’t handle this…” 
 
    “You can go home, yes.” 
 
    “But then you’d have to bring another Esme to do the job?” She thought back. “None of the ones from my summono seemed like they’d be able to handle this.” 
 
    “Yes, you were the standout. Spoon choice notwithstanding.” 
 
    Esme snorted a chuckle but had another thought. “Do you know the Esme of this world?”  
 
    Hakim lifted his eyebrows. “Never existed.” 
 
    “What? How’s that possible?” 
 
    “It’s another weird quirk of how this works, the conjuri say. For each origini, they’ve investigated that person in our world. And none of them have existed. The conjuri suspect it’s part of how alterni can come here in the first place. It’s like the alterni fill the void of their nonexistent version here.” Hakim shrugged. “It’s beyond me, honestly, but it is interesting. Anyway, you don’t have a counterpart in our world. Never have.” 
 
    She thought on this. “In the summono spell’s golden circle, I saw those symbols for the different worlds. How many alt-worlds are there?”  
 
    “According to centuries of conjuri study, over six hundred.”  
 
    “So there could be hundreds of other Esmes?” 
 
    “Yes, in theory. But again, not every world has an alt-version of ourselves. In some, maybe we were never born, for a thousand different historical reasons. In others, maybe we’ve already died.” He caught himself and swallowed. “Sorry, I know this is all weird to hear.” 
 
    “No, I need to know.” She took a breath. “I might not be the best version of myself, Hakim. Shouldn’t you people find the best one, so you quit killing the rest of us?” She realized how this sounded. “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s a valid point. But we do try to choose the best alterni to spare the others. That’s why we do the tests with groups, as I explained.” Hakim tapped his fingers on his desk. “Honestly, Esme, while we search, we leave our world vulnerable. In the month since your last alterni was killed, scores of malevolenci have invaded. Without an alterni to cast the termino spell, the rifts stay open. We have people positioned to keep an eye out for malevolenci coming through, but we can’t detect when new rifts open in different places, and…” 
 
    She understood. “While you wait for an alterni, people die.”  
 
    Shit. I saw those other versions of myself. None of them would be up for this. Am I up for this? What if there’s an Esme out there who knows how to kick butt and fight monsters and keep an emo king strong?  
 
    She looked out the windows again. 
 
    But what if that perfect Esme has a family? I have nothing back home…which is a strange blessing in these circumstances. I might not be perfect for this job, but I might be able to save some perfect Esme somewhere else. I’m no great chosen one, but if I did go home, these people would have to keep searching for my replacement. It sounds like a lot of people here could die in the meantime. I don’t want that on my conscience…not that I’d remember any of this. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally said. She looked back at Hakim and rubbed her sweaty palms on the pants he’d given her. “I don’t have a clue what I’m doing, and I’m still a little pissed that you abducted me. But if you people are willing to teach me, I’m a quick learner. I promise I’ll try as hard as I can. If I don’t work out… Well, I’ll try.” She thought this sounded weak, but she held to her decision. 
 
    “Great.” Hakim smiled wide and pushed back his chair. “Then let’s go see the king.” 
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    Esme’s ride with Hakim through downtown Kansas City wasn’t as interesting as she’d expected. Looking out the window as their driver weaved through the streets, she tried to remind herself this was only an alternate reality.  
 
    It’s not like I’m on a different planet. This is the same world, same language, same history…just subtle little differences. Like that billboard for Peppermingles – a candy? Or that movie poster with actors I’ve never seen. 
 
    She frowned. 
 
    Then again, there are major differences. This world has monsters that tear through the fabric of the universe. 
 
    They left the nicer part of downtown, and Esme leaned in her seat as their car rounded the long curve of an entrance ramp. They merged to drive north, then west, along one of several ascending highways. From this height, Esme now saw industrial buildings, concrete streets, and scant trees below. There was a lot to look at and nothing to see all at the same time. In the distance, the outskirts of the city looked as she remembered from her world, with strangely little suburban sprawl for a major city.  
 
    Esme smiled to herself. 
 
    I was so happy to leave this place behind when I moved to Florida. Now, in an alternate dimension, it’s comfortingly familiar.  
 
    They crossed a bridge over slow-moving, brown water. Esme tried to remember if it was the Kansas River or Missouri River, but she’d never been able to keep straight where the border was.  
 
    “Yuck.” Hakim, sharing the backseat, also watched the passing river. He chuckled. “I really miss big bodies of water sometimes. It’s laughable what these locals call a lake. If I see one more pontoon boat in a man-made watering hole…” 
 
    Esme laughed. “I love the water too. That’s partly why I moved to Florida. Where are you from?” 
 
    “Detroit.” 
 
    “Ah. Yeah, that’s certainly on a legit lake.” 
 
    Hakim looked surprised. “You have Detroit in your world?” 
 
    She nodded. “Never been there, but it’s a big city with cool history.” 
 
    “Interesting.” Hakim dug in his suit coat for a pen and opened the folder on his lap, making a note of this. “In most alt-worlds, Detroit is called something different or else doesn’t exist. In one alt-world, it’s underwater. In others, it lies in ruin and decay.” 
 
    She made a face. “Yeah, well…”  
 
    They returned to silence, and Esme faced the window again. The highway ended, and now they drove into a part of the city with fewer and smaller buildings. Short grass grew along the streets and also fought for life in a few parking lot cracks. Buildings here looked more like offices, and the roads were less busy. The area gave off the vibe that you didn’t bother coming here unless you had a specific reason, maybe even an appointment.  
 
    Still, it’s all so normal, thought Esme as they passed a gas station. This whole city looks exactly like my old home…except this version is protected by an ancient, magical Order and their warrior king.  
 
    She was having a very hard time imagining this king as anything other than a bearded man wearing a crown and metal armor.  
 
    Well, that’s just naturally the picture you get when you hear “king” and “magic” in the same story, isn’t it? But he’s Hakim’s age, so early thirties. Apparently he isn’t as “kingly” as the conjuri would like. What does that mean? If I’m going to trust this guy with my life… 
 
    Their driver pulled to the curb, and Esme looked to see a modest but modern building labeled “Police Headquarters.” The building was a few stories high and blocky looking, but with clean brick and high, old-fashioned windows trimmed in white. Stone columns supported the overhanging second story, creating a shaded path along the sidewalk. In front of the station, a flag with the familiar red, white, and blue hung limp in the still air.  
 
    Esme looked at Hakim. “Please, tell me we don’t have to break the king out of jail.” 
 
    He laughed. “Not today. He’s the chief of police.” 
 
    Esme made a questioning face. “Uh… What?” 
 
     Hakim just winked at her and opened his door. Esme took a breath, ran fingers through her hair in an attempt to look presentable, opened her own door, and stepped into bright sunshine.  
 
    The first thing that hit was the humidity. Second, the sounds of the city. She looked farther up the sidewalk to see people entering and exiting shops and restaurants that lined the street. A bus was just pulling up to a stop nearby. The streetlight on the corner changed, and traffic lurched onward again.  
 
    “Esme?”  
 
    She turned and found Hakim waiting, so she joined him as he crossed the sidewalk.  
 
    In the shade by the main doors, they were met by a woman dressed in a normal-looking police uniform. The officer appeared a few years older than Esme. Her face was beautiful, though with an aloof expression. She was as tall as Esme, as fit as Esme, and her long blond hair hung in a low ponytail.  
 
    Esme tried not to fidget. 
 
    This woman was definitely popular in high school. Why can you always sense that about a woman? She clearly thinks she’s too cool for me, that’s for sure… Glad Hakim at least gave me nice clothes, but I’d kill for a hair tie! 
 
    Hakim made introductions. “Esme, meet Lexi Montague, Deputy Chief.” He smiled. “Although, if we’re being honest, Lexi’s the real boss around here since Owen has bigger fish to flip.” 
 
    This saying caught Esme off guard. “Bigger what?” 
 
    “Bigger fish to flip. You don’t know that one?” 
 
    “We say, ‘bigger fish to fry.’” 
 
    “Huh. I like yours better.” Hakim pulled out his pen again and opened the folder to scribble a note.  
 
    Lexi ignored this. Esme now noticed the woman was working hard not to react to the sight of her. 
 
    Guess she’s met a few other me’s too.  
 
    Lexi recovered and offered a stiff smile. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Likewise.” Esme tried not to feel like an awkward nerd.  
 
    Hakim clapped his hands together. “Well, Lexi, let’s go see the big guy. When I called, they said Owen was in. Still here?” 
 
    “Yes.” Lexi wasted no more time and stepped forward to activate the automatic doors. “He’s been taking calls all morning.” 
 
    “Hmm…” Hakim frowned. 
 
    They walked through the entrance into blessed air conditioning. If the front room was an accurate first impression, the station was clean, official, but not overly fancy. The officer behind the large counter looked up, but Lexi ignored the man and headed for a door leading farther into the station. Hakim and Esme followed, now walking down a tiled hall with offices on one side and a glass divide on the other. Through the glass, Esme saw a large room with multiple desks and cops busy at work.  
 
    Esme whispered to Hakim, “The king’s been taking calls all morning? What does that mean?” 
 
    He tilted his head to whisper. “We have people who scout the city and surrounding countryside for malevolenci. Whenever there’s a sighting, they report in. Owen’s been getting a lot of calls lately. It’s a big task to keep our cavali coordinated.” 
 
    “Cavali?” 
 
    “Our trained fighters who hunt and kill the malevolenci.” 
 
    “Oh. You made it sound like it was the king’s job to do all the fighting.” 
 
    Hakim chuckled. “Owen can’t be everywhere at once. Globally, the Order has millions of members. Throughout the ages, the kings have taken posts in the areas with the most malevolenci sightings. Over time, the malevolenci get smart about where they invade. In the old country, they aren’t seen much anymore because the first kings hunted them so well. The malevolenci then opened rifts more often in Western Europe, so the kings moved there. That was during the Dark Ages. Then the malevolenci concentrated their invasion on China. In the last hundred years, they’ve appeared mostly in the United States. Since Owen’s father’s time, they’ve been most prevalent in this region. That’s why Owen’s stationed here. We have squads of cavali in Europe and Asia and everywhere else, and malevolenci still show up everywhere around the globe. But…” 
 
    “But they’re worst here, so the king’s here.”  
 
    Hakim nodded with a smile. “Quick learner, like you claimed.”  
 
    Lexi turned and led them through a glass door into the main section of the station. Police officers of every degree walked about on errands or else sat at desks working. Several lifted their heads from their work as Lexi led Hakim and Esme across the room, and Esme noticed double-takes aimed in her direction. A few stared. Esme soon kept her eyes forward, following Lexi.  
 
    So the Order has members working here too. Not just the king and Lexi. Makes sense, I suppose… How many me’s have these cops met? I hate being the center of attention at the best of times, and this is downright unsettling. It’s like I’m my own ghost. 
 
    Lexi looked back at Esme and offered a quick smile, possibly sensing her nerves. She motioned for Esme to walk beside her and said in a lower voice, “Don’t worry. Those in the Order know you’re an alterni, of course, but the uninitiated won’t recognize you because of the illuso Roman put on your aura.”  
 
    Esme’s eyes widened. “Roman did what to my what?” 
 
    Lexi saw Esme’s surprise and sighed, rolling her eyes. “Roman didn’t bother telling you? After an origini dies, the Order has to explain to average citizens why each of the next alterni looks slightly different from the origini.” She pointed to Esme’s hair. “Although, you look exactly like your origini would if she’d lived to thirty.”  
 
    Esme chose to ignore this. “So Roman did something to disguise me?” 
 
    “Well, it’d be stupid to pretend each of you was a new twin, so a long time ago the conjuri decided to use illuso spells on the alterni. That takes care of the problem right away. You won’t notice any change. People in the Order won’t see you any differently than you really are either. But if a non-Order person who knew a prior alt-Esme sees you, the spell will kick in. To those people, you’ll appear different enough that they won’t recognize you.” 
 
    Esme huffed. “Good to know.” She glared back at Hakim. 
 
    He shrugged. “Sorry. I assumed Roman told you.” 
 
    “Hakim, we have a saying in our world about what happens when you assume. Do you say that here too?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Yes. And again, I’m sorry. I’ll make sure Roman explains the next time you meet with him, since he’ll have to keep reinforcing the illuso to maintain the spell.” 
 
    Esme took a breath and turned back to Lexi as they cleared the desks and reached a wide set of metal stairs leading to the next level. “I’m guessing it benefits the Order to work from within the police force?” 
 
    “Yes. Owen’s father, King Daniel Lord, was stationed at a nearby military base and worked with cavali from there. However, like many kings before him, Daniel ran into the difficulty of hiding our work from the public. It’s hard for soldiers to blend in and not cause public alarm.” 
 
    Esme nodded her understanding.  
 
    “King Daniel came up with a solution and suggested Owen go into local law enforcement. It was a good move. Now the Order doesn’t have to worry about working covertly. We look like cops out on patrol, cops responding to calls… You get the idea. Being cops is a lot of work on top of our Order mission, but we’re trained for anything.” 
 
    They reached the highest stair, and Esme saw an open room of desks that matched the one on the first floor. Lexi led them toward the far wall with a hallway opening. 
 
    “How many Order members are here?” 
 
    “Half our officers are cavali, so around one hundred and sixty. We try to team them up with the non-initiated to cover as much ground as possible. A few commissioners on the board are from the Order too, so they let us use the resources we need to hunt malevolenci.” She glanced at Esme as if she expected opposition. “The Order donates plenty of funds, so we’re not a drain on the department. We take all of our work seriously.”  
 
    Esme nodded to indicate her support. “Hakim made it sound like you run the show around here. You conduct the day-to-day cop business while the king deals with malevolenci?” 
 
    “Exactly. Owen and I have used this system since his coronation, and it’s worked well. We’re a team.” Lexi didn’t look at Esme, but there was a tone that hinted at putting Esme in her place.  
 
    They walked along another long hall of offices. It was quieter here, away from the bustle of the main rooms, and Esme was glad for fewer eyes to widen in recognition. 
 
    She took a breath and asked the aloof woman, “What’s the king like?” 
 
    “Smart. Strong. Everything you’d want in a good leader.” Lexi glanced at Esme and added, “He’s also a perfect male specimen. Handsome. Well built. Tall.” 
 
    “Although,” Hakim pitched in from behind, “I’m the tall, dark, and handsome one.” 
 
    Esme chuckled.  
 
    Lexi half-grinned. “Owen’s taller than you, Hakim.” 
 
    He scoffed at this. 
 
    Esme smirked back at him. “Well, even if the king is ten times prettier than you, I’m immune to pretty men.” 
 
    Hakim laughed. “How so?”  
 
    “Because of my days working with models.” 
 
    “I thought you were a freelance artist?” Again, out came Hakim’s pen, and he made a note in the folder.  
 
    Esme shrugged. “That’s the job I finally settled on, but I was a model scout when I first moved to Florida.” 
 
    It was a weird job, but I needed a drastic change. After mom died, Florida was a good escape.  
 
    They approached a closed office door at the end of the hall.  
 
    Esme pushed away the memories and chuckled. “Besides, I’ve had enough bad experiences with tall men to turn me off of that type forever. As far as the king is concerned, I’m quite safe from developing a crush.” 
 
    Lexi eyed her sideways. “That’s refreshing.” She sounded bitter.  
 
    “Lexi…” Hakim said from behind with a gentle note of warning in his voice. 
 
    They stopped outside the door. Esme looked from Lexi to Hakim, wondering what this was about.  
 
    Does Lexi have a thing for the king? No worries – I prefer to avoid love triangles. Besides, I have enough to focus on without getting a crush on an emo, underwear model monarch.  
 
    Lexi held the door handle, ignored Hakim, and refocused on Esme. “Ready to meet the king?” 
 
    Esme took a breath and again tried not to fidget. 
 
    “Relax,” said Lexi. “You’ll do fine. You always do.” 
 
    What an unsettling thing to say, thought Esme.  
 
    Lexi opened the door to lead them inside. They stepped into a carpeted office with big, old-fashioned windows in the far wall. A desk stood in the sunlight from these windows, but the chair behind the desk was empty. So was the sofa in front of the right wall’s bookshelves. The two chairs facing the desk were empty too. 
 
    “Damn it, Owen,” muttered Lexi. She turned back to the door. “I’ll find him. Have a seat.” 
 
    Hakim chuckled as Lexi shut the door, and he motioned for Esme to pick a chair. She took the one to the left, and she felt the smooth leather as she sank into the seat. Hakim tossed Esme’s folder on the desk, unbuttoned his suit coat, and sat beside her, smoothing out a wrinkle in his crossed pant leg. 
 
    I would’ve scouted Hakim back in the day, thought Esme with a smile. I like my abductor so far. Okay… 
 
    “Any way in particular I should greet his royal lordship, coach?”  
 
    Hakim smirked. “Don’t call him ‘his royal lordship,’ for starters. I told you, Owen’s not that kingly.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the people who use the word ‘king,’ and where I come from-” 
 
    “Owen only takes advantage of the title when there’s a big decision to be made and those within the Order try to argue with him. Don’t worry.” 
 
    Esme was sick of trying to guess about this man who was responsible for keeping her alive…and who had a miserable track record of performing that task.  
 
    With a sigh, she scrutinized the office for clues. The books on the side shelves looked official and boring. No knick-knacks. A few landscape paintings hung on the opposite wall, but they might’ve come with the room. As for the desk, it was neat and orderly, except for a pile of stacked papers in a bin. Even here, she saw no pictures or personal keepsakes.  
 
    “Does the king not have family?”  
 
    Hakim paused what he was doing and wouldn’t look at her. 
 
    “Oh, shit.” Esme realized she’d hit upon something. “Did he lose someone to malevolenci? You said his father passed peacefully, but… His mother? A wife?” 
 
    Hakim looked back at her and used the gentlest voice she’d heard from him. “He lost Esme.” 
 
    “I know that, but…” Then she understood. “He loved one of us?” 
 
    “Yes. Very much.” 
 
    “Which one?”  
 
    Hakim sighed. “The origini.” 
 
    Esme paused. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “That’s something Owen should tell you, in his own time.” Hakim looked at her with a sad smile. “Please, Esme.” 
 
    She nodded, still thinking. “So that’s why all the Esme deaths have been especially hard on him. Hell, even meeting each new Esme must be…” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Esme felt horrible now for thinking of the man as an emo king. “This is also why you picked me this time. You’re trying to make this as easy on him as possible?” 
 
    Hakim looked sad and only nodded.  
 
    “You really are a good friend, aren’t you?” Esme tried to ignore how weird this would make things for herself, and she smiled at Hakim. “If you hadn’t abducted me, I’d hug you.” 
 
    At this, Hakim chuckled and regained his suave. “Well, I am sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought letting the truth come out in time – or else burying it entirely – might be best for both of you. We told a few of the others too soon, and it left things…awkward.” 
 
    “I can imagine.” She made a face. “Is this why Lexi was so weird about me being attracted to the king?” 
 
    Hakim rolled his eyes. “Well, Lexi’s a whole other thing.” 
 
    Esme had her suspicions.  
 
    And here I thought a love triangle would be complicated. I certainly don’t want to compete with a ghost…or eight…of myself. This is so- 
 
    The door behind them opened. Hakim popped to his feet, turned, held his hands at his sides, and bowed deeply at the waist. Esme hurried to stand and copy Hakim’s deep bow. She almost fell over in her hurry. 
 
    Hakim, still bowed, burst out laughing and grinned over at her.  
 
    “Very funny, Hakim,” said a masculine voice. “Since when do you bow?” 
 
    Hakim stood erect and covered his mouth. “Sorry, couldn’t help it. She was worried about acting proper when meeting the king, and I…” He kept chuckling at his prank.  
 
    Esme stood and gave Hakim a look, then faced the king in embarrassment. 
 
    The man who’d entered stopped dead in his tracks at the sight of her, his green eyes widening. Owen Lord was indeed well built, and his officer’s uniform was flattering. He had movie star good looks, but on the stubbly side instead of overly coiffed. His brown hair was closely cut but longer on top, elongating his face, which held a strong jaw. He was overall one of those men who’d probably look better and better as he aged, which Esme always thought was unfair. 
 
    But he’s not that tall, she noted.  
 
    The king turned to shut the door. For a moment, he kept his back to them and looked up to the ceiling, muttering something that didn’t sound happy. When he faced them again, he seemed to purposefully not look at Esme. Instead he shook his head at Hakim and walked around his desk. Once seated, he still didn’t look at Esme but rested his elbows on the desk and put his head in his hands, still muttering.  
 
    Hakim sat back in his seat. “I told you the summono was today.” 
 
    The king blew out his lips dramatically. This might’ve been an illustration of that whole not kingly thing Hakim had mentioned. 
 
    “Owen, we couldn’t put off finding an alterni any longer. The malevolenci are-” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I know.” The king finally faced Esme, wincing only slightly as he looked at her again. “If you’re here in my office, I assume Hakim already talked you into this?” 
 
    Hakim gave Esme an encouraging nod. 
 
    She tried not to squirm. “Yes, sire. Sir… My lord. King Lord? Mr. Lord?” 
 
    “Owen is fine.” He wiped a hand down his face and opened the folder Hakim had placed on his desk. He scanned over the notes, then closed the folder, apparently not interested. Crossing his fingers, he looked at Hakim. “Have you given the poor woman anything to eat yet?” 
 
    “No. Thought you might like the honor.”  
 
    Owen seemed exasperated. “Of feeding another human being?” 
 
    Esme almost laughed. 
 
    Hakim sighed at his friend. “The honor of explaining further over lunch. Just the two of you, king and alterni. I’ve sat in before, and I don’t want to fake interest again as you explain the details of training and malevolenci movements, spells, etc. etc.” 
 
    Esme met eyes with the king, and she guessed he was thinking of all the times before… 
 
    “I could eat,” she said, trying to lighten the mood.  
 
    And I have so many questions. Who better to answer than the king of this world? 
 
    “Great.” Hakim slapped his armrests and lifted himself from the chair. “I have reports to analyze, so call if you need anything.” 
 
    Esme lifted a finger. “Uh, I’ll need things. Where am I supposed to live? What do I do for money? I have literally only the clothes on my back, and they’re borrowed.” 
 
    Hakim smiled, winked at her, and saluted the king before sauntering to the door.  
 
    Esme looked back at the king and raised a questioning eyebrow.  
 
    “We’ve got you covered.” Owen pushed back and rose from his seat. He grabbed her folder and motioned toward the exit. “Where you wanna go for lunch, Esme?” Her name sounded like it stuck in his throat.  
 
    Esme also stood and followed the king to the door. “I have no idea what restaurants your world even has.” 
 
    “Right.” Owen stopped to look back at her. He hesitated. “I should warn you, people will treat you like you alterni are all…the same person. They’ll expect you to know stuff and assume things about you that aren’t true.” 
 
    She frowned and thought back on those she’d interacted with so far, Lexi in particular. “Yeah…That’ll suck.” 
 
    The king nodded. “I want you to know that, since I’m obviously the person who gets to know you alterni best, I understand you’re individuals. You’re each different, no matter being physically identical.” He blinked away from her face. 
 
    My origini, thought Esme with an awkward shuffle. I look identical to the Esme he loved…and lost. It’s like Lexi said – if the origini had lived to thirty, she’d look like me. Seeing my face must be so weird for him. 
 
    Owen recovered and continued. “I’ve read the Chronicles of Kings, and it seems to be the same with each cycle of alterni. Many in the Order don’t really understand you’re different, and I’m sorry if they…” He sighed. “But I’ll try my best not to treat you like that. So, if I act like I know you better than I actually do, you have my royal permission to smack me.” 
 
    Esme took a breath and smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” 
 
    Owen opened the door to lead her into the hall. “Okay, so what do you want for lunch?” 
 
    “Um…” She scrunched her face. “Vodka?” 
 
    Owen snorted a laugh. “Good answer.” 
 
    Esme exhaled once his back was to her. So far, so good.  
 
      
 
    Owen had driven them in a fancy sports car to a local pizza restaurant, which was a dive compared to any place she’d expected the king to take her. Before going in, he’d left his uniform’s shirt in the car, and Esme thought he looked far more comfortable now, off duty, in a simple white undershirt. He sat at the high top table across from her, drinking a beer and reading through Hakim’s folder while they waited for their pizza.  
 
    Weirdest job interview ever, thought Esme.  
 
     She took a drink from her cocktail and studied this king with a professional eye.  
 
    I’m sticking with my underwear model assessment. He has that casual thing of a guy who knows he’s attractive but doesn’t bother to care. It’s easy to see why women fall for him. My only interest in him revolves around him being the one responsible for keeping me alive. He is hot, though. Sexy voice. Eyes that could melt… But no. Good thing I’m dead inside where romance is concerned.  
 
    She smirked to herself.  
 
    “Chief, good to see you!” 
 
    Four local men came over to the table, and Owen politely shook hands. They started chatting about a parade or something, and Esme was again glad to discover this world felt so ordinary. After a quick discussion, the restaurant patrons left the king to his un-introduced guest and returned to eating at the bar and shouting at athletes on the TV.  
 
    Owen closed the folder and faced Esme again. “Sorry, I think I’m caught up now. I can hardly read Hakim’s notes, anyway. The man has the handwriting of a serial killer elf.” 
 
    She chuckled, though unsure what this meant. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a ton of questions, so let’s get to it.” 
 
    “Okay.” Esme took a breath and started her mental list of questions. “How many alterni have there been since the beginning?”  
 
    Owen leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms to think. “There’ve been eighty generations of kings. I haven’t been masochistic enough to figure out the average, but I’m guessing in total the conjuri have cast the summono over eight hundred times.” 
 
    “Over eight hundred alterni?” Esme tried to keep her voice down so she didn’t sound crazy, but this figure was alarming. “For only eighty kings?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Owen looked uncomfortable, and he took a drink. 
 
    Knowing enough of his personal history with alterni, she went easy on him and kept things historic. “And how many malevolenci have there been?” 
 
    “Thousands upon thousands. But we track and kill them all, with no known exceptions.”  
 
    She nodded. “Sounds like the Order saves a lot of lives.” 
 
    “It does.” He met her eyes with a solid nod.  
 
    He takes this seriously, she thought. I guess he would… Eighty generations, and right now it’s all on his shoulders. And mine.  
 
    Esme felt overwhelmed with what she’d learned of the kings and alterni – not to mention his and her personally complicated history. Moving on, she decided to learn everything she could about the whole point of being here. “What can you tell me about the malevolenci?” 
 
    “Did Hakim explain how they cross rifts all over the globe but for now are concentrated here, like Kansas City is a freakin’ hellmouth?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well, it’s been rough lately, without an alterni to close the rifts. In other parts of the world, our cavali only see five or six rifts a year. Here, we see five or six a month.” 
 
    “Yikes. How many rifts are open right now?” 
 
    “Thirty in this region. Another sixteen around the globe.” 
 
    “Yikes again… How do you hide rifts from the public, if there’s no alterni to close them?” 
 
    “We have systems in place that erect construction zones around open rifts. Most of the time that keeps them hidden until a conjuri can get there to cast an illuso spell, which cloaks everything in the area.”  
 
    She tried to be respectful. “You can’t do the spell?” 
 
    “I can cast hand spells, but only conjuri have mastered symbol spells. In areas prone to rifts, the conjuri keep permanent illuso symbols drawn so the spells can be reinforced quickly rather than drawn from scratch. The conjuri make graffiti with the symbols, and sometimes we work them into our local business’s signs. The conjuri also leave barrio symbols around the city, reinforcing them on scheduled rotations. That stops any malevolenci we’ve missed from entering populated areas.” 
 
    Esme nodded, understanding enough.  
 
    “You’ll need to master the symbol spells too, and Roman himself will teach you. I’m okay at hand spells, but… Well, that’s part of why we need an alterni with us when we hunt malevolenci. If you’re right there with my team, you can cast the illuso and keep our activities hidden. And we need you to cast the termino that closes the rifts. That symbol spell is the most important, and – as our bad luck would have it – the termino is the most complicated to draw. It’s always difficult for alterni to master, but your skills as an artist might help.” Owen gave her an encouraging smile.  
 
    Esme nodded, suspecting her photographic memory would help too. “What about the malevolenci that make it through? I can’t image they’re easy to hide, even if you have illuso and barrio spells handy.” 
 
    “It helps that the malevolenci only cross rifts at night. Our sun is too bright for them to stand exposure for too long – we’ve known that for centuries, since the first king. Anyway, their night attacks make it easier to hide their existence from the public. But even that’s become difficult. Crime in the Midwest is low. Unexplained gruesome murders are not, if you see what I’m getting at.”  
 
    She grimaced.  
 
    “But,” he added, “we have scouting teams in this rift-laden region, so that helps. The scouts report in whenever they find a rift or evidence of malevolenci, and I send cavali to investigate. We’d killed scores of malevolenci that way since…since the last alterni died.” He hurried past this. “We’ve brought a lot of homeless into the Order. They work as scouts without being too obvious to the public. A few self-sacrificing conjuri have even volunteered to live among the homeless to protect them and shield the new rifts as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Esme hadn’t known this. She looked around at the average citizens in the restaurant. These everyday people were laughing, chatting, yelling at the players on the TV, or ignoring their surroundings as they enjoyed their pizza.  
 
    Esme smiled to herself. 
 
    The more I hear about the Order, the more they sound like good people. They protect the rest of the world from monsters these citizens don’t even know exist.  
 
    She had another question as she looked around, and she lowered her voice. “Aren’t you worried these people will hear us talking and think we’re crazy?” 
 
    Owen smiled and pointed up.  
 
    Esme lifted her gaze and saw a strange symbol made of gold in the ceiling over their table. “Is that the illuso symbol?” 
 
    “It’s an interpreto, an altered illuso. One of the conjuri comes here regularly and reinforces it so I have a private place to discuss Order business with cavali who come to town. Or alterni.” Owen motioned toward her.  
 
    Esme studied the symbol. “What does it do?” 
 
    “For anyone around who might be listening, to them we’re having an ordinary, everyday conversation about sports, the weather, movies – whatever.” 
 
    “So they don’t hear us talking about monsters that could invade and kill them at any minute?” 
 
    “Nope. Or if they do, it sounds like we’re discussing Dungeons and Dragons strategy.” Owen winked. 
 
    Esme examined the symbol again. 
 
    Neat trick. 
 
    She tried to focus on important questions. “What is the malevolenci world? Is it… I mean, is it hell?” 
 
    “That’s one theory. The ancients called the world ‘inferno’ when malevolenci first invaded.” Owen made a face. “It’s an accurate comparison, from what little we know.” 
 
    “No one’s ever gone there to fight them?” 
 
    “None that lived to tell the tale. Anyone who’s ever tried to enter a rift has either died in the attempt or never returned.” Owen took another drink. “The truth is, we can’t get into any other worlds. That’s just not how it works, for whatever reason. We can bring people to us through the summono, we can send them back to their own alt-worlds, but that’s it. We ourselves can’t go anywhere. Even you alterni can only be returned to your own worlds, not other alt-worlds.” 
 
    That’s a bummer. 
 
    She asked, “But the malevolenci can open rifts? They enter other worlds?” 
 
    Owen wiggled his head. “Yes and no. Alterni over the centuries have told us that malevolenci appear in their worlds, but only as…ghosts, I guess. They can’t fully cross over and so can’t do any real damage.” 
 
    “Then how can they come here?” 
 
    “It’s because of this world’s magic. It strengthens them, and they know it. Our world is like a pot of sugar attracting ants. That’s why they focus their invasion on our world.” Owen shook his head wearily. “Everything we’ve ever been able to see of their world suggests it’s dying. Somehow, in the beginning, they figured out how to connect with our world, and they’ve been trying to crawl through ever since. It’s an infestation.” 
 
    “Ants… Infestation… Are they just dumb animals, then?” 
 
    “No. It’s hard to explain, but they’re…evil. Our ancestors called them demons for a reason. The different species have varying levels of intelligence, even their own forms of speech. The Chronicles of Kings have stories about the malevolenci that clearly show these beasts use tactics, strategy, traps, cruelty – things dumb animals wouldn’t do. This is war.” 
 
    Esme frowned.  
 
    Great. So they’re super-intelligent monsters who’ve learned from centuries of attacks. And I’m supposed to jump into all this? Anyone with sense would be more afraid than curious… What is wrong with me? 
 
    “The conjuri will teach you about malevolenci,” Owen continued, “but for now you should know there are five species. Lowest on the food chain are the spindlox, which are like huge, bone-colored spiders the size of a small dog. They come out of rifts in swarms, and they hunt and kill anything they can overpower. Their front claws are like a giant crab’s, and their posterior stingers paralyze temporarily. They have pincers that’ll bite your hand right off. They can take down a human, but mostly they scavenge or stick to cattle, small game, that kind of thing. If they breed, they lay hundreds of eggs at a time. And they’re super ugly.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I saw spindlox in the lab when I first got here.” 
 
    “Probably. Roman likes to use them for training novices. They’re the least intelligent species, so they’re safer to keep in captivity.” He held up two fingers. “Second species is the crustacox. They’re not very intelligent and have a herd mentality, but they’re hard to kill because of thick exoskeletons. They’re the size of… I guess an ox. But they look more like huge armadillos with tentacles that unfold from where their heads should be.” He hesitated. “They’ll suck out your eyeballs, then drink your blood, if you’re not careful.” 
 
    Esme made a face. “That’s…appetizing.” 
 
    Owen looked like he agreed but held up three fingers. “Third are the chiroptorx. Bats the size of eagles. Basically the pterodactyls of your nightmares. They’re smart and have a kind of hive mind that lets them coordinate attacks with scary precision. They claw their victims to death, then eat us in pieces.” 
 
    She’d never liked bats. “Fourth species?” 
 
    “Felicox. They’re tigers but with dark red fur. They’re huge, fast, and strong. They also might be the most cunning species, and they have their own language that’s hypnotic if you listen too long. And did I mention their strength? Even a small felicox weighs enough to crush a man if it pounces. I’ve seen several cavali lose limbs from felicox bites. Their mouths are red-hot, so if they bite you, it’ll cauterize-” 
 
    “Got it. And the fifth kind?” Esme tried to remember what little Hakim had told her. “Bentaforx?” 
 
    Owen’s eyes showed he was surprised she remembered. “Yes. They’re very rare. We think they breed far less often than the other types. The conjuri believe bentaforx have longer gestational periods, since they’re so huge. Or maybe each bentaforx is like the queen of a hive, with only one bentaforx for every hundred of the smaller species. No one really knows. But we only see a bentaforx once every generation. That’s good news for you, since I’ve faced one already.” He frowned. “There’s nothing in this world to compare them to, but I’m sure they’re the source of legends about dragons. They’re the most intelligent species. The conjuri have deciphered some of the bentaforx language. Words like ‘hunt’ and ‘kill’ and… Well, we’ve deciphered enough to know they’re coming into our world with the purpose of destroying us. It’s not like these are innocent creatures who just fall out of their world into ours.” 
 
    “They’re trying to invade, like you said.” Esme nodded with a shiver. “I heard the fake bentaforx’s speech during my test.” 
 
    “Yeah, I saw that in your file… You used a spoon?” He looked both not impressed and concerned.  
 
    Esme shrugged. “There wasn’t a lot on hand at the time. It was a panic-induced choice.” A question popped into her mind. “You’ve run that test with each of my alterni, right? What did the others do that made you pick them?” 
 
    “Well, your immediate predecessor at least grabbed a steak knife. The one before that broke a stool and used the sharpest leg piece as a weapon. The fourth Esme grabbed stuff from the bar and made a Molotov cocktail. She hurled it at the fake bentaforx and nearly set the whole stage on fire. I never could get her to explain where she picked up that particular skill set, but it was pretty damn impressive.” 
 
    “Oh…” Esme’s shoulders slumped.  
 
    Owen studied her a moment, apparently trying to judge her ability to survive. Esme had a feeling he wasn’t optimistic – granted, her spoon choice wasn’t a good first impression. She didn’t know what Hakim had written in her folder, but she doubted anything there inspired confidence either.  
 
    And this king’s seen stronger versions of me die already. How pitiful I must seem in comparison…  
 
    The waitress came to the table and deposited their pizza. “Enjoy,” she told Owen with a big smile. She was gracious enough to spare Esme a glance before heading back to the kitchen. 
 
    Owen handed Esme the serving utensil. “Ladies first.” 
 
    She took the utensil, cut loose two slices, slapped them on her plate, and pulled the strings of cheese that refused to release. This done, she unrolled her napkin. She looked at the king pointedly as she set her spoon aside, then picked up her knife and fork to eat. 
 
    To her surprise, Owen laughed in amusement. He grabbed a few slices himself. “Where were we?” 
 
    Esme took a bite and swallowed before pouting an answer. “I believe you were wondering how quickly I’m going to die.” 
 
    Owen flinched.  
 
    I do feel bad for this guy, she thought with a sigh, but I’m the one in trouble here.  
 
    Esme met his eyes to prove she meant business. “I’m sorry to be blunt, but it’s hard not to keep coming back to the fact that eight of me have died already. I’m trying to learn what I need to know about the malevolenci. I’m trying to understand how the Order works, how this world works… But you people accidentally remind me all the time that I’m not likely to last long. You’re used to me’s not lasting long. It’s not exactly encouraging, and I keep wondering if I should go home. At the same time, I don’t want to go home because that means you’d have to recruit another Esme. I’m here now, and I’m trying to be brave and prepare for this job, but you all look at me like you expect me to die.” She chuckled darkly. “And it’s only my first day!” 
 
    Owen turned melancholy again.  
 
    Esme glanced at her cocktail. 
 
    Enough alcohol for now. I should be more respectful. I’m not arguing with a date – this guy is king of the world! 
 
    “Sorry,” she said. “I can’t imagine what this is like for you. Hakim told me about you and my…” 
 
    Owen caught what she meant and sighed. He took a bite, set the slice on his plate, and paused. His voice was softer when he spoke again. “Yes, I loved your origini. After she died, I was broken for a long time. I’d allowed myself to get too close, and…”  
 
    Esme waited, awkwardly shifting in her seat. 
 
    Owen collected himself. “Let me back up to explain. Did Hakim tell you my grandfather went through twenty-two alterni?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Well, my father learned from those mistakes and was very careful with his origini. That man, Trent Simons, was amazing. He taught me a lot. What Hakim maybe didn’t tell you was that Trent was my dad’s only alterni.” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened. “He lived the whole time?” 
 
    “Yeah. The origini often survive for years and years because their magic is stronger than the average alterni’s.” Owen smiled in memory. “Trent and my dad worked so well together. They tracked and killed hundreds of malevolenci. Trent took down a bentaforx with this ingenious trap in a stone quarry. He and Dad became great friends. I even called him Uncle Trent when I was little.” 
 
    Esme smiled at this.  
 
    “I was only twenty when my dad died and I became king. Trent outlived my dad by two years, so he helped me a lot in my early reign. He died only a short time before Roman summoned the origini Esme.” Owen sighed. “I was naïve to assume I’d have the same luck as my dad and his origini. We fell in love, planned a future, decided to get married. Never got to, though. One night… We’d fought scores of malevolenci before, but we weren’t prepared for a bentaforx.” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened.  
 
    “The thing took one swipe at me and broke both my legs. I couldn’t do anything but lie there as Esme went after it with the strongest hand spells I’d ever seen. She…” Owen cleared his throat and looked at his plate. “She was amazing, but it wasn’t enough. The bentaforx… Well, she died. And I took it hard, obviously. We were together five years.” 
 
    Esme remained quiet as the king snuck a bite of food, and she followed his example. 
 
    I’m not sure I want to hear this. Then again, I guess it’s best to get it all out now. And I bet Owen needs to talk about this. Who better to understand than me? If we’re supposed to be partners, trusting each other with our lives, then I should listen… And I am curious about the earlier Esmes. 
 
    Owen swallowed. “The conjuri had a hard time convincing me to allow another summono. When I saw the brand new pool of alt-Esmes, I broke down sobbing right there in the summono chamber. I picked an alterni without even thinking about it just to get rid of the rest of them.” He held his next piece of pizza idly, shaking his head. “I failed that poor girl and left her training to the conjuri and cavali. I couldn’t look at her. They went easy on her at her Order trial, and even then she barely passed. I never should’ve let her join me in the field. She died three months later when we found a swarm of spindlox.” 
 
    Esme tried not to smell her pizza while imagining being swarmed by the creatures.  
 
    “After that,” said Owen, “I knew I had to suck it up and train the next alterni. She was crazy-good with a rifle. That alterni made it two years until one night we couldn’t fight off a felicox. The thing broke four of my ribs and left me for dead before it…killed her.” 
 
    Esme noted the pause in his words. 
 
    He’s trying to spare me the gory details. He’s telling me such horrible things – how much worse are the things he’s protecting me from? 
 
    Owen finished his beer. “Then the fourth Esme fell in love with me. She might’ve thought it was her duty, or destiny. But… I’ve told you how you’re very different people, and the fourth Esme wasn’t the kind of woman I could love. She resented me for it, and we didn’t work well together after that. After a year, she went off on her own one night. A scout found her body the next morning. It took me weeks to track the chiroptorx flock that killed her.” 
 
    The waitress appeared at the side of their table. “Anything I can get you? Another beer, Chief Lord?” 
 
    Owen forced a smile. “No, thank you. Everything’s been great.” 
 
    The waitress beamed at him again before ignoring Esme entirely and walking away. 
 
    Well, thought Esme in annoyance, at least she isn’t staring at me. But wait… Is she just more focused on pretty boy over there, or does she not recognize me because I’m spelled?  
 
    Esme tried to focus. “And numbers five, six, and seven? I know the alterni before me died a month ago.” 
 
    He nodded and bit into his pizza, losing a piece of sausage off the side. “The next alt-Esmes were both easier and harder, if that makes any sense. I knew what traits to look for when picking them. I knew how to train them. But I also had a harder time navigating our interactions. As you pointed out, I got used to them dying. That anticipation made forming a partnership…difficult.” 
 
    She took a bite and kept her eyes down, trying not to let her worry cause another outburst.  
 
    It’s a self-fulfilling prophecy. After a while he expected them to die, so… I hope he can snap out of that mindset.  
 
    Owen swallowed. “Esmes five, six, and seven only made it a handful of months each. We didn’t have time to train them properly, to be honest, because things got intense with the malevolenci.” 
 
    This wasn’t reassuring. 
 
    “But your immediate predecessor survived a year. She was maybe not as brave as we’d hoped, but she was smart. She always used exactly the spell necessary to fight whatever demon we encountered. I’d just dared to hope she was strong enough to survive, but then she died. That hope… That nearly killed me.” He paused. “After losing her, I didn’t have it in me to drag another poor woman into this cursed life. That’s why I put it off for a month. I was too cowardly to oversee your summono, and I made Hakim do it in my place.” 
 
    Esme saw his eyes were wet with sadness and guilt.  
 
    Owen didn’t look away. “So to answer what I’m sure you’re wondering, yeah, I’m terrified you’re going to die too. I don’t even know you yet, and I’m already expecting that you’ll die. But I swear to you, I’ll do everything in my power to stop it from happening. I won’t go through that again.” He paused. “Kings have killed themselves before, you know. It sucks to carry this kind of responsibility for another person’s life. Seeing the same face die over and over and over… It’s driven kings to end their own lives. We do care about you alterni. I care about you alterni.”  
 
    Esme didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “As for you, Esme… We’ve pulled you from your home, your whole world. And now we’re telling you that we need you to help save our world when you have no self-interest here. Hundreds of alterni have bravely fought for us, and I wonder sometimes if we deserve any of you. But we need you, Esme. I need you. The malevolenci are attacking harder than they have for hundreds of years, and the people who depend on me are losing heart because I can’t get my shit together. But I promise, with your help, I’ll protect this world and you. Or I’ll die trying.”  
 
    Esme took a moment. 
 
    I believe him. What he’s been through… It wasn’t fair of me to expect him to be some kind of valiant King Arthur. He’s just a dude with a shit-ton of responsibility. It’s not his fault my alterni died. Not really. Obviously he wants me to survive almost as much as I do, but I can’t make him responsible for my wellbeing. I have to keep myself alive too…. What a weird partnership this will be. 
 
    Owen collected himself and sat back with a short chuckle. “I’ve never told anyone half of that. You’re very clever, sitting over there, barely prodding at all. Nice tactic to get me talking.” 
 
    She smiled. Sensing he needed a change of topic, she took another slice of pizza from the tray and asked, “So when do I get my allowance?” 
 
    Owen pulled out a phone. “I’ll call Teddy and have him pick you up. He can take you shopping for whatever you need, then drive you home.” 
 
    “Home?”  
 
    He scrolled in his phone, distracted by something he’d found. “Hakim used my personal Order funds to buy you a house on the edge of the city. I saw the address in your file.” 
 
    “You bought me a house?” 
 
    “King, remember?” Owen grinned. “The house isn’t anything fancy, but I figured you’ll want something of your own. Something private.” 
 
    “Oh. Uh, thank you.” She felt like a child. “But I was joking about an allowance. I can get a job or-” 
 
    “You have a job.” Owen looked at her over his phone. “This will take all your time, and of course we’ll provide for you. I promise you’ll have everything you need, everything you want. Hell, we have access to funds like you wouldn’t believe, so ask and it’s yours. My conjuri yanked you from your world and thrust this job on you, so it’s the least I can do.”  
 
    “Okay. Who’s Teddy?” 
 
    “He’s with the Order. He’ll be your bodyguard, driver, and security at your house. Anything you need, Teddy can get it for you.” 
 
    “A bodyguard? Is that necessary?” 
 
    “It’s just a precaution. Really, he’s more like a butler or assistant. You’ll need someone dedicated to helping you acclimate. I’m not always available. Hakim travels weekly to meet with cavali. Lexi picks up my slack, since I’m this city’s loveable but all-too-often-absent chief of police, so she’s got a lot on her plate too.” 
 
    “Okay, makes sense.” Esme looked down at her gifted blouse and pants. “You mentioned shopping… Can Teddy take me to get new clothes? These are nice, but not really my style. I’m a little more…bohemian. This outfit looks like what Hakim would wear as a woman.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth went up in a smile, but his eyes had returned to his phone as he typed in a text. “Hakim might be a fairy, but I’ve never known him to wear women’s clothing.” 
 
    Esme scrunched her face at him. “That’s a little rude, isn’t it?”  
 
    Owen looked up from the phone in confusion before he realized what was wrong. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. I meant an actual fairy.”  
 
    Esme took a moment, then gaped. “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    Owen dropped his head and muttered, “Hakim…” He looked back at Esme. “Sorry. He’s done this to me with three other Esmes.” 
 
    “Done what?” 
 
    “Failed to explain key details of our world.” Owen let out a huff. “We have fairies. And vampires, werewolves – pretty much every paranormal being you’ve read about in stories.” 
 
    Again, Esme gaped. “How is that possible?” She looked around the restaurant, not believing him over her own eyes. “Everything is so normal.” 
 
    “That’s because the Order does a fantastic job of hiding everything abnormal. But it’s all real here. When our first ancestors thought it was fun to summono people from other worlds, they didn’t always summono…what you’d call ordinary people. Some of those paranormal types chose to stay in our world. As a result, our magical little kingdom ended up with an interesting collection of races.” 
 
    Esme tried to pull herself out of shock. “There are alt-worlds where a vampire is the norm? Where werewolves or fairies or whatever else are the norm?” 
 
    “I don’t know about vampires ever being the norm, but those races exist in alt-worlds, yes.” 
 
    “But they’re…not real.” She realized how lame this sounded, considering she’d been sucked from another world herself. “I mean, those beings are just fictional in my world.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how do you think they became stories in the first place?” Owen lifted an eyebrow like this was obvious. “The Order libraries have all sorts of crazy legends about our worlds’ beginnings. Some texts say one world broke up into hundreds of others. Others claim worlds splinter off each other with every different choice or historical event that goes differently. If any of it’s true, it makes sense that interesting facts from one world would be remembered in another, even if only as stories.” 
 
    She thought on this. 
 
    Owen lifted the phone back to his face. “Anyway, for centuries the conjuri have only used the summono to bring alterni for the purpose of fighting malevolenci. You won’t see many pureblood paranormals because the conjuri don’t summono people willy-nilly anymore. Most of the original paranormals integrated with our human society, and we’ve ended up with a melting pot of races. A lot of people today probably have paranormal ancestors and don’t even know it. Many that do know it are members of the Order, so you’ll meet some of them. But their paranormal blood is so thin that they’ve mostly lost their home world tendencies, magical gifts…feeding habits.” 
 
    She gulped.  
 
    The king smiled over his phone at her reaction. “Don’t worry. They’re quite ordinary for the most part. Like Hakim.” He stopped texting and looked at her. “Oh, and he’d want me to point out that he’s part jinn, not fairy. That’s just a little joke between us.” 
 
    Esme thought on her observations of Hakim thus far. 
 
    He’s not weird or scary. I never would’ve guessed there was anything different about him. He’s not even good at magic. Jinn…  
 
    She remembered something else, and her eyes widened. “You said Hakim has the handwriting of a serial killer elf. Are there really-” 
 
    Owen waved this off. “That was a joke. Sorry. Elves are very nice people.” 
 
    She let out a breath. “Could you maybe be a little more literal?” 
 
    “Sorry.” He strained to hide a grin. 
 
    Esme tried to think. “So…there are purebloods still? Descendents of the original paranormals have kept their bloodlines unmixed?”  
 
    “Yes. Again not many, but a few. Those guys look like the paranormals in your stories. And, they still have weird gifts because our magic works with whatever gave them their gifts. They’re all part of the Order. Fortunately, the paranormal races swore to the Order a long time ago that they’d live within our rules if they chose to stay. Their descendents today still honor that oath.”  
 
    Esme took a second to add this to the vat of knowledge she’d ingested today. 
 
    This is insane. Or is it? This world has magic. Why shouldn’t there be worlds where anything is possible? I wonder… Do vampires sparkle? 
 
    She let out a deep breath. “Okay. I guess I shouldn’t be that surprised.”  
 
    “Good outlook.” Owen tapped his thumb against his phone. “I’m texting Teddy now. He says the mall can be your first stop, no problem.” 
 
    “Uh…okay. Thanks.”  
 
    “Anything else you’ll need for the next couple of days?” 
 
    “Um. Food?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “My own phone?” 
 
    “We’ll set you up with a new phone, documentation, bank accounts, and everything first thing in the morning.” 
 
    She wondered how big she could go. “How about a car?” 
 
    Owen lowered his phone and smiled. “Let’s pace ourselves, shall we?” 
 
    She faked a sigh. “King Lord giveth, and King Lord taketh away.” 
 
    He laughed and put away the phone. “You know, you’re the first person to say something like that to my face.” 
 
    Esme grinned, at the very least feeling better about this king now.  
 
    He’s just a normal guy. Still, he’s the king. I shouldn’t be too much of a smart ass, or he might order a werewolf to bite my head off.  
 
    “Let’s finish lunch,” said Owen, reaching for another slice. “Teddy’ll be here in twenty.” He remembered something. “Oh, are you allergic to dogs?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “No reason.” Owen grinned to himself and stuffed his mouth with pizza. 
 
    Esme let it go and decided to finish her cocktail after all. 
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    Later that evening, Thaddeus – not Teddy, he’d insisted – pulled Esme’s chauffeured car up to the curb somewhere in the suburbs. Esme looked out the window to see her new home. They were tucked away in a winding housing development, mature trees lining the street. Several of her neighbors’ brick homes even had high walls of ivy growing up their sides. The idea of neighbors in a new world was daunting, especially considering she usually rented apartments, where neighborhood friendships had an expected expiration date.  
 
    At least this place is mine. Good King Owen promised no Esme ever lived here. That’d be weird. I’m living in their shadow enough as it is… 
 
    Her house was modest, but modern. A short green yard stood between the curb and the house. The front of the building was multilayered but flat, and big windows on one side looked into a room with vaulted ceilings. The house was two levels, possibly with a loft as a third. A narrow driveway between her house and her neighbor’s ended where an attached garage blocked the view of the back.  
 
    The muscular, father-aged, clean-shaven bodyguard opened her door.  
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” Esme reached along the backseat and gathered several grocery bags, then scooted back to climb out of the backseat. 
 
    Thaddeus had already collected her other shopping bags from the trunk. “This way, miss.” 
 
    Esme followed him up the drive to the front door.  
 
    She’d done most of the talking so far. Thaddeus had flinched when meeting Esme, suggesting he’d been acquainted with her alterni. However, the big man was quick to adjust. Thaddeus told her he’d served the royal family since Owen’s father’s reign. Only Owen was allowed to call him Teddy, and that seemed grudgingly so. The big man was kind and straightforward, but he seemed private about his own affairs. Esme hadn’t pushed to know much more. 
 
    Thaddeus tapped a code into the front door – Esme memorized the code – and it clicked unlocked. He opened the door and stood to the side, gesturing with his armloads that she was to enter. Her bodyguard was a very proper fellow, so Esme didn’t argue and stepped inside.  
 
    The foyer led into a narrow hall, and entries to other parts of the house could be seen up ahead. Strips of beautiful old wood covered the entry’s walls, nailed like planks to elongate the hall. The floor was dark gray tile. Her front door, she’d noticed, was made from some kind of white wood, possibly pine. From the high ceiling, a simple chandelier hung on a long wire. Esme also noted a powder room door by the front entry. 
 
    High-pitched barks echoed from farther into the house, and the distinct sound of dog nails running on tile made Esme look down the hall. A beagle appeared from the far end and scampered toward them, tail wagging. The little creature had so much black around its blue eyes that it could’ve been wearing eyeliner. Its mouth was also dark, which created a funny-looking grin as it ran closer. The beagle skidded to a stop when it saw Thaddeus, and it sat on its haunches and whined, blinking nervously.  
 
    Esme smiled and crouched to greet the dog. “It’s okay.” She looked up at Thaddeus. “Who’s this?” 
 
    “Her name is Bethy Maude, miss. She belonged to your predecessor, and I believe the king hopes you’ll take her in.”  
 
    Esme’s smile faded as she looked at the orphaned dog. She reached out and pet the beagle’s head, and Bethy responded by wagging her tail. The dog still grinned with the weirdest smile Esme had ever seen on an animal. 
 
    Poor thing.  
 
    “Would you like a tour, miss?” 
 
    Esme pulled her attention back to her bodyguard and stood. “No, thank you. I can manage.” She noticed Thaddeus still held her shopping bags. “Thanks, but you can put those down. I’ll take care of things myself.” 
 
    “Yes, miss.” He bent to set the bags on the floor.  
 
    That’s the end of that, thought Esme with a grin. It was funny to see this gorilla of a man carrying around pink shopping bags. 
 
    “I’ll be staying in a house just across the street, miss. If there’s anything you need, press #194 on the house’s intercom. That’ll link you to my place.” 
 
    “Got it. Thanks again for everything today, Thaddeus. You were a lot of help.” 
 
    I knew most of the stores in the mall, she remembered. I could make my way around that grocery store again if I had to. But Hakim’s right – it’s weird what little cultural things are different.  
 
    Thaddeus’s low voice regained her attention. “I’ll have the car here at 7:30 tomorrow morning. I’m to take you to get documentation.” 
 
    Does the Order make counterfeit IDs?  
 
    But she was sick of asking questions. “Okay. See you in the morning.” 
 
    Thaddeus bobbed his head, reopened the door, and left her alone in her new home.  
 
    With Bethy dancing around her legs, Esme held the grocery bags and strolled down the hall. She turned through the left opening first. This led into a living room. The wooden floor was dark and free of carpet. The couch, ottoman, and chairs were a pristine white. A wide, high window looked out over the front yard to the street. A big television dominated the entertainment center, and bookcases stood on either side. Esme scanned the books and saw fiction titles she didn’t know, biographies, a set of old encyclopedias, and travel guides.  
 
    Those’ll help.  
 
    She walked back to the hall, which opened into a wide kitchen. This too was modern, with a gorgeous island and stainless steel appliances. Esme set her grocery bags on the counter and pulled out contents to put in the fridge – milk, eggs, cheese, lunch meat, lettuce, bread, a handful of condiments for now, and a box of baking soda. In the freezer, she put a frozen pizza, chicken breasts, and a bag of crunchy M&Ms – thank God this world had crunchy M&Ms! Then Esme set a bundle of bananas on a tray beside the sink.  
 
    She paused before putting a cereal box in the pantry by the fridge.  
 
    It’s like an average day. Oh, sure, vampires are real here. And I’ll be fighting monsters, learning magic, and working with an ancient Order ruled by Kansas City’s chief of police. But first, don’t forget to put baking soda in the fridge! 
 
    Esme smirked at this and tucked the empty bags under the sink. Then she looked across the kitchen. The dining room table was glass, six chairs surrounding it. Beyond this, a set of double doors led out onto a screened porch, and a small, fenced-in yard stretched out back. A doggie door gave Bethy access to this yard, and the beagle dashed out to play with a dog toy lying in the grass.  
 
    Back in the hall again, Esme turned to the right opening and found carpeted stairs ascending to the second level. She guessed this led to her bedroom, so first she returned to the front door and grabbed the shopping bags. With a smile, she walked back to ascend the stairs.  
 
    This is ten times nicer than any place I’ve lived before. A girl could get used to this… 
 
    She reached the top landing and found a wide, comfortable bedroom. Long windows broke up the far wall, facing the street, and a king-sized bed stood between the windows. Nightstands were positioned on either side of the bed, and a colorful painting of a flower hung over the headboard. In the corner, a bright blue chaise looked inviting. Esme’s gaze swung to the left wall, and here stretched a long closet with mirrored doors. To the right, French doors led onto a private balcony with a pair of lounge chairs.  
 
    Wow.  
 
    Esme set her shopping bags by the closet and turned to discover a winding, narrow staircase leading to the third level. She slid her hand along the rail as she ascended, and at the top she gasped in delight when she saw her master bathroom. Marble tile covered the floor. A walk-in shower stood beside a deep, wide tub with a waterfall fount. A long vanity ran against the opposite wall, and its mirror looked over a double sink. Above, the peaked, white-wood ceiling angled down on either side of the room, and two skylights brought in bright sunlight. 
 
    Oh, man. All I wanna do is jump in that tub and steam away the day’s tension… But first things first. I need to stop looking like previous versions of myself. The king feels guilty every time he looks at me. Everyone else who sees me thinks I’m just like the others. I won’t live like that. 
 
    Esme skipped back down the winding stairs to her bedroom. Here, she dug through her bags to retrieve the new scissors, hairbrush, comb, and flat iron. She lastly pulled out the box of hair dye she’d decided would help her look most unique.  
 
    I’m sure I bugged Thaddeus with all my girly questions, but now I know none of the other Esmes had hair like I’m planning. This oughta do it. 
 
    She took her beauty supplies and headed back upstairs. Once here, she got to work opening the wrapping on the scissors and pulling out the contents of the hair dye box.  
 
    This is a weird opportunity on several levels. How often do you get the chance to completely start over? No one here knew the old me. I can become whatever I want. I can dress however I want. Look however I want. Be whoever I want. My old life was going nowhere. Here I can matter.  
 
    Feeling a thrill, Esme first brushed out her long, dark hair and examined herself in the mirror. She took a moment to soak in the significance of this dye job. It would symbolize her commitment to a new life. To the strangeness of new people, paranormal and otherwise. To the danger of the work ahead. To the excitement and terror of living in a world with magic.  
 
    Can I do this?  
 
    Finished with the brush, she set it aside and washed her hands. When she reached for the hand towel, she dripped a small puddle on the counter. Absentmindedly, she recalled the symbol of her world that she’d seen in the pseudo-bar’s ceiling and traced her finger in the water. She pulled the droplets to swirl here, loop there, and perfectly match the symbol in her mind. 
 
    A spark shot up from the counter, dissolving the watery symbol faster than she could blink. 
 
    Esme yelped and stepped back from the vanity, wide-eyed.  
 
    Holy shit! Okay. Better not do anything like that again without supervision.  
 
    After a deep breath, she put on the box’s gloves and got to work.  
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    Three weeks after the new Esme’s arrival, Hakim stood with the off-duty king in the office of the Order Capiti’s training gym. Master Cavali Loukas was in Chile for the month, so Owen and Lexi had taken turns instructing Esme. Currently, Lexi was sparring with the alterni on the far side of a one-way window. Owen had asked Hakim here to discuss how Esme was doing.  
 
    Watching through the glass, Hakim winced as Lexi again knocked Esme to the gym mats.  
 
    “See?” said Owen. “I’ve seen goblins with better body control. I thought her file said she does yoga.” 
 
    “She does.” Hakim watched Esme pick herself up. “She is in shape from it. And she’s strong. Seems to have good balance…” 
 
    “Yeah, but that all means squat if she can’t take or give a hit. She falls over as often as she lands a kick.” 
 
    “Well…” Hakim tried to sound confident. “Not all alterni are warriors. Maybe she’ll be better at spells. She can defend herself that way, like many before. The alterni who’ve lived the longest were more conjuri than cavali, you know.” 
 
    “Yes, but they trained for years. This Esme doesn’t have that kind of time. We need her ready now.” Owen put his hands on either side of his head as if he thought it might explode. “She wouldn’t last ten seconds against a bentaforx.” 
 
    “Then good thing she’ll probably never face one, since you already did.” 
 
    “But it could happen. The conjuri don’t know as much for certain as they’d like everyone to believe.” 
 
    “Well, there’s a ninety-five percent chance another bentaforx won’t appear in our lifetime.” 
 
    “When malevolenci are involved, I never trust statistics.” 
 
    Hakim shrugged, trying to get his friend to unclench. “We’ll just have to prepare her for anything. Same as always.” 
 
    The king’s eyes narrowed. “But things aren’t the same as always. We’re in trouble, Hakim.” 
 
    “Indeed.” Hakim put his hands in his pockets and looked into the gym. “We need Esme to close the old rifts as soon as possible. Cavali in Europe say your last alterni didn’t close many before she died. In this region alone, there were thirty-one at last count. New rifts will continue to pop open. We can’t watch them all. We need Esme to close the rifts soon if-” 
 
    “I know. But I’m not rushing Esme into the field.” Owen ran a hand over his face. He was tense. “In eighty generations, we’ve rarely been this close to losing the war.” 
 
    Hakim eyed his friend. “You still haven’t told Esme the whole truth about alterni?” 
 
    “No. Does that woman look like she needs more pressure?” 
 
    Hakim saw his point, but frowned. “I thought you decided this time to tell this alterni everything. And you’re not telling her. You told me not to tell her.” 
 
    “The Master Conjuri,” said Owen, using Hakim’s over-emphasis, “told us not to tell her.” 
 
    “You’re the king, Owen. Your decision could veto Roman’s.” 
 
    “Yes, but he might be right. This protocol’s been in place for a thousand years. Only Roman, myself, and you know the true state of things. Everyone in the Order is already fighting the malevolenci with everything they’ve got, so I don’t want to create panic and chaos when there’s nothing more they can do. We’ve kept some secrets for so long, the people would feel betrayed if we told them now. It’s a mess my forefathers should’ve fixed hundreds of years ago, and now my hands are tied.” Owen looked through the window at Esme. “As for the alterni, it’s always been best to keep them naïve so they can do their work.” 
 
    “It’s best for us, you mean. It might not be best for them. And besides, you yourself admitted just a second ago that things aren’t as they’ve always been. Even if we can’t tell the general populace, we should tell this alterni the truth. If we’re in as much danger as we think…” 
 
    “Esme’s under enough pressure without knowing how serious things are. I won’t freak her out by telling her how many layers of horror are involved in this war right now.” 
 
    Hakim paused and looked back into the gym. “We need to believe in this Esme. And you need to believe in yourself. I am glad you’ve been open with her about your own demons. I can’t be the only one whose shoulder you cry on.” 
 
    Owen managed a grin at this.  
 
    “You need to believe in this Esme for several reasons, my friend. Get out of your head and make this partnership work. For all our sakes.” 
 
    The king’s pause suggested he was listening. “You’re right. I need to take a different approach here.” Then he winced as Lexi kicked Esme to the floor. He pointed against the window. “But Esme doesn’t need more burdens. We tell her nothing.” 
 
    Hakim accepted this. For now. In time, Owen might change his mind.  
 
    Owen sighed in an overdramatic fashion and headed for the door. 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “I’m retrieving the alterni before Lexi breaks her. Let’s pray you’re right and she’s amazing at spells.” 
 
    Hakim smiled as his friend left the office. He then looked into the gym and watched Esme again get into position to spar with Lexi.  
 
    She always gets back up, he thought. 
 
    With a smile of perhaps foolish jinn optimism, Hakim headed for the door.  
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    “Pivot from your other leg.” Lexi turned on the gym’s sparring mat to show Esme her back leg’s stance. Lexi wore her usual workout gear of black running tights, tight tank, and ponytail. The large sparring pads on her arms she swung around with ease. 
 
    Esme picked herself up off the mat and adjusted the baggy tank top hanging over her sports bra. Loose strands of gray-dyed hair stuck to the sweat on her face, and she reached up with her wrapped hands to wipe the hair away. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be sorry. Just try again.” Lexi was clearly frustrated, but she was trying to be gentle with the newbie. “Come on.” 
 
    Esme’s gaze drifted around the wide gym. The entire third floor of the Order Capiti was devoted to training gyms, and this gym in particular was always busy. Here, novices from the surrounding regions came to train with battle-hardened cavali. Right now, twelve pairs of fighters were going at it, perfecting their moves and sharpening their technique. Three novices had already passed their Order trials since Esme’s lessons started. Her own training wasn’t going as well.  
 
    I’m so out of my league.  
 
    Two hairy, shirtless cavali men walked by, studying her as they headed to the locker rooms. At least people stared at her with less immediate recognition now. Her neck-length, asymmetric, silver-gray hair made people stare harder at her face before realizing she was the new alterni.  
 
    Lexi saw Esme’s distraction. “Ignore the wolves.” 
 
    “The what?” Esme gawked at the shirtless men. “You mean they-” 
 
    “The Hoffman brothers have werewolf ancestry, yes. Not important right now.” 
 
    Esme turned away from the Hoffman brothers and tried to refocus. She’d encountered a few cavali with paranormal blood, but none of them looked abnormal. If they hadn’t told her of their mixed ancestry, she wouldn’t have known. It was a little disappointing, honestly.  
 
    She frowned. 
 
    I don’t deserve to be wowed. Turns out, I’m a little disappointing… 
 
    “Come on, alterni.” Lexi held up the pads. “Attack again.”  
 
    Esme knew she was in decent shape, but sparring taxed a different set of muscles than her usual yoga routine.  
 
    And I’m new to sparring. I’m not good at this. Am I better or worse at weapons training? It’s probably a toss-up. At the shooting range with Owen yesterday, I hit the target at least once… Okay, only once.  
 
    She shook out a leg before getting in the stance Lexi had taught her. Then she took a step toward Lexi and jabbed in a punch, which Lexi blocked without effort. Esme advanced and swung again and again at Lexi’s lifted pads, and finally she got her body in the right position to kick Lexi’s side.  
 
    “Good!” Lexi had known the kick was coming, but she took a step from the force of the blow.  
 
    Esme heard clapping, and she looked over to see Owen approaching their mats. Several novices became more serious about training at the sight of their king. Owen ignored them. He wore his usual off-duty attire of jeans and a T-shirt, and Esme again suspected there was a rebellious streak in this king. He certainly didn’t dress the part like Hakim.  
 
    Not that he needs to, thought Esme with a smirk. Our underwear model king is hot even- 
 
    “Morning, chief.” Lexi’s demeanor often changed when Owen was around. Sure enough, she shifted her stance to rest one hand on her hip, a pose every woman used to look thinner.  
 
    Owen nodded at Lexi. “Thanks for everything you’ve taught her, but you’d better head back to the station. I’m changing her training from now on.” 
 
    “Okay. See ya later.” Lexi forced a smile at Esme and pulled the pads off as she sauntered toward the locker room.  
 
    Esme stood awkwardly and tightened the band of her ponytail. She noticed the other novices and cavali still glancing her way. None of them had ever seemed impressed with her. She couldn’t blame them.  
 
    Owen stepped onto the mats with her and stretched his shoulders. “I know Lexi’s teaching you her fancy moves, but let’s see what you’ve got, alterni.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He stood in front of her and held out his arms, leaving his body exposed. “Hit me as hard as you can.” 
 
    She made a face at him. “Why?” 
 
    “I wanna see what you’ve got. Come on, hit me.” 
 
    “I don’t-”  
 
    “As your king, I order you to hit me.” He gave her a taunting grin. “I bet you hit like a girl.” 
 
    Esme hesitated before stepping toward him. She pulled her arm back and picked a spot on his abdomen. After a final look of hesitation, she slammed her fist into his gut.  
 
    Owen let out an un-kingly grunt and doubled over, taking a step back. He sucked in air.  
 
    “Sorry.” She wasn’t and couldn’t help a grin.  
 
    “Remind me never to let you do that again.” Owen held his abs but stood more erect again. He half-grinned, half-grimaced at her. “Guess I should be glad you didn’t use a spoon.” 
 
    She huffed. “Am I ever going to live that down?” 
 
    “Doubt it.” Owen rubbed his new sore spot and motioned with his head toward the exit. “Let’s go. We need to head upstairs.” 
 
    She looked at her sweaty workout clothes. “Can I shower first?” 
 
    “No time, sorry. I’m taking you upstairs, and then I have to get to a blind date that Hakim set up.” He rolled his eyes and started toward the door.  
 
    Esme stripped the wraps off her hands, tossed them to the side of the mats, and hurried to walk beside him across the gym. “So I can’t shower because your royal lordship has a date?” 
 
    She was over being on her best behavior just because he was the king.  
 
    Owen pushed open the door and led her into the sunlit hall that ran along the training gyms. “Well, we also have to hurry because Roman likes to start first thing in the morning. To Roman, we’ll already be late – never mind that he wasn’t planning on you today.” 
 
    She perked up. “Roman? We’re going to see Roman? You said I wasn’t ready for magic yet. You said Lexi would train me to fight, and you’d teach me to shoot before-” 
 
    “I know, but…” He looked down at her as they walked by another gym door. “No offense, but I think we’re wasting our time trying to make you a cavali.” 
 
    She felt her cheeks blushing in embarrassment.  
 
    Owen rubbed his gut where she’d hit him. “You’re strong, so at least there’s that. Natural skill, however…” 
 
    “Not so much,” she admitted.  
 
    As they passed the gym with exercise equipment, Owen tapped the door but kept walking. “From now on, stick to the treadmill. You at least need to be in shape to run away.” 
 
    Esme tried not to take this criticism personally.  
 
    He’s right. I’m not cut out for being a ninja fighting machine.  
 
    She hated herself for the tears of shame and disappointment building, and she blinked them into submission so the king wouldn’t notice. Her initial excitement about this adventure had worn off, and now she felt intimidated and overwhelmed. Constantly. By everything and everyone. The past three weeks hadn’t been easy. 
 
    A new hairstyle doesn’t change a person. Maybe I was wrong and I can’t do this… 
 
    They turned to enter a hall, and a short distance later Owen stopped at an elevator and pushed the button to summon the lift. While they waited, Esme studied the king’s expression and saw he looked tense. He didn’t look at her, and when the doors opened he led her inside without a word. Owen selected the ninth floor, then leaned against the back wall as the elevator began to rise. Esme matched Owen’s position against the wall, also silent.  
 
    He’s probably less confident in me than I am.  
 
    Feeling foolish, Esme took a breath. “If you want to send me home and pick another alterni, I understand.”  
 
    This pulled Owen from his own thoughts, and his expression softened. “No, you’ll be fine. The alterni aren’t always kick-ass cavali. Three in the past were crippled when they arrived to our world, you know.” 
 
    She hadn’t known this, and it made her feel oddly better.  
 
    “I watched the video of your summono test, and I have to agree with Hakim that you were the right pick. You’re brave. You care about others even if it means throwing yourself in harm’s way. Those are good qualities. Not all alterni have had them, and their kings suffered for it. I’d rather you be weak and defenseless than arrogant and stupid.” 
 
    Esme chuckled at this round-about compliment. “Thanks, I guess. But the point of my being here is that I help you. I don’t want to be dead weight – emphasis on not wanting to be dead anything.” 
 
    The corner of his mouth lifted in a grin. He’d stopped moping whenever the other Esmes’ deaths came up, so that was a good sign. She couldn’t say they were friends yet, but they understood each other now. He still put up a defensive wall from time to time, but she’d found ways to break through. 
 
    We’re king and alterni. Partners. We should know each other better, shouldn’t we?  
 
    She sighed. “I appreciate that you’ve promised to protect me, but I’ve been thinking about it. I don’t want you to have to constantly save me as we battle malevolenci. That’s not fair to you. So, I’d welcome suggestions on how to be useful.” 
 
    Owen nodded at the closed elevator door. “That’s why we’re going to Roman. I have my fingers crossed you’ll be better at the magic side of fighting malevolenci. Your main job is to connect with the magic only alterni can use. I can fight and shoot and attack the malevolenci, but I can’t use magic to affect the rifts. That job is on you, so conjuri training is what you’ll focus on from now on.” 
 
    No pressure, she thought with a chill. If I’m not good at magic either, I’m absolutely no use to this world. 
 
    Owen was still explaining. “Roman and his colleagues taught a few Esmes to be pretty good at hand spells. I’m hoping you’ll have a knack for it too. And, most importantly, you need to learn the termino spell that closes the rifts.”  
 
    She’d wondered about this. “If these spells are the most important part of my job, why didn’t we start there?” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “I wanted to make sure you could defend yourself first. This war is getting out of control, but I don’t want to rush you into the field before you’re ready.” 
 
    “Oh… But I suck at fighting.”  
 
    “Yes.” He grinned at her. “Like I said, there are other ways to fight. I won’t lie – conjuri training is harder to master than cavali training. That’s why we have so few conjuri but thousands of cavali. I thought it’d be easier for you to begin your training like most of us, but maybe magic is your best shot at surviving.” 
 
    She swallowed.  
 
    If I’m not good at magic, I’m not only worthless – I’m likely to die. And I have to get good fast! I already wasted three weeks in cavali training, and Owen needs me in the field ASAP. 
 
    She looked up at the king. “Has an alterni ever failed at magic?”  
 
    Owen met her eyes with a serious look. “No. Some are better at it than others, I’ll admit. With the alterni that aren’t so good, we have to bring an experienced conjuri in the field to make sure the alterni get the termino spell right. That takes time we usually can’t afford.” 
 
    It’d be like having a magical babysitter, she thought. I hope I don’t- 
 
    “Fortunately,” Owen continued, “sensing the rifts comes naturally to you alterni. At the very least, you’ll be able to direct us to new ones that open. We’ll just have to cross our magical fingers you’ll be good at hand spells…and the termino.” 
 
    She took a breath. 
 
    Owen gave her a small smile. “An alterni’s talent with magic depends on the alterni. And I have faith in you, Esme.” 
 
    She couldn’t tell if he really did or if he was just desperately hoping she could do this. 
 
    “Put your training with Lexi and me out of mind. It doesn’t matter that you suck. We tried it, and now we’re moving on. Focus on this new task ahead. You can’t defend yourself as a cavali, so that means you have to be extra good as a conjuri. And that means a lot of work. Got it?” He sounded very much like a king giving orders. 
 
    Esme took a breath and nodded.  
 
    Right then the elevator dinged, and the doors opened. Owen stepped into a hall lit from above with sparkling chandeliers, and the light cast a yellowish hue onto the marble tile and marble walls. The long hall dissected the Capiti through the middle, and at either end stood a tall, exterior window. Only two doors led from the hall, one on either wall, and Owen went to the door on the right. This he opened without knocking.  
 
    Once through, Esme’s jaw dropped.  
 
    This entire side of the Capiti was one big, wide library. It was two stories high, and staircases on either side of the door curved up to a wide balcony running around the exterior walls. The room’s floors, stairs, railings, and support pillars were made of wood. A wide carpet lay in the center of the open floor. On every wall, bookshelves stretched from floor to ceiling, parting only where the walls held windows. The long, curtained windows allowed sunlight in, but old-fashioned lamps stood on small study tables. Looking up, Esme discovered a fantastic mural depicting warriors from bygone eras battling malevolenci monsters.  
 
    Wow, she thought as her artist’s heart skipped a beat. That is gorgeous. The colors, the clarity… And that panel there looks so much older than the one next to it. Is this patched together, copied from different works?  
 
    Esme tore her gaze from the ceiling mural and examined the rest of the room. Against the far wall stood the largest, longest table with many high-backed leather and wood chairs. Old books the size of atlases were stacked in no discernable order across this table. Esme examined the shelves again. They were so jam-packed that it was impossible to tell where the books on the table had been pulled from. Then Esme spotted the sliding ladder that ran on a track around the lower level’s shelves.  
 
    Ooh. That looks fun.  
 
    “Good day, Master Conjuri,” said the king beside her.  
 
    Esme pulled her attention from the ladder and looked back to the main table as two chairs scooted back. The Master Conjuri, Roman, rose out of one chair and turned to face them. He looked as Esme remembered – rotund, hairless, and wearing white robes. The second chair’s occupant stood as well. She was a lovely, older, dark-skinned woman with narrow reading glasses. She also wore white robes.  
 
    “Esme,” said Owen as he gestured toward the pair of conjuri, “you remember Roman. And this is Ada Pound. Ada’s specifically assigned to teach alterni hand spells. She’s worked with each of your alterni and my Uncle Trent during my father’s reign.” 
 
    Ada looked at the king over her glasses with the hint of a smile. “And I was an exceptional cavali in my day, don’t forget that.” 
 
    Owen pointed a finger at her in agreement. “Too true. Anyway-”  
 
    Esme whispered, “Are either of them…” 
 
    He sighed and closed his eyes. “Both human. Completely human. But they’re the two most powerful conjuri in the Order, so don’t take them for normal.” 
 
    She pouted but decided she had more important things to focus on. 
 
    Owen clapped his hands together and nodded at Roman. “I leave her in your care.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord.” Roman bowed to the king as Owen headed back for the door.  
 
    Esme hadn’t needed a goodbye, but she turned and watched Owen leave her without another word. After a courage-summoning breath, she faced the conjuri.  
 
    The jowly old man pushed up his robe’s sleeves, which fell right back down, but this seemed a habit. “Come, Miss Kuchis. Have a seat.” 
 
    Esme tried to be respectful. “Thank you.” She moved to the chair Roman pulled out for her between his and Ada’s, and Esme scooted up to the table.  
 
    The woman in robes hadn’t shifted her gaze from Esme since Owen left. She appeared to be debating Esme’s worth. Finally Ada came out of analysis, pulled back her chair, folded her hands under her sleeves, and sat in her seat.  
 
    Esme tried not to squirm beside the hypercritical woman. 
 
    It sounds like Ada knows her stuff. Guess she’s earned the right to judge.  
 
    Esme looked at the books stacked on the table. The idea of learning magic was exciting. Less exciting since her many failures these past few weeks, but still… 
 
    Magic! And books. Honestly, I’m far more comfortable in a library than a gym. I have a slight edge here… Maybe I can be good at this. 
 
    She took a breath and looked at the Master Conjuri beside her. “Well, where do we start?” 
 
    “Here.” Roman pulled an ancient-looking tome in front of her and opened the cover.  
 
    Esme saw that the writing was done in ink, thankfully in English. She read the title on the front page. “The Chronicles of Kings, Volume I.” 
 
    “This book and its companions,” said Roman, pointing to the stack beside him, “hold the entire lineage of the Lord line. They tell of the battles our kings and alterni fought against the malevolenci.” 
 
    Ada folded her hands on the table. “You must learn as much as you can about what came before you. Learn from these alterni examples. See how those before you performed your same task. That is the wisest place to begin your education. Once you’ve learned what they did and why, then we’ll teach you how.” 
 
    Esme nodded and looked at the stack of books. “I agree. Good way to start.” 
 
    Ada’s quick blink suggested she was surprised by this. “Many before you failed to understand the gravity of your duty. I want you to thoroughly appreciate our history. During your first months with us, you’ll sit here, at this table, and read. Nothing else. No magic. No spells. You’ll read and broaden your understanding. After a few months, we’ll test you to see how much you’ve retained.” 
 
    Now’s the time, thought Esme. I can finally be impressive. 
 
    She tried not to smirk. “I don’t think it’ll take that long. Maybe a few weeks. Maybe.” 
 
    Ada made an “I told you so” face at Roman. Her voice grew more authoritative. “You’re just like your fourth alterni. She didn’t think this was important either, and when she tried to take on a flock of chiroptorx without learning what past alterni had done-” 
 
    “No…” Esme bit down her frustration at once again being compared to her alterni. Politely, she said, “I’m not like the fourth Esme, who I understand was a know-it-all bitch. I’m just saying I won’t need to spend months memorizing these books because-” 
 
    “There’s no excuse for-” 
 
    Roman held a hand out to silence Ada. “Wait a moment. Let’s hear what the alterni has to say.” He looked at Esme like he wanted to study her in his lab. “Do you have a gift you haven’t shared with us? We drew you from a rather ordinary world, but are you saying you’re one of the few with paranormal abilities?” 
 
    Esme turned to the books, wondering now. “Uh, no… I’m not a paranormal. Are you saying there are people from my world-” 
 
    Ada cut her off. “Never mind that. What’s special about you?”  
 
    Esme let it go, shrugged, and faced the book in front of her. “I have a photographic memory. They called it ‘eidetic’ when I was a kid, but that sounds snooty. According to the doctors my mom sent me to, I had one of the best memories they’d ever seen. As I’ve aged, it hasn’t faded. I’ve even trained myself to be better. Came in pretty handy as an artist when clients wanted portraits or landscapes.” 
 
    Ada looked at Roman in surprise. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    Roman shook his head at Esme with a frown. “You never mentioned this to Hakim during your interview. I read your file. Did you not tell the king?” 
 
    She felt guilty now and shrugged again. “I was saving it as my ace. And anyway, it hasn’t exactly helped me with my training thus far.” 
 
    It was stupid not to tell them. I’m no fighter, but I’ll be good at remembering spells and drawing symbols. Owen’s right – I need to get over sucking at combat and focus on this new task. I can do this. 
 
    Ada sat back and faced the bookshelves. When she spoke, her tone had softened, apparently now having some hope in her pupil. “How much can you retain? For how long?” 
 
    “Things that I don’t pay enough attention to fade. But with enough repetition, I can remember huge chunks of information indefinitely. My brain files away anything important, and I can usually pull it back up later. I’ve memorized everything by William Shakespeare, if that’s a helpful reference.” Esme looked around at the shelves. “I could do the same here with whatever you say I should.” 
 
    Ada nodded and also looked at the bookshelves, in her own thoughts. 
 
    Esme admitted, “People usually think this means I’m super smart. It’s more that… Well, I lock away memories like pictures or videos in my mind.” She glanced at the open book. “I’ll need your help to understand your history, I’m sure. I’m not saying I’m a genius. It’s just that I won’t forget anything if I focus on it. It won’t take me long to memorize whatever you think is important. Once I read it, I’ll carry it around in my head.” 
 
    “I see,” said Roman, scowling. “Yes, this will give you an advantage, particularly with the symbol spells, which are most important.” 
 
    Ada smiled at her for the first time. “I’d be happy to guide your studies, alterni.” She tapped the book in front of Esme. “For now, read our history. I’ll sit here and prepare your reading list. If you have any questions about the texts, feel free to ask.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Roman rose from his seat. “Meanwhile, I’ll return downstairs to the lab. If you need me, Ada, ring the bell.” 
 
    Esme wondered about this, but as Roman moved away she saw an old school bell sitting on a small table over by a lamp.  
 
    That bell? How would he hear that all the way down in the lab? 
 
    She dared to ask Ada, “Is the bell spelled? Does it get ten times louder when you ring it or something? Make a sound only Roman can hear?” 
 
    Ada chuckled and shook her head. “No, no. There’s an illuso carved onto the table that makes our phone appear as a bell. Roman doesn’t like phones, so it was a compromise.” 
 
    “Oh.” Esme was a smidge disappointed.  
 
    Ada called to Roman as he shuffled toward the door. “She may be ready for magic sooner than we thought. Send a tech to collect her blood sample. I suggest we begin construction of her castorca immediately.” 
 
    Esme scrunched her face. “My what?” 
 
    “It’s something you wear on your hand that allows you to access the magic of our world.”  
 
    “Oh…” Esme looked at Ada’s hands where they poked out from her long sleeves. “But you don’t have…” 
 
    Ada raised a dark, wrinkled hand and shook her head. “No, we natives do not require them. Only the non-paranormal alterni need a castorca to tap into this world’s power.” 
 
    “Oh, right… Why are you taking my blood?” 
 
    “No worries. It’s only a pinprick.” 
 
    “…’Kay,” said Esme uncertainly.  
 
    Behind them, Roman called back, “I’ll send a tech to collect a sample. Until later, good day, ladies.” 
 
    Once alone with the older woman, Esme faced Ada with a deep breath. “So. Reading day?” 
 
    “Yes, reading day.” Ada smiled. 
 
    Esme’s eyes drifted to the ladder against the bookshelves. “Can we make a deal? If I memorize this whole first book today, can I slide back and forth on that ladder? It’s a to-do on my bucket list.” 
 
    Ada turned to see the ladder, then laughed. She had a pleasant laugh. “You all ask that.” 
 
    Esme’s smile drooped. 
 
    “Oh, no, I didn’t mean…” Ada reached a hand to touch Esme’s. She sighed. “I don’t mean all of you. I meant many alterni in general. Trent Simons pushed that ladder around like a madman until I pulled him off. I’m told three of the Reubens during Byron Lord’s reign did the same. I guess it’s a good way to blow off steam.” 
 
    Esme chuckled.  
 
    Ada gave a small smile and pointed at Esme’s gray-dyed hair. “I can tell you’re trying to be distinct from the alterni before you. I’m sorry if you’re finding it difficult. I’m sorry if I’m treating you like that.” 
 
    For whatever reason, Esme was at ease talking to this woman.  
 
    She’s a long-lost grandmother type. Kind, wise, insightful. Even the initial criticism reminds me of my dad’s mom.  
 
    “It’s hard, yes,” Esme admitted. “I either feel like I’m not as good as they were, or else everyone treats me as if I’m exactly like them. And since you people are so used to us dying…that doesn’t feel great, either. The cavali already think I’m a failure. Roman doesn’t seem convinced I’m human.” 
 
    “Well, Roman is perhaps too much a scientist. But he takes our work seriously, so I know he’ll prioritize your training.” Ada paused. Her gaze wandered from book to book on the table. “The Order has an odd relationship with the alterni. We’ve gone cold where you’re concerned. It hurts us to grow attached, you understand. Many conjuri don’t think your kind are worth the effort – you keep dying, so why waste time training you properly when we can just summon replacements? It is a bit exhausting on our end. Most alterni don’t last a year, and then we have to train the next replacement all over again. Going through the training process with each of you means reliving the same experience, always with the same tragic result.” 
 
    Esme swallowed. 
 
    Ada smiled. “But I see your heart and head are in this, and I believe with your gifts you can excel. And quickly.” Her smile faded. “Which is good, because we desperately need your assistance.” 
 
    “I understand. The king, Hakim, and Lexi have told me the war’s not going well.”  
 
    “Yes, the malevolenci attacks in the past few years have been the worst I’ve seen in my lifetime. They’re the worst we’ve seen for centuries.” Ada sighed. “I’ll be the first to admit, Esme, that a few of your alterni were disappointments. But I have a good feeling about you. We need you to work hard.” 
 
    Esme nodded. “I will. And I appreciate your willingness to teach me.” 
 
    Ada’s expression again showed approval, and she reached for a book to read. “Okay, alterni. Memorize that volume, then we’ll see if you can slide that ladder faster than Trent Simons.”  
 
    Esme smiled and turned to begin the first volume of the Chronicles of Kings. She flipped the title page and found a generational list of kings and their alterni. 
 
    Holy crap. Owen wasn’t kidding about the numbers… 
 
      
 
  
 
   
 
   
    1st Lord – Cesare, origini Omet, 4 alterni 
 
    2nd Lord – Pasquale, origini Taavi, 12 alterni 
 
    3rd Lord – Massimo, origini Naois, 13 alterni  
 
    4th Lord – Ignazio, origini Fifna, 16 alterni 
 
    5th Lord – Gustavo, origini Mynogan, 8 alterni 
 
    6th Lord – Lucian, origini Ebo, 7 alterni 
 
    7th Lord – Dante, origini Elaine, 1 alterni 
 
    8th Lord – Rico, origini Ayako, 2 alterni 
 
    9th Lord – Tiberius, origini Rabiah, 1 alterni 
 
    10th Lord – Eglid, origini Devon, 30 alterni 
 
    11th Lord – Aaron, origini Teithi, 22 alterni 
 
    12th Lord – Phillip, origini Ula, 17 alterni 
 
    13th Lord – Wynn, origini Jesnia, 11 alterni 
 
    14th Lord – Vincent, origini Muriel, 15 alterni 
 
    15th Lord – Uriah, origini Vilem, 7 alterni 
 
    16th Lord – Peter, origini Bairrfhionn, 6 alterni 
 
    17th Lord – Nathaniel, origini Cocidius, 14 alterni  
 
    18th Lord – Benjamin, origini Owyn, 25 alterni 
 
    19th Lord – John, origini Allena 
 
    20th Lord – Edmund, origini Ura, 9 alterni 
 
    21st Lord – Andrew, origini Perth, 5 alterni 
 
    22nd Lord – Isaiah, origini Petric, 6 alterni 
 
    23rd Lord – Robert, origini Mavis, 5 alterni 
 
    24th Lord – Jonathon, origini Keelin 
 
    25th Lord – Luke, origini Stana, 8 alterni 
 
    26th Lord – Aiken, origini Darcy, 11 alterni 
 
    27th Lord – Cyril, origini Teodus, 13 alterni 
 
    28th Lord – Earl, origini Gabris, 2 alterni 
 
    29th Lord – Eli, origini Selma, 7 alterni 
 
    30th Lord – Serge, origini Tsuhgi, 1 alterni 
 
    31st Lord – Gian, origini Ruda, 2 alterni 
 
    32nd Lord – Eldwin, origini Zivan, 4 alterni 
 
    33rd Lord – Faran, origini Nami, 9 alterni 
 
    34th Lord- Wallace origini Regan, 17 alterni 
 
    35th Lord – Arthur, origini Azven, 26 alterni 
 
    36th Lord – Thomas, origini Cachamwri, 4 alterni 
 
    37th Lord – Samuel, origini Tristan, 7 alterni 
 
    38th Lord – Douglas, origini Arnost, 2 alterni 
 
    39th Lord – Gareth, origini York, 3 alterni 
 
    40th Lord – Vergo, origini Havel, 16 alterni 
 
    41st Lord – Lunden, origini Culain, 22 alterni 
 
    42nd Lord – Ned, origini Bobek, 6 alterni 
 
    43rd Lord – Fabian, origini Diva, 19 alterni 
 
    44th Lord – Orlando, origini Cahal, 13 alterni  
 
    45th Lord – Oswald, origini Frana, 17 alterni 
 
    46th Lord – Gabriele, Llyr, 4 alterni 
 
    47th Lord – Asa, origini Cepek, 20 alterni 
 
    48th Lord – Joseph, origini Ione, 13 alterni 
 
    49th Lord – Anson, origini Kirwin, 3 alterni 
 
    50th Lord – Enzo, origini Dosne, 2 alterni 
 
    51st Lord – Godric, origini Budislav, 1 alterni 
 
    52nd Lord – Timothy, origini Custennin, 1 alterni 
 
    53rd Lord – Freeman, origini Orin, 6 alterni 
 
    54th Lord – Matthew, origini Nola, 4 alterni 
 
    55th Lord – Stephen, origini Ignac, 2 alterni 
 
    56th Lord – Montgomery, origini Kaoru, 5 alterni 
 
    57th Lord – Franco, origini Akando, 11 alterni 
 
    58th Lord – Roan, origini Pachu’a, 3 alterni 
 
    59th Lord – Alfred, origini Gilda, 6 alterni 
 
    60th Lord – Sherwin, origini Ota, 6 alterni  
 
    61st Lord – Stuart, origini Jennyfer, 7 alterni 
 
    62nd Lord – Treddian, origini Kuba, 3 alterni 
 
    63rd Lord – James, origini Evelyn, 8 alterni 
 
    64th Lord – Virgil, origini Kayne, 24 alterni 
 
    65th Lord – Bryce, origini Jiri, 12 alterni 
 
    66th Lord – Kenton, origini Finnobarr, 5 alterni 
 
    67th Lord – Jeffrey, origini Ludek, 9 alterni 
 
    68th Lord – Lex, origini Berta, 3 alterni 
 
    69th Lord – Upton, origini Dal, 7 alterni 
 
    70th Lord – Paxton, origini Gwri, 10 alterni  
 
    71st Lord – Baxter, origini Dern, 15 alterni 
 
    72nd Lord – Wentworth, origini Boone, 24 alterni 
 
    73rd Lord – Jerome, origini Milos, 19 alterni 
 
    74th Lord – Hugh, origini Inness, 8 alterni 
 
    75th Lord – Grimm, origini Briannah, 2 alterni 
 
    76th Lord – Jason, origini Harvey, 4 alterni 
 
    77th Lord – Avery, origini Brittany, 5 alterni 
 
    78th Lord – Byron, origini Reuben, 21 alterni 
 
    79th Lord – Daniel, origini Trent 
 
    80th Lord – Owen, origini Esme,      alterni  
 
  
 
   
 
   
      
 
    Esme found this last blank unsettling.  
 
    I’m his ninth Esme. There will only be nine!  
 
    She turned the page. 
 
      
 
    Lord Cesare’s Reign 
 
    Five winters after inferno burned open our world, malevolenci spread far and wide, terrorizing our peoples. We conjuri, masters of magic, harnessed our gifts to fight the demons, protect the populace and guard our world. Our efforts were not enough. The great Cesare trained his armies in the ways of magic and battled the malevolenci. He hunted demons tirelessly, saving hundreds of villages. Yet still the desolate inferno remained open, and new rifts tore open in the darkest hours of night.  
 
    It was then our visitors from other worlds discovered the key to our salvation. They claimed to sense whenever a new rift opened, and they agreed to warn us when they did. Yet none of these blessed allies were strong enough to join Cesare and fight the malevolenci. We conjuri then cast the spell of summono once again, and the man we summoned agreed to fight with us. He learned our magic, and his ability to wield it was beyond what we’d hoped. He trained with Cesare, and a strong partnership was formed. Thus began our first effective offense of this war…  
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    A week went by. Mostly Esme had been shut up in the library, reading with Ada and occasionally Roman. Tonight, however, Owen had suggested a field trip. She knew her questions about other races were getting on his nerves, but he’d agreed to take her to his monthly meeting with the paranormal race representatives.  
 
    While Esme walked with Owen up a sidewalk, she again marveled at how normal the city looked. She’d always liked this district back home, with the old-fashioned lights strung across the street and flowering foliage rising from planters along the curb. It was hot and humid even now, after dark, but she wore sandals, white shorts, and a loose top that hung off her shoulders. Owen had picked her up straight from the police station, and he still wore his full uniform, which she had to admit left an impression.  
 
    “Where are we going?” she asked. 
 
    Owen led her across a street. “A kind old troll owns a barbecue restaurant up ahead. After-hours, Order paranormals gather to have a place of their own. I only visit monthly. I like to give the purebloods space and a sense that they’re free to live as they choose.” 
 
    Stifling a hundred questions, Esme stepped onto a new curb and hurried to match strides with the police chief king. She nervously wondered what she was about to walk into.  
 
    Purebloods! I wish I could read more on the paranormal races. Roman keeps shooing me away from the paranormal history shelves. But don’t I need to understand the paranormals if I’m to live here? What if I say or do something wrong? The pop culture here is weird enough – what about werewolf culture? Or werewolf pop culture… 
 
    Owen strode past an empty patio to the door of a restaurant. The hours posted by the entrance said the restaurant was closed, and the sign’s light was off. Even with the sign off, Esme recognized the illuso worked into the logo. The symbol gave off a faint glow, its spell shielding the restaurant from uninitiated eyes.  
 
    Esme looked through the windows and saw lots of people moving around tables and booths. She jumped when the king knocked on the door, and a second later it opened. A wonderful smoky aroma wafted outside, and although Esme wasn’t hungry, she almost drooled.  
 
    “Greetings, my lord,” said an unbelievably deep female voice. 
 
    Esme looked around Owen to see a stout, aged woman holding the door open for them. The woman wore an enormous apron with smears of sauce obscuring the words “Kiss The Cook” across the bosom. Under this she wore a flowery red dress that reached to her feet, which were crammed into yellow flats. Her hair was done in tight, grandmotherly curls. Her face was wide, sagging, with a broad nose, big lips, and beady eyes behind large, round glasses. She had yet to smile. 
 
    Esme tried not to stare. k'12 
 
    A real live troll! This must be the restaurant owner Owen mentioned. 
 
    “Thank you, Marybeth. You’re looking well.” Owen smiled at the troll, then back at Esme, and led her into the restaurant. “I hope you saved some ribs for me!” 
 
    Esme gave the troll woman a quick smile before surveying the rest of the scene. The restaurant itself was ordinary. A hostess station right by the door was currently unoccupied. The near wall had a long bar with liquor displays and reflecting mirrors. High-backed booths lined the far wall. Throughout the room, dining tables and chairs filled the open space. Modern industrial chandeliers that doubled as art hung at intervals from the metal ceiling. The front of the restaurant held one of those garage doors that could open to the patio on a nice day. Esme surmised that a hallway in the back probably led to bathrooms. An indoor fountain bubbled beside that hall, and on the other side stood doors to the kitchen. 
 
    As for the room’s occupants, here were the paranormals Esme was dying to meet. One table was surrounded by a group matching the general appearance of Marybeth. Seated at another table were eight short men with pointy noses and ears who chattered amongst themselves with great gusto. One booth was full of tall, gorgeous women that in another life Esme would’ve scouted on the spot as models. Their movements were fluid and ethereal, their laughing voices mesmerizing. A few burly werewolf men in cavali-black pants and boots – Esme could easily spot these by now – sat at a table and eyed the beautiful women. Still more unidentified men stood along the bar, sipping beers and speaking in whispered tones. 
 
    The restaurant fell silent as Owen led Esme into the room. Group by group bowed to the king. Once all were bowed, Owen returned the gesture of respect. Esme, not knowing Order customs, just stood there trying not to fidget. Soon enough, the crowd’s gazes swung from the king to Esme. At first they seemed perplexed by the newcomer, but then she saw looks of recognition.  
 
    Great.  
 
    Owen winked at her and entered the room. “Everyone, please welcome my new alterni. Esme’s eager to meet you, so I’ll leave you to introduce yourselves while the goblins and I take care of some Order financial business.” 
 
    Esme whispered at him, “You’re leaving me?” 
 
    “You’ll be fine. I’m not going anywhere. If you get overwhelmed, I’ll rescue you.” He turned to Marybeth beside them. “Bring me ribs when you can?” 
 
    The troll woman nodded, still appearing sullen. “I’ve saved a plate for you.” 
 
    “Excellent!” With that, Owen gave Esme’s arm a quick squeeze for comfort before walking to join the eight little men at their table.  
 
    Esme shook her head. 
 
    Goblins run the Order’s banking? 
 
    Marybeth reached out a meaty palm, and she shook Esme’s hand in a firm grip. Her low voice was inexpressive. “Pleased to meet you. Love the hair.”  
 
    Esme stuttered a reply, but the troll turned away and waddled toward the kitchen, presumably to fetch the king’s food. Self-conscious, Esme reached up to flip the part of her gray hair.  
 
    The beautiful women slid out of their booth. All wore formfitting iridescent dresses and impossible stilettos. Their hair was long and varying shades of blond, and their makeup was impeccable.  
 
    Esme again tried not to stare as they approached, although she doubted these women would mind. 
 
    These are the type who’d love to be approached by a model scout. But they are different… Is their skin sparkling, or is that just the light in here?  
 
    The closer Esme looked, the more unusual she found these women. Their iridescent dresses moved strangely as they walked, and Esme realized with surprise that the women weren’t wearing dresses at all. 
 
    Those are wings! They have wings wrapped around their bodies that look like dresses! I see it now. The crisscrossing on their shoulders is where their wings connect. Beautiful. A little risque too. But what race are they? 
 
    The clique’s apparent queen bee extended a manicured hand to shake with Esme. “Hi. I’m Piper. On behalf of the fairies, I want to say we’re thrilled you’ve come.” 
 
    Fairies! 
 
    “Thanks. It’s nice to meet you.” Esme smiled and admired their dress-like wings. “Those are beautiful.” She had another thought and couldn’t stop herself. “Do your men wear their wings like this too?” 
 
    The women behind Piper giggled and looked at each other, covering their smiles with dainty hands. 
 
    Esme mentally kicked herself. “Sorry if that’s a rude question. I don’t know anything about-” 
 
    “It’s not that.” Piper smiled at her. “For the future, you may wish to remember that all pureblood fairies are female.” 
 
    “Oh…” Esme glanced at the others and dared another awkward question. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Piper lifted a suggestive eyebrow, and Esme decided she didn’t want to know how fairies reproduced.  
 
    One of the other fairies stepped beside Piper. “If we could have a moment of your time, we’re wondering if you’d be willing to take our request to the king.” 
 
    Uh-oh. I don’t know anything about paranormal politics. What- 
 
    Piper still smiled. “You’re his alterni, after all. Who better to speak for us girls?” 
 
    “Uh…” 
 
    From somewhere behind Esme, a deep male voice said, “Cat balls, Piper. Leave her be. The alterni has enough to worry about without getting you sparklies into Hollywood.” 
 
    Piper frowned at whoever said this but returned her smile to Esme. “Well, we’ll talk later.” She winked. “Us girls have to stick together, right?” 
 
    Giggling, the whole group of fairies turned on their stilettos and returned to their booth.  
 
    Esme let out a breath and turned to see whoever had saved her. “Oh. Hi.” 
 
    The muscular Hoffman brothers stood against the bar behind her. They lived double lives as police officers and still wore their KCPD uniforms. Max and Dax could pass for twins, but she’d heard they were a few years apart. Both had dark, wavy hair and stubbly beards. Both nodded at her with attempted smiles. 
 
    They’re mixed blood werewolves, she remembered as she looked at the group of men they’d been sitting with. Why are they allowed at this meeting of purebloods? Huh. They seem respected by their…pack. Maybe werewolves aren’t as elitist as other races. 
 
    “Don’t pay any mind to the sparklies,” said Max, the younger brother. “Piper wants to get them into show business and thinks the king can pull strings to make it happen.” 
 
    Dax, the other brother, crossed his arms and muttered, “Like we don’t have bigger problems.” 
 
    “Yeah.” This was all Esme had to say. She couldn’t help but remember seeing these two critique her as she’d trained with Lexi.  
 
    “Hear you’re working with the Master Conjuri now,” said Max.  
 
    “Yes. And Ada Pound.”  
 
    For the first time, Max looked pleased. “Ah, Ms. Pound. Damn good cavali in her day.” 
 
    “So she keeps telling me.” Esme grinned. 
 
    Dax still looked unsure of her. “Are ya better with magic than you were in the gym?” 
 
    “I hope to be.” She looked up at him and tried not to glare. “Ada says I’m learning fast, but we’ve only been reading the Chronicles of Kings for now.” 
 
    Dax looked at his brother. “Told you. Not even teaching her the termino yet. Do the conjuri think we have all the time in the world?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Max frowned at Esme and turned with his brother to move farther up the bar.  
 
    Esme’s confidence wasn’t exactly bolstered by this exchange. 
 
    As she watched the departing Hoffman brothers, her gaze dropped to one of the goblins carrying two drinks on his way back to his table. When his path crossed with Dax and Max’s, the little man glared without fear at the bigger men. Shaking his head, the goblin then shuffled over to Esme.  
 
    “Pay them no mind,” he said with a bite to his tone. “Werewolves don’t tend to be intellectual. They’ve little use for books, even mixed bloods like those two who can’t go full doggie.” 
 
    With that, he waddled back to the goblin table with his drinks.  
 
    Esme didn’t know what reaction to have. 
 
    What a weird kind of racism. How the hell does Owen navigate all this? 
 
    She looked over to see that Marybeth had brought the king his slab of ribs, and Owen had his sleeves rolled up as he dug into the meal. He waved a gooey rib at the goblin across from him as they continued their discussion. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    Esme jumped as another troll greeted her, but she recovered with a smile and shook his hand. The rest of the trolls stood in a line behind him. She shook hands with the whole group, who then returned to their table once done with the obligatory greeting. Marybeth sat at their table, and she nodded at them like they were obedient children… Were they her children? 
 
    When Esme was alone again, she faced the bar and saw a lean, fair-complected, middle-aged man with long, smooth, blond hair. He wore a gray tailored suit and set a martini glass on the bar before turning her way. His pale blue eyes met Esme’s, and he smiled as he came to stand before her. He took her hand in his and bowed, then stood with her hand clasped in both of his.  
 
    “Oliver Leaflen, at your service.” His voice was lovely, with an accent she couldn’t place. “I’m sorry to hear the Hoffman brothers were a bit rude. Allow me to apologize on behalf of the paranormals. We elves, in particular, appreciate that you’re studying before jumping blindly into battle.” 
 
    “Ah. Thank you.”  
 
    Is he ever going to give back my hand? But he seems nice. An elf! Is his long hair hiding pointed ears?  
 
    She remembered a story she’d read. “The seventh king’s last alterni was an elf, wasn’t she?” 
 
    Oliver’s eyes lit with surprise. “Yes, indeed. Elaine, defender of the elven home world. My people have many ancient stories about our heroes, but Elaine was always my favorite as a boy.”  
 
    Esme smiled. “So far in my reading, she’s one of my favorite alterni too.” 
 
    “Pleased to hear it! Of course, I’m partial to the Gabris, Llyr, and Dal alterni elves as well.”  
 
    She didn’t know these names. “I haven’t read that far yet.” 
 
    “Ah, then I’ll hold back spoilers.” Oliver smiled and patted her hand. “I hope we can talk longer another time, but I only came to meet you quickly before hopping on a plane.” 
 
    “Oh? Where to?” 
 
    “New York. One of my leprechaun clients got into a bit of legal trouble, so off to court I go.” He released her hand. “It was a pleasure. Until our paths cross again.” After another short bow, he smiled and walked to the exit.  
 
    Esme chuckled to herself and looked around the room.  
 
    Goblin bankers. A troll named Marybeth who owns a restaurant. A fairy who wants to conquer Hollywood. Now a lawyer elf from the Big Apple. Could this get any weirder?  
 
    But as Esme watched the groups conversing at their tables, she realized that this was what passed for normal in this world. And it did seem to work. They each had jobs and functions and their own place in the Order. Occasional racist comments aside, they got along on friendly terms. Here in this room were the descendents of at least half a dozen different alt-worlds, herself included.  
 
    I have to figure out my place too. There’s so much to learn! I see what Owen meant about a paranormal melting pot. They’re used to it. It’s only us alterni that are outsiders anymore.  
 
    A loud goblin laugh distracted Esme from her thoughts, and she saw a little man with a cigar in his mouth motioning at Owen.  
 
    “You want funds for what?” another goblin asked the king. 
 
    “Come on, Gil,” said Owen, his fingers covered in sauce. “You know the pureblood werewolves can’t stay in urban areas during a full moon. They just want a place they can safely roam one time a month. Building a ranch on our land in Texas isn’t going to hurt anything.” 
 
    “Aye,” said a goblin across the table, “just like the special schools for trolls don’t hurt anything? Do you have any idea how expensive school desks are? And keeping the cafeterias stocked nearly drives us bankrupt every month!” 
 
    “The kids can’t help their growth spurts. If they eat a lot of food and accidentally break a few desks, it’s worth the expense. You want those kids to expose themselves to the ridicule they’d suffer in normal schools?” 
 
    The goblins grumbled and lowered the volume of their discussion. 
 
    Esme smiled as she watched Owen continue to convince them of his points. 
 
    He’s a good king. How weird is it that I’m a little turned on because he cares about troll children?  
 
    Out of nowhere, a beer bottle appeared in front of her face. She moved her head back in surprise and looked down the arm holding the beer.  
 
    The arm belonged to a very tall man standing beside her. He was young, somewhere in his late twenties, with a fit physique. He dressed like a lumberjack – a very clean, wealthy lumberjack. His hair was dark blonde and curly, and his beard was neat and trimmed. His eyes shone emerald green, and she didn’t think he’d blinked yet as he looked down at her with a smile. He smelled like the woods, a hint of pine wafting from his chest where he’d left the top button undone. 
 
    Esme smirked to herself, and a “ding” sound of approval went off in her head.  
 
    I’d scout this guy. But I know that smile. No luck here, dude. You’re definitely the tall type I’ve learned to avoid. 
 
    “Hi.” The man lifted the beer again. “You looked like you could use one of these.” 
 
    “I could use five, but thanks.” She took the bottle, mostly to give her hands something to do.  
 
    What is this guy? He’s too well-groomed to be a werewolf. Jinn? Is that a Cajun accent? 
 
    “And you are?” 
 
    “Joe.” He reached out with his own beer and clinked her bottle, then leaned back against the end of the bar and grinned at her like they were in on a joke. “How you handling the circus so far?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Everyone’s been great.” Esme noticed Marybeth sitting at a table, staring at her with an unsettling expression. “Well, I’m not sure our host likes me.” 
 
    Joe swallowed a swig, looked to see Marybeth, and chuckled. He leaned in close as he spoke, his piney scent filling her nostrils. “Don’t worry about the old girl. That’s just her resting troll face.” 
 
    Esme smiled at this but stopped herself from laughing.  
 
    “I like this.” Joe took the liberty of touching a lock of her hair. “Haven’t seen it on one of you before.” 
 
    Her smile faded.  
 
    Oh, no. Please tell me none of my alterni have fallen for this guy. My opinion of me would sink.  
 
    She tried to remain polite. “So I’m not your first alt-Esme?” 
 
    “Hmm.” Joe looked across the room, biting his lip to hide a guilty smile. “Let’s just say fairy Esme and I were well acquainted.” 
 
    This information was a shock for a few reasons. “Wait, what? One of my alterni was a fairy?” 
 
    “Yes. Esme Six the Sparkly.” He smiled. “That’s what she let me call her.” 
 
    Esme gaped and tried to remember everything she’d heard and read.  
 
    Well, several alterni over the centuries have been from paranormal worlds. That’s not surprising – they’re powerful purebreds since they came directly from the alt-worlds. But some of my alterni were paranormals? Why didn’t anyone bother to mention this? When I first asked Roman, he brushed it off, so I thought that meant… 
 
    “Were any of my other alterni paranormals?” 
 
    “Not sure. But my Esme said she wasn’t the only paranormal at her summono.” 
 
    Esme ran through the few versions she’d met. “I wonder if any at my summono were.” 
 
    “Hmm. Was there a freakishly pale alterni? Like an albino that was creepy thin?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That was one. Vampire. They give me the creeps.” Joe made an overdramatic shiver. “Esme Six said the vampire Esme was at her summono too. Weird that the Master Conjuri would summono that Esme in two different castings if they didn’t wanna pick her.” 
 
    Esme blinked, speechless.  
 
    How weird! Why didn’t anyone tell me I have paranormal alterni? I had to hear it from this sleazeball! 
 
    She glanced at Owen where he sat with the goblins. 
 
    Well, Hakim didn’t bother to tell me he has paranormal blood. Owen is pretty blasé about this too. So are Roman and Ada. They probably haven’t told me because they don’t think anything of it. Really, I should’ve guessed- 
 
    Joe touched her arm, trailing a finger along her bare shoulder. “If you want, we can drive out to my cabin and I’ll tell you more about the Esme I knew.” 
 
    Esme looked at Joe, his face close to hers. There was something about him she couldn’t figure out. That woodsy scent… His emerald eyes… His seductive voice… 
 
    A sick feeling of vertigo washed over Esme’s body, like gravity was suddenly all wrong. She tottered and leaned into Joe. After a shake of her head to regain her composure, the sensation faded enough to stand straight again.  
 
    “Whoa, there!” called Owen.  
 
    Esme snapped back to her surroundings and saw Owen hurrying over. At the sight of the king, Joe pulled away from Esme and stood tall. Esme looked from him to Owen in confusion. 
 
    “Time to go, Esme.” Owen gave the taller man a fake smile. “Good to see you. Stay out of trouble.” He took the beer from Esme, returned it to Joe, and put a hand on Esme’s back to usher her away. “Shall we?”  
 
    They hurried to the restaurant’s front door, and Esme made a quick wave to Marybeth and the table of trolls. Owen led her through the exit, then paused once outside on the dark sidewalk. Esme continued to the curb and took a breath of the humidity and dirty city, but even that was better than the smell of Joe stuck in her nose. When she turned, she found Owen standing with his back to the restaurant, his arms crossed, a look of annoyance on his face. 
 
    “What was that guy?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, for starters, he’s a nymph.”  
 
    “Uh…” Esme made a face. “Which definition does this world use? Back home, ‘nymph’ usually applies to a woman, but it can mean either a mythological, nature-based deity or a sex-crazed-” 
 
    “It means both things here too.” 
 
    “And Joe is…” 
 
    “Mixed blood option A. Full-blown option B.”  
 
    “Oh.” Esme had to laugh. “Well, you needn’t have worried. Part sex god or no, he was too tall for me.” 
 
    Owen smirked. “Yeah, Hakim might’ve mentioned something about that in your file.”  
 
    The king started the walk back to where they’d parked. Esme, in her own thoughts, looked around at the pedestrians strolling along the sidewalks. She saw groups of laughing teens, couples walking hand in hand, and an occasional loner dressed for work somewhere in this hip part of town. None of these were in the Order, as far as Esme could tell.  
 
    With a side glance, Esme watched her walking companion. Owen once again appeared to be in his own thoughts, but Esme wondered if he was in a sharing mood.  
 
    He’s supposed to be my partner. I think we’re friends. He’s got a lot of baggage where I’m concerned, sure, but I know he’s trying. Will he tell me the truth? So often, I get the feeling that they’re not telling me…something. Have I stumbled upon what that is? 
 
    She forced herself to ask, “Joe told me the sixth Esme was a fairy. Is that true?” 
 
    Owen glanced at her but kept walking. “Yes. Sorry we didn’t tell you. The seventh Esme totally freaked out about it. We thought it might be best not to tell you.” 
 
    She sighed. “Just when I thought things couldn’t get any weirder… Anything else you’re not telling me?” 
 
    “As I’ve said, if there’s anything you want to know about your alterni, just ask.”  
 
    Esme frowned. 
 
    That doesn’t answer my question.  
 
    She glanced at Owen, but he kept his eyes on the sidewalk. A bad feeling crept in, and she realized there was more to why they hadn’t told her. 
 
    They don’t expect me to live. Why bother teaching me about the paranormals? I’m not here to be a citizen – I’m here to be the king’s alterni and save everyone from malevolenci. To the Order, that’s the point of my existence, so nothing else is important. They don’t think it matters for me to know that my alterni were paranormals. They want me focused on training… I bet the Order has a well-practiced list of what’s necessary to get us alterni up and running. Learning how to fit into this world isn’t a part of that equation, since most of us die so soon. 
 
    Esme frowned at the pavement. 
 
    Maybe once I pass my Order trial they’ll treat me like I belong. I am going to live, thank you very much! 
 
    She glanced at the king again. 
 
    At least Owen’s trying to treat me like a real person. He brought me to meet the paranormals, didn’t he? He didn’t have to do that… Although, he might’ve just brought me because he’s sick of my unending questions. Ha! Be careful what you ask for – now I know at least one version of myself slept with a nymph! 
 
    Esme chuckled to herself and shook off her pouting. As they walked under hanging lights, she asked, “So Marybeth’s barbecue is pretty good, huh?” 
 
    “It’s amazing. Anyone who tells you trolls can’t cook is a racist fool. Make sure Thaddeus takes you there sometime. Or I could bring you if I have time this week.” 
 
    Esme sighed. 
 
    I really want my own car.  
 
    She looked at Owen as they turned a corner. “Did the goblins give you the funds to build that werewolf ranch?” 
 
    He smiled. “Yep. It took some convincing, but I always get my way in the end. Perk of being the king!” 
 
    She laughed. As they walked toward his car, she continued to look around the city that felt so similar to her childhood home, but was so different. 
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    It was late. Hakim was tired and full from the Chinese takeout Owen had brought to their meeting. They’d covered dozens of cavali reports already, but Hakim leaned over his desk and tapped a pad to bring up a new email. Then he checked the screen of his computer. Then he flipped a few pages on a notepad.  
 
    “Well?” Owen stood looking out the window at the night sky, his hands in his pockets.  
 
    Hakim confirmed the numbers and sat back in his chair. “Three rifts have opened around Kansas City since Esme’s summono. That brings our total to thirty-three.” 
 
    Owen turned from the dark window and stepped forward, leaning on the opposite side of Hakim’s desk. He let out a heavy sigh. “Esme hasn’t sensed any of them opening. That’s not good. Every alterni’s been able to-” 
 
    “Small rifts only cause slight vertigo, right? All the new rifts have been small. Only spindlox came through. So it’s possible the new rifts didn’t cause enough pull to alert Esme. It might not be strong enough for her to realize what she’s sensing.” 
 
    “But thirty-three rifts sit open around this city while we wait for her to be ready?” 
 
    Hakim frowned. “Yes.”  
 
    “What about the rest of the U.S.? Canada? Mexico?” 
 
    “Five more around the country. Two in Canada. One in Mexico.” 
 
    “And Europe?” 
 
    “Still four. They’re old and well guarded. Nothing new there since the last alterni closed the rift in Germany.” 
 
    “Asia?” 
 
    “Three. Again, all old with cavali posted to guard them.” 
 
    “Africa?” 
 
    “Two.” 
 
    “South America?” 
 
    “Two.” Hakim remembered the newest email. “Three. Loukas reported one opened in Chile last night. But only a single felicox came out. They have it under control.” 
 
    Owen blew out his lips and sat in the chair behind him. With another heavy sigh, he ran a hand through his hair. “We need Esme.” 
 
    “Ada thinks she’ll be ready to cast soon. Roman says she’s learning quickly, maybe faster than any alterni before her. She’s only been with them two weeks, Owen. Have some patience.” 
 
    Owen paused, then nodded.  
 
    Hakim tapped a pen on his desk and sighed. “I know I sound like a broken record, but we need to have faith in Esme. She has a crazy smart brain – which I wish she’d bothered to tell me, but no hurt feelings – so that works in our favor. She’s almost there.”  
 
    “I know. I’ve talked to Roman and Ada too.” Owen paused and picked at something on his jeans. “It’s getting harder and harder to not tell Esme how bad things are. I feel like I’m lying to her.” 
 
    “Are you changing your mind about telling her everything?” 
 
    Owen hesitated. “Not yet. If the legends are wrong and her magic isn’t as powerful as we think it’ll be…” 
 
    “She’ll feel hopeless.” Hakim frowned in agreement. With another thought, he had to smile. “It’s funny how quickly this one’s won me over. I like her.” 
 
    Owen nodded, his eyes still on his jeans. “Me too.”  
 
    Hakim was surprised by this admission, but he let it go for now. He looked at the clock and stood from his desk. “Sorry, but I need to get home. It’s way past my bedtime.” 
 
    Owen grinned up at him. “You’re part jinn. Can’t you just curl up in a lamp here in your office?” 
 
    “Nope. Too cramped.” Hakim smoothed his tie and grinned at his friend.  
 
    Owen shook his head with a smirk and rose from the chair, then headed for the door. “I’ll see you tomorrow, if the world’s still standing.”  
 
    “Right. Sweet dreams.” 
 
    Hakim watched the king leave, then looked at his desk. Owen had left his takeout carton sitting on the far side of the desk, and soy sauce had splashed onto one of Hakim’s folders. He sighed and moved to clean up before he called it a night.  
 
    Such a slob, thought Hakim. I really need to find that man a woman. Taking care of Owen isn’t a job I can keep up alone. 
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    Esme was glad they’d given up on combat training, but she’d agreed with Owen’s suggestion that she exercise on the Capiti treadmills. After hours of sitting in the library, it was a good way to burn off energy.  
 
    Two times in as many weeks, she’d been on a treadmill when cavali ran into the exercise room. They’d reported a stray malevolenci or new rift sighting, and men scrambled out of the gym to go monster hunting. Esme had asked if there was anything she should do, but the cavali either ignored her or ordered her to stay put.  
 
    Angry now, she increased her speed on the treadmill. 
 
    Can they give me orders? What’s my ranking here? Obvs I answer to the king and Roman, but… Oh, well. I’m still the newbie, whatever my rank. 
 
    As she continued to run, she thought about everything she’d studied so far. The Chronicles of Kings were fascinating, and by now she had a few volumes memorized. At first it read like an epic fantasy, but along the way bits and pieces had sounded familiar from things Hakim and Owen had told her. She had her favorite kings and alterni, and she thought she’d learned from them what to do if she encountered similar species of malevolenci. 
 
    Testing her memory, she tried to picture certain passages. 
 
      
 
    King Eglid’s third Devon alterni was a beloved hero amongst our people. Attuned to opening rifts, he miraculously led the king to rifts before any malevolenci appeared. Devon’s way of battle was simple but powerful. Standing before an opening rift, he held his ground and cast hand spells against whatever demon tried to invade. King Eglid matched his bravery and stood at an angle, his bow and arrow poised and ready. King and alterni were so swift and deadly that no malevolenci crossed the rifts during this Devon’s life. The demons fell dead in their own world, and Devon cast the termino to seal their fate.  
 
      
 
    Esme frowned. 
 
    Yeah. But that Devon was a partier and drank himself to death. Eglid went through a record of thirty-one partners. Doesn’t sound like he lived a happy life. The guilt of losing that many alterni drove him to suicide. A dramatic suicide too – throwing himself off a cliff! 
 
    She pictured another passage, this one fueling more optimism. 
 
      
 
    Deep in a Romanian forest, King Wynn and his twelfth Jesnia alterni fought a crustacox herd stampeding from a rift. King Wynn slashed his sword and cut the tentacles from a hundred demon mouths, holding them back from a nearby village. Meanwhile, Jesnia used her castorca to draw on this world’s magic and cast the termino. Her spell tore the rift apart, cutting off the stampede inside. The demons trapped in our world found themselves cornered between king and alterni. The herd charged, but Jesnia cast a fire spell that surrounded the crustacox. She squeezed the fire ever tighter until the demons crushed each other in their attempts to stay clear. At the same time, King Wynn cast a lightning spell at the herd, and the shock killed most and forced others to flee into the fire.  
 
      
 
    That was King Wynn’s last alterni. They both lived into old age. Some alterni make it. King Dante only had two partners, and his second Elaine lived for another hundred years – helps that she was an elf. King John and his origini Allena got married and lived happily ever after. On the other hand… 
 
    Fast forward hundreds of years, and there were stories of Owen’s grandfather. Byron Lord had had twenty-two Reubens, and Esme had to agree that Byron was careless with their lives. The stories spoke of Byron’s bravery and skill, but he’d sought glory for himself rather than successful partnerships.  
 
    But, she reminded herself, then there’s Owen’s father. I see why Owen looked up to Daniel’s origini.  
 
    She smiled as she pictured a passage from this volume.  
 
      
 
    Trent Simons was a clever warrior. He spent hours studying each malevolenci species, seeking to understand their strengths and weaknesses. When the largest record of chiroptorx came through a rift, he lured the flock into a remote barn by piling dead rats (a chiroptorx delicacy) inside. King Daniel locked the flying beasts in the barn, and the king shouted war cries while tossing in a hand grenade. Not one chiroptorx made it out alive.  
 
    The very next day, Trent took advantage of the felicox fear of water and cast a rain spell to create a lake around an opening rift. The emerging felicox scrambled back from the rift and refused to invade. With the rift clear, King Daniel shot a missile into the demons’ world, and Trent drew the termino to collapse the rift before the explosion. 
 
      
 
    Esme slowed her pace on the treadmill.  
 
    No stories on Owen yet. Do they only publish a king’s book once he’s died? Seems that way. Roman must be writing things about each of my alterni now, but that’s not the kind of thing he’d be willing to show me. Oh, well. If I want to know anything, I can always ask Owen.  
 
    Everything she’d learned about the history of the Order was fascinating. The Chronicles of Kings spelled things out like a scientific study, reporting numbers and dates and methods of killing malevolenci. Roman seemed pleased when she’d made this observation. Ada was happy with her ability to memorize the weaknesses of each malevolenci species.  
 
    Esme frowned, nearly pouted. 
 
    They still won’t let me practice casting. It makes sense, I guess. This isn’t something they’re teaching me for fun. Most cavali have a hard time with simple hand spells, and even kings have struggled. The conjuri are the only ones capable of casting symbol spells. It takes most of them years of training, and that’s the level they’re expecting me to reach as soon as possible. Not just reach – surpass.  
 
    She grabbed her water bottle for a drink. 
 
    But I’m an alterni, and that’s supposed to give me an advantage – this world has magic only we outsiders can use. Can I master the alterni symbol spells? I’ve memorized how to draw the senso and the termino, but can I cast them using magic? What if I can’t make them work? 
 
    By the time she hopped off the treadmill and showered, the gym floor of the Capiti was silent. With the cavali gone, Esme tossed her bag over her shoulder and headed for the elevators. She looked at her watch – 11:46 p.m.  
 
    Part of my job is to be a night owl. I’m not tired yet. Guess I’ll go home and get in a few more hours of drawing. 
 
    As she rode the elevator to the sublevel garage where Thaddeus would be waiting, she adjusted her bag. She didn’t think Roman had seen her borrow the book on symbol spells. She already had a few burned into her memory, and she had notebooks at home filled with practice drawings.  
 
    Esme rubbed her thumb against the familiar callus on her drawing hand’s middle finger. 
 
    I’ve got the senso and termino spells down. Still, taking another look couldn’t hurt.  
 
    Along with secretly practicing the symbols, Esme had made mental notes of how Ada moved her fingers when showing Esme hand spells. The past few nights, Esme had stayed up late, replicating the hand moves and teaching herself small defensive spells. She couldn’t do anything magical yet – not without her castorca to strengthen her link to this world’s magic – but… 
 
    I keep making sparks off my casting hand. How is that possible? It’s a good sign for when I get my castorca and use the real thing. Hmm… Can I tap into this world’s magic already because my memory of spells is so accurate? Better not get cocky, though. I can’t screw this up. 
 
    She flexed the hand meant to wield magic and clutched the strap of her bag.  
 
    I have to prove to Roman and Ada that I’m ready to cast. Then hopefully it won’t be too many more weeks before they let me perform my final Order trial. Owen needs me in the field ASAP. I know they’re being careful with me and want me to be as prepared as possible, but- 
 
    The elevator dinged, and Esme pulled out of her thoughts. When the door opened, her eyes widened.  
 
    A row of cavali trucks was parked across from the elevator, and over two dozen cavali had unloaded from the trucks. The normally still, wide subterranean garage was abuzz with shouts, shuffling, and slamming truck doors. The cavali wore their standard black SWAT-like uniforms, but several were torn and muddy.  
 
    Three arguing men ran by the elevators.  
 
    “How did you miss that crustacox?” 
 
    “Your cameras were supposed to surveil the parking lot!” 
 
    “You stupid mutt, you set up the cameras in the first place!” 
 
    “Go hump a tree, nymph!” 
 
    A truck door slammed behind Esme, and she turned to see another group of three limping with less urgency toward the same door as the first trio. Their faces were pale and covered in scratches.  
 
    “Let us through!” a woman shouted. 
 
    Esme looked at the crowd loitering by the trucks. A woman with long brown braids and tattoos on her neck pushed a medical gurney through the parting crowd. Two cavali ran on either side, helping her direct the bed while shoving people aside. The patient was moaning and writhing in pain, and blood soaked the pad of the gurney where his left leg should’ve been.  
 
    They reached the elevator, and one of the men yelled at Esme, “Get out and give us room! We need to get him upstairs!” 
 
    Esme pulled herself together and tried to comply, but the gurney now blocked her exit. “I can’t-” 
 
    “By the gods, alterni! Are you completely useless?” shouted the other man. He stepped aside to give her space. “Out! Now!” 
 
    Esme squeezed by and almost fell. The cavali men didn’t spare her another word, and the woman push the gurney into the elevator.  
 
    One of the men cursed in a string of what she’d learned to be jinn. He said to his partner, “What’s more worthless than a novice?” 
 
    The other man sneered. “An alterni novice.”  
 
    This sounded like a well-rehearsed, familiar joke to them. Esme’s heart sank.  
 
    The elevator doors closed, and Esme was left with the cavali who hadn’t yet dispersed into the main building. Many had taken notice of her, and several glared.  
 
    “Esme,” said a deep voice behind her. 
 
    She started and spun to find Thaddeus looking down at her.  
 
    “We should go, miss. The king ordered me to find you and get you home. You don’t need to see this.” 
 
    Esme glanced back.  
 
    Don’t I? How many cavali died tonight? How many more will die before I’m ready? I have to move forward with my training! They can’t protect me until I’m an expert – these cavali need me to close the rifts now. I’ll learn on the job. 
 
    She took a shaky breath and nodded at Thaddeus. He turned to lead the way to where he’d parked the car. As she followed, she adjusted the bag on her shoulder.  
 
    I won’t be getting any sleep now. I’ve got practicing to do.  
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    Two weeks later, Esme had lost track of what day it was. All she knew was that she read in the morning, passed Ada’s quizzes in the afternoon, and practiced on her own at night.  
 
    Today was different, though. Ada had finally agreed Esme was ready to try her castorca.  
 
    Esme stood in the enormous magic lab and shuffled from foot to foot. The computers and other equipment along the side wall were unmanned, as Ada had suggested the techs clear the room while the alterni practiced. Esme and her teacher were alone, so at least there were no judgmental eyes. Instead, the malevolenci inhabitants of the metal and glass cages, which lined the other wall, were the source of Esme’s nervousness.  
 
    Her skin crawled as she looked at the enemy.  
 
    The gray-black smoke that shook off the demons as they moved was creepy enough. Then there were the chiroptorx, with long-beaked faces and bat-like, fibrous wings that flapped and beat against their confinement. Or the spindlox with their horrific bony legs. Or the crustacox with tentacles that sucked and left slime trails on the glass.  
 
    Esme gulped. 
 
    Knowing their names doesn’t make them any less terrifying.  
 
    She and Ada stood in the center of the open lab. Ada, ever in white robes, held a box with Esme’s castorca. This accessory consisted of a gold bracelet, a ring for each finger and her thumb, and chains that ran from the bracelet to each ring. The bracelet held a small red stone. This alterni stone was made from a mixture of her blood sample and sands from the original land of the Order. The stone apparently bonded her to this world enough to access its magic.  
 
    Esme had opted for comfort that morning, and her yoga pants and tank top didn’t exactly complement the extraordinary piece of magical jewelry. At least she didn’t have sleeves like Ada’s robes, so she could put on the castorca with ease.  
 
    Ada stood calmly, overseeing Esme’s application of the device. “Remember, our magic doesn’t work like the stories you heard as a child. We don’t cast with words. This world’s magic hangs in the air, always present but undetectable to the public.” 
 
    Esme nodded. “Like radio waves,” she remembered. “And the castorca allows me to play the waves like a harp if I know the right movements.” 
 
    “Precisely. It’s all in the movement of your hands.” Ada lifted an eyebrow behind her glasses. “Which, if your memory is as good as it’s proven to be thus far, you know better than half the conjuri.” 
 
    Esme smiled, trying to be equally confident.  
 
    “The symbols we create,” Ada added, “act to hold our spells once we’re no longer casting. These symbols continue to vibrate and pull magic. The vibrations fade over time, however, so we have to keep putting magic back into them to restart the vibrations.” 
 
    “Got it.” 
 
    Roman explained the summono. It depends on these magical vibrations more than any other spell. Sounds cool. They put sand from the Order’s original land in whichever world’s symbol they want to draw an alterni from. When he casts the summono, the sand vibrates as the magic connects with that symbol’s world. Then alterni pop into this world. If Roman wants to send an alterni back, he spells that symbol again so the vibrations work so hard they disintegrate the sand. Then those weird bubbles encapsulate that symbol’s alterni and – pop! – the alterni goes home. For those of us who stay, they clean up the sand and leave us here. If I want to go back, they’ll use new sand and pop me home- 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    Esme snapped back to her surroundings. “Yes.” 
 
    “First, a barrio spell.”  
 
    Ada walked over to a small cage. A spindlox, one of the bony-legged demons, was running laps inside the cage. Ada lowered her hand and positioned it over the burned barrio symbol in front of this cage. She spread her fingers as if tossing chicken feed, causing the burned symbol to crackle and turn to ash on the floor. The bubble-like shield of the barrio spell crackled and dissolved. Ada next made a motion like she was screwing in a lightbulb, and the ash on the floor spun in a mini-whirlwind. Ada flicked her hand, and the ash flew into an open trash receptacle.  
 
    Like it’s nothing. Will I ever perform magic so casually? 
 
    A squeaking sound drew Esme’s attention back to Ada. The older woman was pulling the small cage to the middle of the lab. Once it was isolated, Ada brushed her hands together, turned her back on the cage, and rejoined Esme.  
 
    “Okay. You know the barrio. Let’s see you do it.” 
 
    Esme took a deep breath and stepped forward toward the cage. The spindlox inside seemed to sense it was no longer confined by magic, and Esme paused to see what it would do. The little demon ran in faster circles around the cage and threw itself against the glass. A shrieking noise Esme hadn’t heard before exploded from the cage, and she covered her ears.  
 
    She looked back at her instructor. “Is that this asshole?” 
 
    “Yes!” Ada called over the noise. “The barrio blocked it before, but a spindlox’s cries can shatter glass if left unchecked for too long!” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    “Language, alterni!” 
 
    “Sorry! How the gosh darn heck do I make it stop?”  
 
    “Barrio!” 
 
    Esme turned back to the cage and uncovered her ears, since that didn’t help anyway. 
 
    Alright, you leggy bastard.  
 
    She reached out her hand with the castorca and focused. Slowly, she brought her fingers together, drawing power to her. She felt her castorca tingle. This felt bizarre, but Esme stayed focused and aimed her pointed, gathered fingertips at the bare floor in front of the shrieking spindlox’s cage. She pictured the symbol for the barrio spell in her mind. With this image locked in her sights, she stared at the floor and moved her fingers, mentally tracing the picture.  
 
    A burn sparked on the floor, and Esme’s heart skipped a beat. The burn spread and spiraled and turned in on itself as she completed the drawing. Once the whole symbol flared with sparks, it looked identical to the other cage’s barrio symbols. Esme summoned a bubble of magic in her castorca hand and flicked it at the symbol. A crackling bubble spread over the spindlox’s cage, then faded to invisibility. 
 
    The horrible shrieking stopped.  
 
    Esme sighed in relief and massaged her ear. A blink later, she realized what she’d done and saw the spindlox cowering against the back of its cage. It shook smoke and opened its mouth’s pincers, but no sound escaped the new barrio.  
 
    Esme looked back at Ada with a proud smile. “I did it.” 
 
    Ada took a step forward and examined the symbol. “I’d say so. It’s perfect. You’ll need to practice until you can draw the barrio in seconds. It’s a spell you’ll need often and quickly in the field.” 
 
    The older woman wasn’t one to gush praise, and she walked to another cage. She repeated her spells to remove the barrio symbol, but now Esme focused more on the malevolenci inside the cage. This was a crustacox, smooshed inside the glass walls. The brown exoskeleton of the demon covered everything except its small, clawed feet. Long, slimy, suction-cupped tentacles lashed out from where its head peeked from under the shell. The crustacox tumbled against the glass as Ada rolled the cage forward. With a look back at Esme, the conjuri put a hand on the cage’s lock.  
 
    Esme’s eyes widened. “You’re letting it out?” 
 
    “Yes. I want you to use hand spells now. All the defensive spells you can manage. If the crustacox loses focus on you and attempts to destroy the lab, I’ll stop it myself.” 
 
    Esme tried not to make a face.  
 
    Great, but what if it attempts to destroy me? 
 
    She took a deep breath and held her castorca hand at the ready.  
 
    Ada gave her a nod and released the cage’s lock. The spry old woman stepped back as the front of the cage swung open, and the crustacox took no notice of her. Instead, it emitted a deep bellow and charged out in a cloud of smoke.  
 
    Esme went with her first instinct and twisted her hand while thrusting her arm forward. The crustacox was instantly thrown to the side and fell hard onto the tiled floor. It sucked in its tentacles from the force of the blow, making a gross slurping sound. Its small legs worked frantically to right itself again, but before it could, Esme hit it with a freeze spell. Ice crystals formed over its exoskeleton. The crustacox’s tentacles lashed out and were longer than Esme had expected, and she jumped sideways as they whipped past where she’d stood a second earlier. She reached back and rubbed her thumb against the tips of her other fingers, and the flailing tentacles snapped at odd angles. The crustacox bellowed again and pulled back its tentacles. Esme hit them with another freeze spell by holding her palm out and tapping her fingers in the air similar to using a keypad.  
 
    With the whole crustacox frozen, Esme moved to its side. Her heart was slamming against her chest with adrenaline, but she thought of one last spell and lifted her arm over her head. She curled her fingers toward her palm and moved them like playing notes on a guitar. Making a fist, she slammed it down so the meat of her fist connected with the freezing, almost metallic exoskeleton. The force of the magical blow broke the frozen demon into thousands of pieces, and Esme twisted her hand around and around to create a whirlwind. This sucked in the pieces while leaving her unharmed in the center of the wind. Then she opened her palm wide, and the dismembered crustacox fell around her to the floor.  
 
    Esme breathed hard but felt pretty good. She looked back at Ada.  
 
    Ada faced Esme with eyes narrowed. “Have you been practicing the hand motions after our lessons?” 
 
    “No.” Esme shuffled her feet and tried not to look guilty. “I’ve just memorized everything, remember?” 
 
    “But your hand movements are perfect. And I’ve had enough discussions with Lexi to know you’re not that coordinated.”  
 
    “Yeah…” Esme shrugged. “Body coordination, bad. Hand-eye coordination, good. I’m a whiz at Tetris.”  
 
    That’s at least true. 
 
    Ada held up a hand. “Moving on.” With a sweep of her arm, she opened the spindlox cage from Esme’s first test. 
 
    Esme yelped and jumped away as the creature scuttled out of the cage.  
 
    Shit! Ada removed the barrio when I wasn’t looking!  
 
    The spindlox was not happy and shrieked anew. Esme hated that noise more than anything. In an angry rush, she waved her hand at the spindlox in a rapid “goodbye” motion, which made rippling shock waves that shot toward the spider-demon. It forgot about shrieking and hunched to hold its ground. Esme stopped waving, and the second she did the spindlox launched into the air at her. She tapped another keypad-like sequence and swept her arm, and the creature went flying into the wall between other cages. It broke a few legs on impact but flopped over and scuttled behind a cage.  
 
    You’re not hiding from me, you little bastard. 
 
    Esme focused on where she still saw one of its legs. Reaching forward, she made a clenching motion, curled her index finger, and whipped her arm around to the open front end of its original cage. The spindlox let out another terrible shriek and flew through the air in the direction she’d aimed, straight back into its cage. It slammed into the back wall, emanating a poof of flaky smoke. Before it could run out again, Esme was already there. She grabbed the cage door and slammed it locked. Quickly aiming her castorca at the floor, she drew the barrio symbol in half the time of her first one.  
 
    Esme stepped back, panting, and bent over to rest her hands on her knees.  
 
    Ada came to stand beside her. “Clean this mess. When you’re finished, head home for the day.” 
 
    Esme stood straight and brushed hair from her face. “Why? What did I do wrong?” 
 
    Ada snorted a laugh. “Nothing. You did absolutely nothing wrong.” She looked at Esme like she was trying to figure something out, shook her head, and walked toward the exit. “And when you’re done, leave your castorca in the box…for now.”  
 
    Esme looked at the box sitting on a table by the computer equipment.  
 
    “Be here first thing in the morning,” Ada called from the door. “We have much to teach you yet before your Order trial tomorrow night.”  
 
    “Tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Yes, Esme. You’re ready. Roman won’t believe you’re ready after one day, but from what I just saw… I’ll convince him you’re ready for your final test.” 
 
    Esme smiled. Then she looked at the crustacox mess. 
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    This was it. By the end of the night, the alterni would either fail or become a full-fledged member of the Order. 
 
    Anxious, Hakim stood beside the king and other spectators on the sidelines of the windowless trial chamber that ran parallel to the magic lab. The overhead lights lit up the whole space, though the main attraction lay in the center of the room. Here, Roman had prepared randomly placed, smoke-filled malevolenci cages. 
 
    They’re so horrid, thought Hakim as his eyes moved from cage to cage. I understand why Roman keeps malevolenci in the Capiti, but isn’t it asking for trouble? We are, after all, in the heart of downtown.  
 
    He looked around the walls. Illuso and barrio symbols covered the Capiti’s training levels. At least these spells kept the malevolenci trapped and undetectable from the outside world. They hid cavali weapons training too. That was obviously good, but Hakim had always felt the Order’s magic training was the more dangerous part of their program.  
 
    He lifted his gaze to a memorable burn mark on the high ceiling. 
 
    I’ve witnessed more than one trial where novices’ spells went wrong. 
 
    Today, however, the room was free of young conjuri. Only the white-robed elders stood on either side of Hakim and Owen. The king always took these trials seriously, and he wore his black cavali uniform, minus the helmet. Hakim and Owen hadn’t spoken much since arriving, but the somber conjuri standing with them talked amongst themselves while waiting for the trial to begin. A few, Hakim noticed, eyed the woman they were all here to watch.  
 
    Esme stood in the middle of the chamber, in front of Roman and Ada, listening to final instructions. The alterni probably hadn’t known how many conjuri would turn out for the event, and her gray head kept turning to glance at the audience. She wore the black undershirt, combat pants, and boots of the cavali. She didn’t look comfortable in the attire. 
 
    She better get used to it. If she passes this trial, she’ll ride to battle every night for the foreseeable future…  
 
    Hakim noticed Owen watching Esme.  
 
    Our hopes are high. So are our nerves. Esme’s only been here a little over a month, which to my recollection is less training than any alterni before her. Owen’s not happy about that… But Ada says she’s ready. 
 
    Hakim tried to distract his friend as they continued to wait. Leaning toward Owen, he said, “I have a confession. This Esme is my favorite.” 
 
    Owen was noncommittal, his thoughts elsewhere. “Hmm.”  
 
    “She’s funny.” 
 
    “Is humor going to keep her alive?” 
 
    Hakim ignored this. “She’s a hottie.”  
 
    “Like you care.” 
 
    “Well, not for myself. But she’s definitely your type.”  
 
    Owen turned with an appalled face.  
 
    Hakim rolled his eyes. “Not because she’s an Esme. I mean, she’s your type because she’s unique, in her own artsy way. She’s smart. Compassionate. And she’s got balls.”  
 
    “Now whose type are we discussing?”  
 
    Hakim shrugged. “I’m just saying, you’ve got an amazing woman in front of you. Maybe this partnership is exactly what you need.” 
 
    The king was silent, a familiar scowl on his face. 
 
    “Owen, listen. I know after that blind date I promised never to set you up again, but-” 
 
    “And don’t forget your brilliant fix-up with Lexi. Workplace romances are one thing, but that…” Owen snorted a loud, annoyed laugh. 
 
    Upon hearing this outburst, the pureblood elf beside them looked at Owen. The king smiled and bowed his head before giving Hakim a look. Then he returned to watching Esme.  
 
    Hakim made a face. “I admit, Lexi wasn’t my best fix-up. Fortunately, I hear she’s moved on.”  
 
    “Here’s hoping. But from now on, please remember you’re a fairy, not Cupid.” 
 
    “Must you be insulting? You know full well my alt-world ancestor was jinn, not fairy.” 
 
    “Either way, you ain’t Cupid. Stay out of my love life. I can get dates on my own.” 
 
    Now Hakim snorted a laugh. “Oh, really?” 
 
    “Have you forgotten high school? Or college? Hundreds of women wanted to date me.” 
 
    Hakim made a doubtful face and a squeaking sound. “I’ll give you dozens, but hundreds?” 
 
    “Hundreds.” Owen turned to put on a full show of manly overconfidence. “I could walk into any bar in Kansas City and leave with the most beautiful woman there.” He winked. “Being the chief of police makes me a catch, you know. You’d be amazed how well that uniform works.” 
 
    “Yes, I would be.” 
 
    Owen scowled, then cheered up as he remembered something and snapped his fingers. “And I’m a king. King. Hundreds of women in the Order would kill to be with me.” 
 
    “Again with this hundreds thing. I think your royal lordship is overshooting-” 
 
    “But no, I need your help,” Owen joked. He tugged at Hakim’s ever-perfect tie. “I’m supposed to listen to you and fall for Esme, a woman you claim has balls.” 
 
    Hakim caught movement behind Owen and tilted his head to see around his friend. There stood Esme, her arms crossed, glaring at the back of Owen’s head. Hakim froze and looked wide-eyed at Owen.  
 
    Owen saw this reaction and hung his head. “How much do you think she heard?” 
 
    Hakim glanced at Esme. “Judging by her expression, I’d say at least the part about her having balls.” 
 
    Owen chuckled a nervous laugh and turned to face Esme. “Hey, how’s it going?” 
 
    Esme glared at them like they were idiots.  
 
    “Oh!” Hakim reached in his coat pocket. “I brought you something for luck.” He found what he was searching for and pulled out a spoon.  
 
    Esme’s face worked very hard not to laugh, and she instead turned to Owen. “My lord, Roman wants you to join us. He says it’s traditional for you to put my castorca on for the trial.” 
 
    “Yes, of course. Lead the way.” Owen followed her as she turned. 
 
    “Good luck, Esme!” Hakim held the spoon like a thumbs up.  
 
    The elf conjuri glared at him in annoyance. 
 
    Tough crowd. 
 
    Hakim returned the spoon to his pocket and looked to the center of the chamber. Esme was bowing to Roman and Ada, and the trial was about to commence.  
 
    Go get ’em, Esme. 
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    Owen clicked her bracelet secure last. The castorca in place, Esme pulled her hand back and tried not to meet the king’s eyes. 
 
    Damn it, Hakim! I don’t need distractions right now! Why were they talking about me like that? 
 
    Behind her, Roman prompted, “It’s time to begin.”  
 
    Esme glanced back. The Master Conjuri and Ada held their hands folded in front of them. If anything went wrong, Ada promised they’d jump in before anyone got killed. But if they had to step in, Esme would fail her trial. That’d mean weeks or months more of training. 
 
    She took a breath. Her stomach was in knots. Her casting hand shook, which felt odd with the castorca’s chains brushing her skin. Without thinking, she glanced over at the line of white-robed conjuri, who stood eerily still as they stared back at her. 
 
    I hate being the center of attention on the best of days. And now there’s magic involved… 
 
    “Hey,” whispered Owen. He waited until she looked up at him. “Are you sure you don’t want a weapon?” 
 
    “You’ve seen me shoot. There are too many innocent bystanders.” Esme gulped and lifted the hand wearing her castorca. “Besides, this is my weapon, right?” She lowered her hand again, realizing her bravado wasn’t convincing since her hand was shaking. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous. You got this.” 
 
    She made a face and mimicked his deep voice. “You got this.” She shook a strand of gray hair out of her eyes and hissed, “That’s the least kingly advice anyone’s ever given! If I can’t do this-” 
 
    “You can,” he said with practiced calm. “I am the king, and I believe in you. I’ll stay right here the whole time. If you start to freak out, look at me for support. When you succeed, you’ll be an official member of the Order. You won’t have to train like Roman’s magical little slave. The cavali won’t treat you like a novice. The conjuri will respect you. You and I can finally start our work.” 
 
    Esme took a breath and shook the jitters from her legs.  
 
    “Just treat this as a training session,” said Owen. “That’s all this is. One more training run before you’re official. And then, Esme…” He put a hand on her shoulder and looked in her eyes. “Then I will buy you a car.” 
 
    A chuckle escaped before Esme could catch it, and she nodded back at him. Owen stepped to the side, and she faced the smoky malevolenci cages in front of her. The room was quiet. 
 
    Esme stretched her fingers and concentrated to pull magic through her castorca. She felt the vibrations and held her hand ready as she approached the nearest cage. To her surprise, the cage’s barrio was already gone. She looked around at the other cages and discovered every barrio symbol had been removed.  
 
    What? How did Ada erase them without me seeing- 
 
    The shrieking of spindlox broke the stillness. Esme gritted her teeth and ran around the nearest cage. It was open. The black smoke hid anything inside, but she raised her castorca and twisted her hand to create a whirlwind in the cage. Smoke spun with her hand movement until it dissipated and left only an exposed spindlox flying around in the wind. The beast shrieked, its crab claws clacking as it tried to fight back.  
 
    Another shriek pierced the air. Esme turned just in time to see a spindlox scuttle straight for her. She flicked her wrist so the spindlox in her whirlwind slammed into the side of its cage. Esme immediately swung around toward the second spindlox and raised her other arm to stop it from jumping onto her face. The demon slammed into her arm with almost enough momentum to stick its stinger in her throat, but Esme shoved it back. With her castorca hand, she rubbed her thumb across her fingertips. The spindlox was mid fall when its legs snapped at odd angles, and Esme punted the demon into a cage’s glass side.  
 
    The first spindlox had recovered and charged from the cage again. She held her palm out and tapped her fingers, sending a freezing blast to cover the spindlox in ice. Without waiting to see if it would recover, she clenched her fingers, curled her index finger, and whipped her arm to throw the frozen demon at its counterpart. The demons’ bodies collided, and the icy spindlox broke into pieces that pierced the other beast. 
 
    A crustacox bellow and the clatter of charging feet echoed around the chamber, but Esme couldn’t see where the demons were attacking from. This mystery lasted only a second before three of the rock-hard demons swung around a cage to her left. The third crustacox knocked the cage over, which resulted in a shattering crash, and ashy smoke spilled out and flaked on the floor.  
 
    What was in the cage? she thought fleetingly. Did a demon get out while I was- Oh, shit! 
 
    The herd monsters turned as one and charged. One unfurled its tentacles and snagged Esme’s leg before she could react. It yanked hard, and she fell to the floor. The tentacle’s suckers clamped onto her pant leg and pulled, but she ignored this as another crustacox stretched a tentacle toward her head.  
 
    My eyes! These things love to suck out our eyes! 
 
    While being reeled in by the first crustacox, Esme reached out with her castorca toward the second monster. She lifted her index finger and pointed with jabs again and again until a shock of lightning shot out. The lightning caught the approaching tentacle, and this crustacox bellowed and whipped its tentacle away in alarm. 
 
    The third crustacox growled, which was a terrifying sound, and charged her. She thought back to the magic lab and repeated the twisting and thrusting motion, knocking the charging beast off its feet.  
 
    The tentacle around her leg had pulled her to the first demon’s mouth. Esme used all her strength to spin on the floor, and she found herself eye to beady eye with the crustacox head under its exoskeletal shield. 
 
    “Eat me.”  
 
    Esme put her castorca-wearing palm right in its face and tapped her fingers, shooting ice pellets into its eyes and fleshy skin. The crustacox discharged one more bellow before freezing solid, the ice spreading from its face to fill the exoskeleton’s insides. It let go of her leg, and Esme rolled free before it fell over. 
 
    Somewhere above, wings flapped. Esme looked up to see a chiroptorx diving straight for her. She threw herself forward, and the chiroptorx scraped its giant beak into the floor. Esme scrambled to her feet and turned, waving her hand at the oversized bat. It tried to ascend, but the shock waves shoved it against a cage and held it pinned.  
 
    Three more chiroptorx flapped overhead, preparing their attack. Esme turned her waving motion to a twisting one, creating a whirlwind around her first chiroptorx. She widened the motion of her arm, expanding the whirlwind until it sucked in the other three flying demons. She kept this up and raised the whirlwind higher and higher until the tumbling chiroptorx bumped the ceiling. Her arm tiring, Esme stopped twisting, opened her palm wide, and flipped it to slam the dazed chiroptorx into the floor.  
 
    A roar shook the chamber.  
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    From inside a large, smoking cage, a felicox emerged. As it stalked toward her, the muscles under its blood-red fur rippled. Enormous fangs hung from its mouth. With each breath from the demon, these fangs glowed red-hot. It roared again as its giant paws picked up speed. 
 
    This wasn’t a malevolenci she’d practiced with. Esme knew from reading that hand spells were less effective against the bigger malevolenci species, and she wouldn’t last long if she tried to outrun the thing.  
 
    Esme crouched to the floor. Too afraid to focus, she didn’t even try to use magic to steady her hand. Instead, she touched her fingers to the floor and drew freehand. Her castorca channeled magic through her fingers and burned magic into the floor as she drew. She drew with desperate speed, but the burn was solid and her design perfect. The symbol flared with sparks, and Esme hurried to back away. 
 
    The felicox was within pouncing distance. It was so close that Esme saw its muscles flex to spring at her. At the same moment it leapt into the air, Esme threw three bubbles of magic at the barrio symbol she’d drawn. The magical light crackled into the symbol, and a rippling wave spread up and over the felicox, touching down behind it.  
 
    The demon slammed into the invisible barrier a foot from Esme. With a snarling, inaudible roar, the big cat crouched on the floor. Trapped, it cowered and circled within the magical confines. Smoke wafted off the felicox as it roared in anger, but it knew better than to touch the barrier again.  
 
    “Yes!” Someone started clapping. 
 
    Esme gulped air and turned to see Hakim cheering where he stood with the conjuri. To her surprise, the conjuri also clapped. All were smiling at her. Several of the white-robed lot shook hands, though what they’d accomplished Esme sure as hell didn’t know. Hakim held up the spoon high overhead in salute. 
 
    She allowed herself a laugh before walking back to Roman and Ada, the latter of whom smiled at Esme with pride. But it was Owen who walked over to Esme first and grabbed her in a congratulatory hug. He lifted her off her feet and let out an overdramatic sigh of relief before setting her down again.  
 
    Esme noticed Roman studying her with a confused frown on his face, but she ignored him and smiled at Owen. “That earn me a car, your royal lordship?” 
 
    His grin was huge. “Hell, yeah! I’ll buy you-” 
 
    Esme didn’t hear how he finished. She felt suddenly like gravity had lost its hold of her. As she tried to steady herself, a wave of gravity pulled from her right. Esme tottered before stepping to catch herself. Then, as suddenly as it came, the sensation disappeared, and she regained her equilibrium.  
 
    “Whoa. That was weird.” 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    She put a hand to her head. “Yeah. I… It was like the feeling I had when that nymph hit on me.” 
 
    Owen’s brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m okay. It’s gone now.” 
 
    “What feeling, Esme?” 
 
    She saw how serious he was. “I felt…disoriented. Both times, with Joe and now, it was like gravity got…wonky for a second. Kind of like vertigo.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes widened. “Ada!” 
 
    The white-robed woman strode over with a wrinkled brow. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing,” Esme insisted. “I was just dizzy. It’s gone now.” 
 
    Ada’s expression changed to one of surprise and concern. She looked at Owen. “My lord, gather a team.” 
 
    Owen glanced at Esme but asked Ada, “Are you sure she’s ready? I don’t want to rush-” 
 
    “Guys! What are you talking about?”  
 
    Ada took a breath, refocused on Esme, and explained. “That sensation was from a rift opening.” 
 
    Esme understood at once. “Alterni sense when rifts open. That’s what it feels like? I thought there’d be magic sparks or something.” 
 
    Owen shook his head. “We natives can’t feel it, but the alterni always describe it as a sense of vertigo.” 
 
    Frustrated, Esme glared over at Roman. “Why didn’t you tell me that? If I’d known-” 
 
    “Focus,” Ada ordered. She raised an eyebrow above her glasses. “I assume you’ve already perfected how to draw the senso to help you locate the new rift?” 
 
    Esme tried to hide a grin. 
 
    “And the termino?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I thought so.” Ada turned to the king. “My lord, you saw Esme’s trial, same as I. She’s more than ready. I think we’ve delayed long enough.” 
 
    Owen still hesitated. 
 
    Esme prepared herself. “Owen, I’m ready. You need me, and I can’t sit here again while you go fight. Please.” 
 
    The overprotective king called to the Master Conjuri. “Are you sure she’s ready for the field? You only gave her the castorca yesterday.” 
 
    Roman pulled out of his own thoughts and stepped forward. “I believe she’s ready, my lord. Esme just proved she may be the strongest alterni in centuries.” He locked gazes with Owen a long moment, his eyes communicating something to the king. 
 
    Esme looked from conjuri to king and back again. 
 
    Good gods, what are they hiding now? 
 
    Whatever it was, the king seemed to be bending.  
 
    “Please, Owen.” 
 
    He finally nodded and ran a hand through his hair. “We need to gather a team. Let’s go, alterni. Time to earn your allowance.” 
 
    Esme turned to Ada and lifted her castorca with a questioning look. 
 
    “It’s yours now. Wear it with pride.” Ada smiled at Esme with an encouraging nod. “May the luck of the jinn go with you.” 
 
    Esme swallowed and hurried to catch up with the king. 
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    Esme sat in the back of the cavali truck and tried not to puke. Partially this was from the senso spell she’d cast before they got on the road. Mostly it was nerves.  
 
    “You still feel it pulling you east, alterni?” called Owen from across the truck. He’d put on the rest of his SWAT-like cavali uniform, complete with pads, helmet, and holstered guns.  
 
    Esme only had the fortitude to nod at him. The driver made a turn, and Esme grabbed her seat to hold herself in place. She needed full range of motion to cast, so, after arguing with Owen, she’d only added knee pads to her cavali-black pants, boots, and T-shirt. Her castorca wouldn’t fit under shirt sleeves anyway, and she didn’t want anything hampering her ability to cast. Esme wore her hair back in a tight bun, but she’d opted to not wear a helmet because it limited her field of vision. Owen hadn’t been happy about that decision either. 
 
    Beside her, the rest of their team prepared for whatever lay ahead. Davis was a well-built elf with a long blond ponytail. Benja was the woman with brown braids and jinn tattoos whom Esme had encountered pushing a gurney weeks ago. Max and Dax Hoffman were also here, whispering to each other and sliding glances her way. 
 
    Esme tried to ignore them. 
 
    It’s my first mission. Of course the Hoffman brothers are here. If I make any mistakes, they’ll never let me forget it.  
 
    Owen was watching her face. “What made you move to Florida?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    He said louder, “Why did you move to Florida?” 
 
    “I heard you the first time, but what the hell does that have to do with riding out to hunt malevolenci?” 
 
    The four cavali looked at her in surprise. This was not, apparently, how people spoke to the king. Davis shuffled away from Esme, and she noticed the elf’s ears tucked under his helmet. But she’d ceased getting excited about paranormals. This was all a little too real now. 
 
    Owen leaned forward on his elbows. “I’m not the type to order you to focus on the mission and get over your nerves. You need a distraction. So, why did you move to Florida?” 
 
    Esme took a breath as the driver made another turn. “My mom died, and I needed a change of scenery.” 
 
    “What about your dad?” 
 
    “Left when I was a teenager. He was a journalist who brought my mom over from Pakistan when they got married. But he couldn’t get rid of his wanderlust. He left us and divorced my mom, saying he thought she should be free to move on with her life. It was a load of crap. He traveled the globe and left us stuck in Kansas City, a world away from Mom’s home. Haven’t seen him since I was fourteen.”  
 
    “Hmm. I’m guessing you have a bit of his wanderlust yourself.” Owen smiled. “Good thing you don’t have any daddy issues.” 
 
    She made a face at him. “Are you freakin’ kidding me? How do you always say the wrong thing?”  
 
    This earned another look from the jinn woman.  
 
    Owen snorted a laugh.  
 
    Esme gave him a sarcastic grin. “But, yeah, no daddy issues here. It’s not like I have a need to please the men in my life, my lord.” 
 
    Owen chuckled. “Back to Florida… It’s nice along the coasts. And way more interesting than Kansas.” 
 
    “Not more interesting than your Kansas.” 
 
    “Maybe not. You like it there, in your Florida?” 
 
    She nodded. “I’d only been there a year before some big storms hit, and it was cool how the community came together to help each other out. That made me love Florida even more.” 
 
    “We talking hurricanes?” 
 
    “Yeah… The climate back home was going nuts when I left.” 
 
    “Too bad. But I bet you’ll love our Florida too. I’m a big fan of the Keys.” Owen leaned back like he hadn’t a care in the world. “Island. Water. Island. Water. It’s beautiful. And I don’t mind admitting Key West is a blast.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “You would love Key West. It’s like Vegas with a lower electric bill.” 
 
    He laughed. “Don’t judge me too much. I’ve needed to unwind after most trips to Florida. I only make it over there when the Bermuda Triangle acts up.” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened. “Wait, that’s really a thing here?” 
 
    “It’s a thing in your world too, I’d bet. Every world has a connection there – weird stuff happens because it’s a multi-universal linking point. When we perform the summono, somehow our magic pulls you alterni through that link. I’m sure you noticed the bubbles of light when the others came and went. I don’t understand how it works, but…ya know, magic.” 
 
    She wondered about this.  
 
    The Bermuda Triangle… How many other unexplainable phenomenon on my Earth are because of connections with other worlds?  
 
    “Anyway, Florida’s nice,” said Owen. “If… Once we get things settled down around here, we should go sometime.”  
 
    Their truck turned and slowed to a stop. The cavali took this as the signal to pile out, so Esme joined them and climbed out the back of the truck. The Hoffman brothers, the elf cavali, the jinn woman, and their huge driver raised guns and fanned out. 
 
    Esme scanned the vacant, moonlit riverside park. The sky overhead was free of clouds, but the glow from the city behind them obscured any stars. The city looked peaceful, its twinkling lights the only movement. Along the sidewalk by the water, trees rustled in a faint breeze.  
 
    This is the Missouri River, not the Kansas… I think. 
 
    Across the river, a smoke-spewing rift hung over a rocky bank. Esme didn’t see any malevolenci. Then again, the rift had been open almost an hour – plenty of time for demons to sneak through and wander off.  
 
    Or they could be hiding over there, waiting to take us out… 
 
    It was hard to tell from across the river. The rift’s bank and land beyond looked to be undeveloped. Bushes, rocks, and trees provided a hundred places for malevolenci to spring from.  
 
    Max whispered to his brother, “Looks like the new alterni led us to the right spot.” 
 
    Esme took a breath. 
 
    At least I’ve done this much without screwing up. 
 
    “Psst.” Owen caught her attention and pointed at a nearer block of apartments overlooking the park and river. 
 
    Esme understood what he wanted and crept over in front of the buildings. With her castorca held out, she gathered her fingers together, pulled in magic, and burned an illuso into the dirt. It sparked when completed, and Esme summoned more magic to toss at the symbol again and again. Waves of crackling light rose to shield them and the river from view. If anyone looked this way now, they’d see only the usual scenery.  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Esme jumped. Owen had snuck up behind her. He must’ve already given orders to his cavali, and the armed team ran down the sidewalk toward a bridge spanning the river. Owen motioned for Esme to follow, and they headed upstream to a smaller footbridge.  
 
    She jogged beside him, staying alert. With a look over her shoulder, she saw the rest of their team crossing the larger bridge.  
 
    “Why didn’t we drive to the other side?” 
 
    “Needed to put the illuso on this side in case we get the river involved.” Owen picked up the pace as they stepped onto the bridge. “Stay close. Demons might’ve already come this way.” 
 
    Esme had made this realization herself, and she tried to avoid the narrow spaces between the boards.  
 
    I can just imagine a spindlox leg poking through to get me. Yikes, we’re making a lot of noise!  
 
    Owen apparently thought the best way to cross was quickly, no matter the lack of stealth. Esme was glad for her hours on the treadmill, and by the time they reached the far side of the river she was only a little winded. They jumped over a rail and slid down loose rocks, then paused.  
 
    King and alterni stood surveying the rocky, tree-covered embankment, but there was no sign of life. The rift hung in the air farther ahead, so they picked their approach slowly, scanning for danger. Owen had his pistol drawn, and Esme kept her castorca ready.  
 
    Owen whispered, “You know the termino, right?” 
 
    Esme nodded. 
 
    “Then close this rift and let’s get hunting whatever came through.”  
 
    Esme took a breath and went over to the rift. It wasn’t big enough to let a bentaforx through – that was her first bit of relief all night. She knew Owen was covering her back, so she made herself slow down and concentrate as she pictured the termino symbol. The smoking rift shrouded the area, and its lightning shocks caused her to jump at least twice.  
 
    Get on with it, Esme told herself. 
 
    She stretched her castorca toward the cloudy, smoky rift and gathered her fingertips together. Magic surged into her hand, and she began to draw the termino across the rift’s gaping mouth. Sparkling light lingered like a long-exposure image. When she was done, the most complex of magic symbols hung in the air before her. It glowed and sparked along each curving, spiraling line.  
 
    Okay. It looks like the symbol in the books. Let’s see if I cast the spell right… 
 
    Esme held her castorca hand, palm out, in front of her face and made fast, smooth circles. This exposed different parts of the symbol to her line of sight at a time. The termino blurred with her movements, spiraling faster and faster as her hand spun. Then the symbol crackled, now sucking in the rift behind it. The rift’s smoke was swallowed first, then the rift itself began to collapse. The edges cracked and flaked apart. In a blink, like bursting glass, the whole rift shattered and was sucked into the spiraling symbol. The termino crackled, and in a flash the whole anomaly collapsed on itself and disappeared.  
 
    The scenery was now completely normal. No more rift. Only open air, moonlight, and the trees, rocks, river, and bridge in the distance.  
 
    Esme looked back to discover Owen looking pleased.  
 
    A twig snapped. 
 
    Owen swung inland with his gun raised, and Esme pivoted and held her castorca ready. When nothing jumped out at them, Owen crept forward through the low brush. Esme stepped around rocks to follow beside him. They entered a small cluster of trees and moved side by side, scanning for malevolenci.  
 
    Shriek! 
 
    This came from overhead, and Esme looked to see a swarm of spindlox descending from branches. Owen got off three rounds, dropping a demon with each shot. Esme cast freezing spells at two more and slammed them into the ground, shattering the demons on impact. Five more made it to the dirt untouched, and their legs moved amazingly fast as they charged, pincers clacking.  
 
    Owen kicked the nearest spindlox before firing at its mouth and shattering the pincers. With another shot, its head exploded. He fought another and used a decent freezing spell of his own before kicking it apart. One demon wrapped its legs around Owen’s knee, and he pulled a long knife and sliced off the top half of the thing’s body. Its legs released, and the body fell dead.  
 
    Esme made a whirlwind and swept away the rest as they jumped at her. She threw them high overhead back toward the river, where they landed with small splashes, never to resurface. 
 
    Oops. What if… 
 
    “They don’t swim, do they?” 
 
    “No. Good move.” Owen checked his gun and pointed ahead into the trees. “Something else is moving up there.”  
 
    Esme turned again and followed him. They entered a thicker cluster of trees and paused, listening. Esme couldn’t see, so she flicked her fingers to bring up a small flame. At once, the light reflected against something behind the undergrowth. It was an enormous eye, trained on the man ahead of her. 
 
    “Owen!” 
 
    Too late. A huge felicox roared and leapt from the brush. It slammed into Owen, tackling him to the ground, and he lost his gun from the force of the blow. The great cat’s tail whipped into Esme, and she fell backwards against a tree. Her head hit hard, but she sat up and looked back at Owen. His leg was pinned under the beast. The felicox seemed content to snarl at Owen for the moment. 
 
    With his back on the dirt, Owen searched frantically until he spotted Esme where she lay. His eyes widened in fear, but Esme knew from the look on his face that he was worried about her.  
 
    “Get out of here, Esme!” 
 
    The blood-red felicox roared and swatted at Owen’s arm with its clawed paw. It seemed to be playing with its food. Owen’s sleeve ripped open like it was tissue, and blood spurted onto his face.  
 
    Esme scrambled to her feet. 
 
    The felicox spun off Owen, grinding his pinned leg into the ground, and Owen cried out.  
 
    No! I need to get it away from him before I can hit it with spells! If I accidentally hit Owen… 
 
    “Here kitty, kitty!” she yelled while waving her arms. 
 
    The demon flattened its ears at her, roared, and looked ready to pounce.  
 
    “No! Esme, run!” Owen panicked, and he used his good arm to punch the felicox in the back leg. 
 
    The angry demon lifted its tail and smacked Owen hard in the face. Owen went limp, and his head fell back to the ground. 
 
    “Owen!”  
 
    He didn’t move. 
 
    The felicox must’ve known its first victim was out cold, and it stepped off Owen and crept toward Esme. She backed into a tree, not taking her eyes off the demon. When the snarling cat was within reach, it opened its mouth and let out a purring, hissing sound. Esme froze in shock, remembering what she’d read about the felicox’s hypnotic language. 
 
    “Saaaaah. Tiiiiih. Naaaaah.” 
 
    Smoke wafted off the demon and flaked to the ground. Esme tried to focus, but the felicox’s low purring rippled through her head.  
 
    “Saaaaah. Tiiiiih. Naaaaah.” 
 
    From the way the demon’s back legs crouched, Esme knew it was going to pounce. 
 
    With more instinct than conscious thought, Esme lifted her castorca toward the felicox and separated her fingers. Curling them like she was gripping a ball, she pulled her arm back and thrust it forward. Dagger-sharp shards of glass shot out the ends of her fingers and flew into the felicox’s chest.  
 
    The beast roared in pain and staggered to the side, blood as red as its coat now dripping from its chest. It swatted at Esme before losing its balance, and a claw caught her pant leg. The force of the blow tore the pants and pulled her forward, but it didn’t hit skin.  
 
    While the felicox staggered, Esme used the distraction to hurry between the demon and Owen. The felicox turned to keep her in sight and roared, but its roar had a wheeze to it now. Still, it held its footing. The beast flattened its ears, and its beady red eyes focused on Esme. 
 
    “Saaaaah. Tiiiiih-” The felicox broke off in a wheeze and coughed a spray of blood. 
 
    Esme panted for breath. 
 
    It’s not going to stop. Not until one of us is dead. My head… If I pass out…  I need to kill this thing fast, or I’m dead and Owen’s next! 
 
    In pure desperation, Esme lifted her castorca arm and pointed her fingers straight up into the sky. She felt magic swell in her hand. The vibrations grew so strong that Esme thought her whole hand might be burning. When she couldn’t hold it anymore, Esme swung her arm like she was throwing a baseball, albeit with her fingers stiff and pointed forward.  
 
    The felicox emitted one more wheezing roar. Then her spell hit. A rippling wave of light from her throw lit the air, penetrated the felicox, and split the demon in half. Blood gushed from the bisected cat, and both halves toppled to the ground.  
 
    Esme’s hand continued to vibrate, and she shook her arm to make the vibrations fade. She suspected several layers of skin had burned away, but there was no time for self-inspection. Owen was still passed out.  
 
    “Owen!” 
 
    She hurried over to kneel by his side. Owen’s mangled leg bent at wrong angles, and his arm was soaked in blood from long, gushing cuts. Esme now saw a spindlox stinger poking out of his mashed leg.  
 
    Oh, shit. The spindlox that latched onto his leg must’ve stung him before he killed it. Well, that might’ve been a blessing – their stings numb you temporarily, right? If Owen couldn’t feel his leg when this happened… I better leave the stinger in, or he’ll lose more blood… Where are the other cavali? 
 
    “Help!” she screamed into the dark trees.  
 
    No one came. 
 
    Esme’s head swooned, and she reached up to caress the injury. When she pulled her hand away, blood dotted her palm.  
 
    I’m going to pass out. I have to get Owen where they’ll find us. 
 
    She rose to her feet, staggered a step, then bent to grab Owen’s shoulders. She dragged him with all her strength back out of the trees and onto the riverbank. 
 
    “Help!”  
 
    Esme sank next to Owen. Her head ached, and her vision blurred. The alterni couldn’t move any farther, and she slumped over beside the king.  
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    Esme woke on a medical bed in a bright room. She wore a hospital gown and a thin blanket pulled to her chest. Her hair was dirty and flat against her cheeks. She tongued a cut on her lower lip. Esme sat up and winced, her whole body sore. Her head felt even worse, but the pain was dulled by the recognizable sensation of potent meds. Esme noticed a small Band-Aid on her forearm where an IV must’ve been – that explained the drugged feeling. A large bandage on her right wrist and hand exposed only her fingers. The thickest part of the pad covered her palm.  
 
    How bad did I hurt my casting hand? That could be a problem…  
 
    She turned her head to the side and saw her castorca on a bedside table. A guest chair sat beyond this table, and someone had left an overnight bag from her house. A pair of sandals sat under the chair.  
 
    I must be on the Capiti’s medical floor. They wouldn’t leave my castorca in the open otherwise.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Esme jumped at the feminine voice and looked across the room. When she saw the woman who’d spoken, her eyes widened in alarm. The woman wore the white robes of the conjuri as well as a white head covering similar to a nun’s veil. Her attire wasn’t the troubling part. It was her blood-red eyes and albino-pale, flawless, ageless skin that made Esme’s pulse quicken.  
 
    Vampire.  
 
    The woman understood Esme’s silent fear. “I see they haven’t told you about us healers yet.” She folded her hands as she walked to the foot of the bed. “My name is Daniet. I’m the healer who’s attended to you.” 
 
    “You’re…” Esme tried not to be rude and gave the woman a quick smile. “Are you saying that all the Order’s healers are…” 
 
    “Vampires? Yes. But you needn’t worry. Our pureblood ancestors made a vow when petitioning to stay in this world, and we haven’t fed on humans for two thousand years. Now we only use our gifts for healing.” Daniet indicated the IV stand she’d been taking care of. 
 
    Esme realized what this meant, and she could no longer hide her alarm. “You gave me your blood? Does that mean I’m going to-” 
 
    “No, no.” Daniet smiled, which exposed long incisors, and she held up a pale hand. “This world’s magic broke the curse on our blood, so we can’t turn anyone. Vampires in this world reproduce…the old-fashioned way, if you will.”  
 
    Esme couldn’t think what to say. “Oh.” 
 
    I really need to read about the other races. Fairies are all female, vampires are doctors, nymphs are…well, nymphs. By all the gods, what else don’t I know?  
 
    Daniet smiled, perhaps seeing Esme’s confusion. “Our blood does have healing properties. I promise I’ve done you no harm. You’ll suffer no side effects. My blood’s already healed many of your wounds, as I’m sure you can tell. Even that nasty burn on your hand will heal soon.”  
 
    “Oh…” Esme looked at her bandaged hand again. “Thank you. Sorry if I’m being rude.” 
 
    “No offense taken. This is a strange world, and you’re still new to much of it.” Daniet smiled good-naturedly. “From what I hear, you’re getting the hang of things faster than most. The cavali told us what you did tonight.” 
 
    Esme didn’t know what to say, so she smiled. 
 
    Daniet gave a small bow. “I believe someone will be in to take you home soon. I must go see to other patients.” 
 
    “The king?” Esme asked with remembered concern. 
 
    The vampire shook her head, causing her veil to pull and expose long white hair beneath the covering. “No, I’m not assigned to King Owen. He has many healers with him now. I’m sorry, but while I’ve been attending to you I haven’t heard how he’s doing.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. Thank you, Daniet.” 
 
    The healer smiled and, after another bow, exited to the hall.  
 
    Beyond the door, she heard Thaddeus’s deep voice talking to Daniet. A second later, the door opened wide and Hakim strolled in, coming to stand at the end of her bed. 
 
    Esme made a face at him. “Shouldn’t you knock? I could be naked in here.” 
 
    “Nothing I haven’t seen before, remember?” He grabbed the foot rail and leaned forward with a relieved smile. “Glad you’re okay, alterni.” 
 
    She tried to read his expression. “Owen?” 
 
    “Alive. The healers have him in an isolated chamber down the hall.” 
 
    “Why did no one bother to tell me your healers are vampires?” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    Esme sighed. She’d have to re-evaluate what she’d heard of these healers who used magic on the sick, injured, and wounded.  
 
    Maybe I’m a vampire fan after all.  
 
    “How is Owen?” 
 
    “Still unconscious, but that’s partly the healers’ work to keep him sedated. His leg is busted in three different places. His arm was…” Hakim made a face like he might be sick, but he pulled himself together. “No worries. The healers say the damage isn’t beyond what they can fix.” 
 
    “How long will it take them?” 
 
    “A few days, maybe.”  
 
    “A few days? But he looked so-”  
 
    “The Capiti’s healers are the best in the world.” Hakim grinned. “The best in any world, I’d wager.” 
 
    “I guess so.” 
 
    “It could’ve been worse. Owen’s been banged up before, so the healers are quite familiar with how to repair his body.” Hakim studied her face. “You okay? The team told us about the felicox corpse they found. How did you…” 
 
    Esme looked at her bandaged hand. “I started a normal slicing spell, but I drew in more magic than I’ve ever felt. It was… It was so strong.” 
 
    “Must’ve been.” Hakim gave her a weird look. “Nobody’s ever used a hand spell that effectively against a bigger malevolenci species. On a spindlox or chiroptorx, sure, but… You sliced the felicox in half.” 
 
    Esme didn’t understand how she’d done it either. She shrugged and lifted her bandaged hand. “Burned like hell. I’m not surprised people don’t try it more often. I’m certainly not in a rush to welcome that pain again.”  
 
    Hakim blew out his lips like Owen might’ve done and backed away from the bed. “Well, I’m just glad you’re okay. Roman said you can give your report in the morning, since you’re not likely to forget anything with that crazy brain of yours.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes and looked at her bag on the chair. “So I can go home?” 
 
    “Yeah, Thaddeus is waiting in the hall. Go home. Get some sleep.” Hakim smiled. “Good job out there. Owen owes you his life, I think.”  
 
    She smiled back at him. “Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow?” 
 
    Hakim motioned with the weird hand gesture he’d used a few times now.  
 
    “What is that? Are you trying to do a spell?” 
 
    Hakim laughed and looked at her in surprise. He made the hand salute again. “You don’t have this on your Earth? We learned it as boys in school. It means you promise, like giving your word.” 
 
    Esme shook her head with a grin. “We have the Boy Scouts, but it’s not the same.” She lifted her arm and a few fingers in the salute from her world. 
 
    “Huh.” Hakim smiled and walked to the door. “Another thing to add to your file.” 
 
    Once he was gone, Esme tossed the blanket off her legs and swung around to stand. The floor was cold, but she walked to her bag and pulled out clothes. As she disrobed, she took care not to aggravate her sore muscles and damaged hand. 
 
    How much worse would I feel without vampire blood? Can they really heal Owen that quickly?  
 
    Frowning, she dressed. Once in linen pants and a form-fitting tank top, Esme slipped into the sandals. Then she lifted her castorca off the side table and slipped it into her pocket. After a final look around, she grabbed the now-empty bag and opened the door. 
 
    Thaddeus stood on guard right outside.  
 
    “Teddy! I mean… Sorry. Good to see you, Thaddeus.” 
 
    The big man wore his usual stiff suit, but he looked down at her with the closest thing he had to a warm smile. “I’ll allow it just this once, miss. If you’re ready, the car is downstairs.” 
 
    Esme followed him to an elevator. Thaddeus was never one for small talk, and Esme wasn’t up for faking cheerful conversation. They rode the elevator in silence all the way to the garage.  
 
    When the doors opened, Esme saw that cavali filled the garage. They looked as tough and intimidating as ever, but every single warrior went silent as she and Thaddeus stepped out of the elevator.  
 
    Great. 
 
    Esme swallowed but kept walking, and the cavali parted to let her through. Then Max Hoffman started clapping, echoed by Dax, and soon the whole crowd was cheering.  
 
    It was the first time she’d ever felt like the hero in a sports movie. Esme froze as all the cavali smiled and clapped. For her. She looked back at Thaddeus and saw him standing with a grin on his face.  
 
    “Alterni!” shouted a woman over the applause.  
 
    The cheers died down, and the smiling cavali dispersed to return to their duties. A few patted her on the back before hurrying to their vehicles. Esme gave them weak smiles of thanks, took a breath, and turned to see who’d called for her. 
 
    Lexi, dressed in street clothes, sauntered over and stopped in front of Esme. She smiled, which caught Esme off guard more than anything.  
 
    “Well, alterni, I’d say you proved yourself tonight. Closed the rift, killed a felicox, saved the king…”  
 
    Esme tried not to worry at this last part. “Yeah, but Owen…” 
 
    “He’ll heal. The vamps know what they’re doing.” Lexi looked at her with curiosity a moment, then gave a nod. “Let’s go for drinks. I’m buying.”  
 
    “Oh, I…” 
 
    Thaddeus, never far, stepped beside Esme. “The king’s ordered that I’m not to let Esme out of my sight. I-” 
 
    “Great,” said Lexi without missing a beat, “then you’re our driver.” She gave Thaddeus’s arm a pat and headed in the direction of his car. 
 
    Thaddeus looked at Esme. 
 
    She shrugged up at him. “I’m not arguing with that woman. Besides, you heard her – she’s buying.” With that, Esme also gave Thaddeus’s arm a pat and led him to the car. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Esme wondered if this bar had been used as the archetype for the summono stage. Fortunately, this bar was populated by people not her twins. And she didn’t have to make her own drinks. 
 
    Lexi drummed her fingers on the wooden bar they sat against. “Another round?” 
 
    Esme looked at the remaining elven whiskey in the glass before her. “No, I should’ve stopped two ago.” 
 
    “Suit yourself.” Lexi twisted on her barstool and waved for the bartender’s attention. She held up her empty martini glass.  
 
    The nymph bartender had been through this exchange with Lexi before and knew what to do.  
 
    Esme looked down the bar. Seated at the end, Thaddeus kept her within sight while allowing them privacy. Lexi had insisted Thaddeus have a drink, and a cocktail with a bright pink umbrella sat on the bar in front of him. When he saw Esme watching him, he toasted her and took a polite sip. 
 
    A radio commercial ended with, “Peppermingles. So fresh, you’ll want to share the sweetness.” Then the radio went back to playing an unfamiliar country song. 
 
    What does that ad mean? Are Peppermingles mints or sweets? Why would you share a piece of candy? Gross. 
 
    “The spindlox I understand,” said Lexi, returning to their conversation about Esme’s first battle. “What nobody gets is how you killed that felicox. You said it was a hand spell? But hand spells usually don’t do that much damage to bigger malevolenci. What’s your secret?” 
 
    Esme sighed.  
 
    Why is everyone so amazed by my ability to use magic? Isn’t that what we alterni are supposed to do? I’ve read the stories – I know alterni before me have been impressive too.  
 
    Esme took a sip of whiskey. “Do I have to recount the whole attack? I won’t forget anything, so can’t you wait until I give my official report to Roman tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’m your boss, and I want to hear it now.” Lexi took a drink of her fresh martini and hesitated. “Well, I’m sort of your boss. Or maybe we’re equals… I’ve never sorted that out with any of you.” 
 
    Esme chuckled and pinched between her eyes. She was definitely starting to feel the effects of the whiskey, plus she was exhausted from the day. “Can’t we take a night off?” 
 
    But Lexi was too interested, and she turned on her barstool to face Esme. “Benja and Davis said they’d never seen anything like it. They said you split the felicox in half. How? I’ve never heard of anyone able to do that. Not your other alterni, certainly. Not even Roman or Ada.” 
 
    Esme looked around at the other bar patrons, who were Order members and therefore didn’t think this conversation was weird. Actually, from the looks she was getting, Esme realized they did think she was weird. 
 
    Is my magic really stronger than everyone else’s? Even stronger than Roman’s? Is it just because my memory of spells is perfect – I cast them exactly right, so mine are more powerful? No, that can’t be it. Don’t get cocky, alterni. Don’t you dare get cocky!  
 
    She shrugged, convincing herself everyone was overreacting. “It was a hand spell. I don’t know why it was so strong, but I’m glad it was.”  
 
    Lexi took another sip of her martini and leaned an elbow on the bar, facing Esme. She pointed at the bandage on Esme’s hand. “Looks like it had side effects, though.” 
 
    “Yeah… The magic’s vibrations burned right through me.” Esme looked at the bandage. 
 
    How’d I do it? Really, I somehow pulled in that much power by accident… If it’s not because I’m so super awesome, then why the hell was the magic so strong? 
 
    Esme eyed the other woman, who’d turned out to be more approachable than expected. “I honestly didn’t do anything special. It was like the magic… I don’t know. Any idea why my casting’s so powerful?” 
 
    “Not a clue.” Lexi shrugged and took another drink. 
 
    Unlike the feeling she sometimes got with Roman, Owen, and even Hakim, Esme believed Lexi didn’t know more than she was saying. 
 
    Hmm. Is that because there’s nothing more to know, or is Lexi not privy to whatever the higher-ups know? I need to watch them more carefully. But why would they hide something from me about the magic I’m using to help them? 
 
    Esme took a drink and changed the subject. “So how’s police work?” 
 
    “Busy. Owen’s been distracted lately, hunting malevolenci and overseeing your training.” Lexi made a waving gesture to show she didn’t blame Esme. “With Owen away from the station, there’s a lot left to me.” 
 
    “You seem good at it, from what I’ve heard. Or do you prefer training would-be cavali? Not that I was a great student, but that certainly wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    Lexi grinned but tapped the stem of her glass in thought. “Training novices is fulfilling, but there are older and tougher cavali to take care of that work. I like being a cop. Order life can be exhausting after a while. I like having my own thing in the normal world. I like pretending the world is normal, with normal bad guys to stop.” She looked at Esme. “I imagine you think I’m nuts. For you, the allure of paranormal comrades and hunting demons is still fresh and sounds like an adventure. But…” 
 
    The face of the roaring felicox flashed into Esme’s mind, and she blinked it away. “No, I get it. Since coming here, I’ve had several days where I’ve wished it wasn’t real.” 
 
    Lexi studied her. “Ever consider going home? Forgetting all this?” 
 
    “A few times,” Esme confessed, “but your world needs me. Whenever I debate over talking to Roman about sending me back, I realize I’d hate myself if I left.” 
 
    “Except you wouldn’t remember us. You’d live guilt-free in your magic-less, demon-less world.” 
 
    Esme thought on this, as she had before, but shook her head and took another sip of the best whiskey she’d ever tasted. “Nah, I’m staying.” 
 
    Lexi smiled. “Cheers, alterni.” 
 
    They clinked glasses and took a moment with their drinks.  
 
    Are we friends now? I thought she hated me before. Maybe that was because of the whole Owen thing. Or, you know, because I sucked so hard at cavali training.  
 
    Esme sighed. “I haven’t seen you lately at the Capiti.” 
 
    “That’s because you’ve had your nose stuck in those books. And, like I said, I’ve been busy picking up the real chief of police’s slack.” Lexi crossed her fingers and half-joked, “Here’s hoping Owen goes full-time king soon so I get that promotion.” 
 
    Esme laughed, but then she wondered. “Wait, is he considering that?” 
 
    “He’s talked about stepping aside since your seventh alterni. With the malevolenci out of control like this, Owen thinks he should focus on his real job.” 
 
    Esme thought on this. 
 
    Now that I’ve proven myself, I bet Owen and I will hunt malevolenci every night… 
 
    Again, flashes of memory invaded Esme’s mind. Spindlox dropping from trees… The felicox splitting in half… 
 
    Lexi sighed. “I know I’d be fine with Owen stepping down. It’d be easier to make decisions as the chief than it is to get approval from the never-around chief.” She pulled her long, blond ponytail over one shoulder and gave Esme a grin. “I’m fine with a lot these days, you know. I mean, where Owen’s concerned.” 
 
    Esme squirmed.  
 
    Lexi sighed and rubbed an eyebrow. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Owen and I didn’t work at all. Hakim needs to have his matchmaker card revoked.” 
 
    Esme remembered what little she’d heard before interrupting Hakim and Owen at her Order trial. Apparently Hakim wasn’t done playing matchmaker for the king.  
 
    “But you two,” Lexi went on, “that makes sense. I mean, if you’re interested. I’m sure it’s super weird, considering.”  
 
    Esme widened her eyes in agreement.  
 
    Lexi sipped her martini. “You’re better for Owen than even your origini. She was… I don’t know. Owen doted on her, and I could tell they loved each other, but he was never entirely himself with her, you know? He tried to be whatever it was she wanted. Drives me nuts when women do that to men.” Lexi rolled her eyes. “I was trying to reshape Owen too. I see that now. But with you… Owen’s very himself with you.” 
 
    Esme took a drink and avoided Lexi’s eyes. She was trying so hard not to develop feelings for Owen, but she understood what Lexi was saying.  
 
    Lexi swallowed the rest of her martini. “Our goofball king needs someone who doesn’t put up with his crap. I’ve witnessed several times when you haven’t been afraid to put Owen in his place. You’d be good for him.” She gave Esme a look. “I don’t mean to act like all we have to talk about is men. I just want you to know that, as someone who’s known Owen a long time, I think you two suit each other.” 
 
    Esme paused and looked at her drink. 
 
    We’re king and alterni. There’s no room for bullshit in that relationship, so we’ve had to get to know each other. But making anything more of our partnership… Wouldn’t that make things horribly complicated? Not to mention the ultra-weird fact that Owen’s already been in love with a version of me. 
 
    “I’m not interested in his royal lordship.” Esme finished her whiskey and winced from the delightful burn in her throat and chest. She lifted a finger from her glass. “No, I take that back. I think about Owen all the time…but only because he’s the one who’s supposed to keep me alive.” 
 
    Lexi grinned. “Okay, alterni. Then let’s just celebrate the fact that you saved the king’s ass tonight.” She called to the bartender and ordered another martini as well as a new whiskey for Esme. 
 
    Esme sighed, knowing her objections would be ignored.  
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    The time display on her television read 2:30 a.m. Esme had sobered up an hour ago, but she wasn’t ready for sleep. She’d instead kicked off her sandals and snuggled up on her couch under a blanket. Clicking the channels back and forth, she simultaneously watched two late night movies, not focused on either one. Bethy lay snoring at her feet. 
 
    I needed a normal night out. Lexi’s fun after all. It felt good to unwind. 
 
    Esme’s bandaged hand itched, and she realized she’d received no instructions about how to care for it. Lying on her back, she lifted her hand and pulled at the end of the bandage to slowly unwrap it. She’d expected fresh pain, but the bandage came off without incident. The pad against her palm fell away without pulling at her wounds, and it tumbled off the couch to the floor. Once her hand was free, Esme examined the palmar and dorsal sides but saw no wounds. Her hand was healed. There weren’t even scars. 
 
    Wow. Hooray for vampire blood.  
 
    Esme sat up with the blanket cocooning her and clicked off the TV. The sudden stillness of her house was both comforting and nerve-wracking.  
 
    Owen’s wounds were way worse than mine. I hope he’s okay. If I hadn’t stopped that felicox…  
 
    An image of the felicox’s open jaws flashed into her mind. Esme’s heart rate increased as fear returned with the memory. She closed her eyes, wishing the memories away. But that had never worked. 
 
    Instead, Esme forced herself to remember other times. She pictured her first meeting with Owen in the pizza place. She pictured punching him in the gym and only realizing later that he’d been trying to make her feel better, in his clumsy way. She pictured Owen smiling with pride after her Order trial.  
 
    Esme opened her eyes and sighed. 
 
    On our ride to the rift tonight, Owen purposefully riled me up so I’d be angry at him instead of nervous and terrified. It worked. He understands me pretty well. Over the past few weeks, I have to admit- 
 
    The doorbell rang. Bethy barked, then launched off the couch as if it was her life’s duty to guard the door. Esme flailed out of the blanket to stand. Barefoot, she hurried out of the living room and into the hall.  
 
    “Bethy, calm down!” 
 
    The beagle snorted and sat back, staring at the door with her crazy smile. 
 
    Esme opened the door and saw Owen on her doorstep. He wore his usual jeans and a T-shirt, and with his good arm he held a paper grocery bag. The arm previously ripped to shreds was now bandaged and in a sling. Scratches dotted his face, and one whole cheek was swollen from the felicox’s tail strike. As for his bad leg, it was so stiff and straight that Esme assumed it was tightly bandaged under his jeans.  
 
    With the hand poking out of his sling, Owen sent her a small, wince-inducing wave. “Evening.” 
 
    “Cat balls, Owen! What are you doing here?”  
 
    He laughed and leaned on her doorframe. “Cat balls? You curse like a werewolf now?” 
 
    Esme realized she’d picked this up from the Hoffman brothers during gym workouts. Peppering paranormal cusses into her vocabulary was one of the more entertaining ways she’d found to blend in.  
 
    “A little help, please?” 
 
    Esme snapped out of her surprise and hurried to take the bag. Then she shifted to let Owen use her as a crutch. “Get in here before you drop dead on my doorstep.”  
 
    Owen leaned on her and entered the house. “Yeah, I can see the headlines now. ‘Alterni saves the king only to let him die at her door.’” 
 
    “The Order has a newspaper?” 
 
    “It was a joke.” Owen wiggled his head. “But yes, the elves run a newspaper.” He seemed a little out of it. 
 
    But he looks so much better, she thought with relief. He looks like months have passed!  
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay to be here?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Owen removed his arm and leaned on the wall in the foyer.  
 
    Bethy barked and wagged her tail at him. 
 
    Owen now noticed the beagle as she wiggled against his legs. “Hey, it’s Bethy Maude the Demon Dog!” 
 
    Esme’s eyes widened, and she stared at the little dog. “What? Is Bethy some kind of…” 
 
    Owen chuckled. “Relax. It’s just a nickname.” 
 
    Bethy sat back and grinned at him, then at Esme.  
 
    Esme wasn’t entirely convinced. 
 
    Owen looked down the wooden hall toward the kitchen. “Nice place. Mind if we skip the tour of the house I bought you? At least until I have full function of my legs?” 
 
    Esme guided him to the living room. “Owen, you were unconscious a few hours ago. I don’t care how good those healers are – you’re not ready to be on your feet. Hakim said you’d have to stay in the hospital another few days.” 
 
    “I’m the king. If I want to sign myself out against medical advice, do you think the vamps can stop me?” 
 
    “Can’t they?” 
 
    Owen hesitated. “Well, yeah, but they wouldn’t. They’re a loyal bunch. Vamps are probably the most peaceful race in our weird little kingdom.” 
 
    Esme sighed, knowing he was trying to distract her by playing on her interest of the paranormals. “I’m surprised Hakim didn’t talk sense into you. Or Roman.” 
 
    “Roman’s busy studying his pets. I doubt he’s even heard what happened yet. As for Hakim, he was there when I woke up. I assured him I’d stay put and gave him the weekend off to visit his parents.” 
 
    “So you lied to him.” 
 
    “Not the first time. Won’t be the last.” 
 
    They reached the living room, and Esme helped Owen to the couch. He sat and leaned back with his sling propped against his chest. He lifted his bad leg onto the couch, narrowly avoiding Bethy as she jumped up to sit with him. Dirt fell off his boots, but Owen didn’t notice with his head tipped back on the couch.  
 
    Esme sat on the ottoman across from him. “You know, for royalty, you have the worst manners. Are you even house broken?” 
 
    “Well, I had a catheter an hour ago. Cut me some slack if I-” 
 
    She made an annoyed sound to get him to stop. “Ugh. Really?” 
 
    Owen winked his less swollen eye and grinned. “Sorry. My vampire blood cocktail might’ve been stronger than I thought.”  
 
    “You didn’t drive here, did you?” 
 
    “King, remember? I have people.” 
 
    Esme shook her head at him, then looked in the bag she held. “What’s this?” She pulled out a tall bottle.  
 
    “That, my alterni savior, is a thank you present.” 
 
    She turned the bottle to read the shining blue label. “Utopiva?”  
 
    Owen lifted his head to look at her in horror. “Don’t tell me you don’t have this stuff on your Earth?” 
 
    She eyed the bottle again. “Nope. What is it?” 
 
    “Only the most expensive, most delicious vodka on the planet!” Owen lay his head back on the couch and flopped his arm against his chest, which apparently he forgot would hurt. “Great. I went all out with my gift, and you don’t even know how expensive it was.” 
 
    Esme smirked at him. “King, remember? You can afford it.”  
 
    “Tell that to the goblins.” 
 
    She set the bottle on the floor at a safe distance. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Owen’s drug-induced good humor dimmed, and he met her eyes. “Thank you, Esme, for saving my life. You didn’t have to do it. You shouldn’t have done it.” 
 
    She knew what he was getting at and shook her head at him. “We’re partners, right? What kind of person would I be if I’d left you there to die?” 
 
    “You’d be a not-putting-yourself-in-danger kind of person. Like I ordered.” 
 
    “What, you’re the only one who gets to play hero?” 
 
    “I’m serious, Esme.” 
 
    “So am I.” She tried to explain. “Tonight was terrifying and crazy, but it was also amazing. I finally did something worthwhile. It’s such a relief to have done something right.” 
 
    “You did something wrong too. You disobeyed me. I ordered you to leave-” 
 
    “I saved your life!” 
 
    “And I’m grateful! But don’t ever do something like that again. I told you to run.” 
 
    “I didn’t die, Owen!” She didn’t mean to shout this, and she tried to calm down. “This isn’t going to work if you’re so worried about me dying that you don’t let me do my job. I think I proved that I’m ready for this.” 
 
    Owen put his leg down with a wince and sat forward on the couch to look her in the eye. “I know you’re sick of talking about this, but I can’t lose-” 
 
    “I know.” Esme leaned to take Owen’s less battered hand in hers. “Please, listen.” 
 
    He looked surprised she’d taken his hand, but it’d done the trick and shut him up.  
 
    “Owen, I know what my death would do to you. I promise to be careful. But you have to watch your own back too, not just mine. You can’t put my life above yours. I’m replaceable-” 
 
    He started to object. 
 
    “No, Owen. I am replaceable. We both know that, even if it sucks.”  
 
    He frowned at the floor. 
 
    Esme paused. “I realized something earlier tonight. This – all of this – is exactly what I’ve wanted my whole life. Back home, I was floundering. I had this idea of who I wanted to be, but I never let myself go for it. I had no family, no friends worth keeping in touch with. My job didn’t mean anything, really. But here, I can make a difference. I’ve already done something that matters. So even if I die tomorrow, I want you to know this has been worth it. I regret nothing. What you’ve given me… Don’t ever feel guilty for bringing me into this. Even if I die, don’t hold yourself responsible. I chose this.” 
 
    Owen looked back at her, his expression uncertain. 
 
    She realized something else. “Each Esme chose this. We alterni are free to go home if we want, right? But the eight Esmes before me stayed – even the stupid, nymph-dating, fairy Esme. From what I’ve read, a lot of kings’ alterni went home. The fact that mine stayed makes me proud. We Esmes are pretty tough after all.” 
 
    “Or stupidly stubborn.” He looked back at the floor. 
 
    “Owen, I think they each wanted to matter too. I know it hurt to lose your partners, but not everything is up to you, your royal lordship. They chose this. You don’t have to carry this guilt.” 
 
    “Esme…” Owen looked in her eyes as if he wanted to say something.  
 
    She felt his thumb gently rub her hand. Her stomach did a weird little flop, and she couldn’t force herself to pull her hand away.  
 
    It’s the pain meds he’s on. It’s just the pain meds. That’s the only reason he’s looking at me that way… Or maybe he’s remembering the first Esme as he looks at me. 
 
    She sat back and pulled her hand free. That seemed to disrupt whatever was going on in Owen’s mind, and he blinked his gaze away from her. He used the hand she’d been holding to rub his neck, and with a deep breath he rose to his feet.  
 
    Bethy jumped off the couch and ran to the door in anticipation.  
 
    “Thanks again,” said Owen like nothing had happened. “How about from now on we just agree to watch each other’s backs…and our own backs… All backs involved will be watched. Okay?” 
 
    Esme smiled and stood with him. “Deal.” 
 
    Owen nodded with a grunt and ruffled her hair, disintegrating whatever had hung in the air between them a moment ago. “Granny,” he muttered with a grin.  
 
    She rolled her eyes and provided moral support on his way to the exit, but she didn’t act as his crutch this time.  
 
    Best to not touch again.  
 
    Owen opened the door himself and stepped out into the dark night. Bethy dashed between them and ran off to do her business. The house’s security light kicked on, and Owen blinked against the glare. Esme looked to the street and saw, thankfully, a driver in the car waiting for him.  
 
    “Goodnight, alterni. They tell me you didn’t give a report yet, so we’ll do that first thing in the morning with Roman. See you in the library bright and early.”  
 
    He sounds like an official king once again, Esme thought with unexpected disappointment. Is that for the driver’s sake…or mine? 
 
    “Goodnight, my lord.” k`1`2 
 
    She waited until Owen shuffled to the waiting car. Then Esme called Bethy back inside, shut the door, and leaned against the white wood.  
 
    What was that? We had a moment. That was weird… And I liked it, which was weirder. Oh, crap. Why can’t he be taller? I’d be completely turned off if he was tall! 
 
    When she heard the car drive off, Esme headed down the hall with the purpose of going to bed. Then she had a better idea and went to retrieve her thank you gift. 
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    Hakim walked with Owen toward Marybeth’s restaurant. The king had given Esme the night off to hang out with Lexi. She’d earned it these past few months. Hakim himself could’ve used a night off, but Owen had insisted he come to this meeting.  
 
    “You can’t handle this yourself?” he asked the king. 
 
    Owen unrolled his cavali uniform’s sleeves to look more official. “A couple of jinn scout leaders are reporting in, and you know they think I’m an idiot. With you by my side, they take me more seriously.” 
 
    “Funny how I’m jinn and not a fairy when it suits you.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” Owen grinned as he reached the door and stepped inside Marybeth’s.  
 
    Hakim sighed and followed.  
 
    They entered to find a hodgepodge group seated around the largest table. Marybeth bowed to the king before she shuffled past them to lock the door, then she walked to the back of the restaurant to tend to business. While the rest bowed in greeting, Hakim scanned the group. First, he wasn’t thrilled to recognize the two well-dressed, heavily tattooed jinn men at the table. Next were two elves dressed as homeless men. Beside them was a big, dark-haired man with werewolf blood whom Hakim didn’t remember. Joe the nymph and Piper the fairy were the last of the group, with two empty chairs beside them.  
 
    It’s like the start of a bad joke, thought Hakim with a private grin. Two elves, a nymph, and a fairy walk into a bar…or barbecue joint, in this case.  
 
    Formal bows made, the scouts sat back in their seats. Everyone’s expressions were tense, even Piper’s, which wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “Evening,” said Owen as he and Hakim sat in the vacant chairs.  
 
    The others mumbled greetings.  
 
    “Thanks for coming,” Owen began. “I appreciate how hard you’ve been working. Piper, thank you in particular for taking Esme to close the rift at the dance theater. I know that one was causing problems.” 
 
    The stunning fairy smiled at the king. “Happy to oblige, my lord. And thank you for contacting that agent in LA.” 
 
    He gave her a quick grin, then faced the elves. “Esme closed the new rift outside the art museum. Any more malevolenci activity in that area?” 
 
    “None since, my lord,” said the taller elf.  
 
    “Any more sightings around Eighteenth and Vine?” 
 
    The shorter elf shook his head. “None.” 
 
    “What about around the homeless shelters downtown? Esme closed the last rift there on Tuesday.” 
 
    “Our scouts at the shelters have their eyes open, but nobody’s seen anything.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Owen faced the big man with werewolf blood. “Any demons left around the stadiums?” 
 
    “There was a felicox we’d missed.” The man’s voice was low, as befitting his ancestry. “After Esme closed the rift, we made one last sweep and found the felicox scratching up cars in the parking lot. I took care of it.”  
 
    Dom, one of the well-dressed jinn, rested his hands behind his head. This exposed ceremonial tattoos that started at his wrists. “Now that the alterni’s closed the downtown rifts, there’ve been hardly any malevolenci left here. We can skip the usual check-ins…my lord.” He added this last part as if he’d forgotten. 
 
    Hakim frowned at his kin. “We need to be thorough.” 
 
    Ali, the other jinn, scoffed. “Easy for you to say, sitting up there in the Capiti while the rest of us risk our necks.” 
 
    “Enough.” Owen looked at the jinn with his best kingly stare.  
 
    Hakim fidgeted with his tie. He never liked feeling as if he played it safe. Yes, his work was important, but… 
 
    Dom and Ali are pureblood jinn. They think I’m soft. I only have one tattoo, from my manhood ceremony. These guys- 
 
    “Hakim’s right,” said the shorter elf. “We all know malevolenci might’ve slipped through undetected before our alterni destroyed their points of entry. It’s important to keep alert and report what we’ve seen.”  
 
    “Aye,” Joe agreed, scratching his groomed beard. “The malevolenci seem to be moving away from downtown, but they’ve been even more active elsewhere. We’ve had four rifts open in my city east of KC. A spindlox swarm killed a farmer last week before cavali could get there.” He frowned at the king. “I’m sorry, my lord. I had conjuri reinforce our barrio spells, but the swarm slipped around them and got past us. By the time we discovered the swarm and called Lexi to report…” 
 
    “I know.” Owen sighed and folded his hands on the table. “Lexi told me what happened. It wasn’t your fault, Joe. Esme closed the rifts soon after you alerted us, so at least we minimized the death toll.” 
 
    Joe gave a nod but frowned.  
 
    Piper looked at the werewolf. “You said you caught a flock of chiroptorx last week, right? When a rift opened at that car dealership?” 
 
    “Yeah. It was like a portal to hell opened right there in the showroom.” The big man made a face of disgust. “The rabid bats pooped all over the cars.” 
 
    Piper returned to her point. “That’s also on the east side.” She looked at the king. 
 
    Owen nodded. “They’re shifting their pattern east. Our alterni closes their rifts downtown as fast as they can open them, so they’re trying to spread out and find our weak spots.” 
 
    Hakim noted the tone of pride in the king’s voice. Esme was turning out to be quite the alterni.  
 
    Ali frowned in concern. “Have the malevolenci ever used this much strategy? The last rift that opened downtown, it was like they’d figured out how to flank our forces. We were busy fighting a crustacox, and two blocks over another rift opened. A felicox snuck out and attacked from behind. If we hadn’t had Esme there working with us…” 
 
    Piper’s draped wings shivered. “The malevolenci have been more aggressive lately. They’re more purposeful in their attacks.” 
 
    Dom eyed Hakim. “Maybe they sense we’re weak.” 
 
    Hakim ignored this, knowing Dom had accidentally stumbled very close to the truth. He exchanged a look with the king but kept silent.  
 
    Owen leaned back in his chair. “Well, let’s be glad they’re moving out of downtown. There’ll be fewer civilian casualties. The rifts out in the country will be easier to hide from the public, too.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Joe, “but it’s harder to discover two in the countryside than seven downtown.” 
 
    Owen acknowledged this with a nod. “Things are difficult, but you and your teams are doing an excellent job. And now we know to watch the east. That’ll help. We have a capable alterni again, so together we can drive back the malevolenci.” 
 
    Joe smiled. “Yes, Esme’s made a huge difference. When I called Lexi about the spindlox swarm, Esme was already on her way because she’d sensed the rifts opening. She closed them faster than any alterni I’ve ever seen.” He grinned coolly. “And I’ve known my fair share of these alterni. This one is…impressive.” 
 
    Owen looked annoyed but moved on. “My other scout leaders are ready to take over next week so you guys can get a break.” He pointed at the werewolf man in particular. “With the full moon coming up, you and your dad are welcome at the ranch in Texas. Your trip’s on me.” 
 
    The big man’s face softened with relief. “Thank you, my lord.” 
 
    “Don’t mention it.” 
 
    Joe raised a hand. “Will Esme have any time off? I’d love to schedule a trip-” 
 
    “Keep your hands off my alterni, Joe.” Owen’s tone was perhaps harsher than he’d intended, and he cleared his throat. He gave the nymph a quick smile. “Esme needs to stay close to home.” 
 
    Hakim grinned to himself.  
 
    Owen looked around the table. “Anything else?”  
 
    The group checked with each other and shook their heads.  
 
    “Then I’ll get out of your hair. Thank you.”  
 
    Owen stood, and the scouts rose and bowed before the king led Hakim to the door. 
 
    Once out on the moonlit sidewalk, Hakim sighed. “Sometimes my luck proves I’m only a quarter jinn. Still think it was a good idea to bring me?” 
 
    “Sorry, man. Dom and Ali weren’t the scout leaders on my schedule. I didn’t realize they were the ones coming.” Owen looked over with a smirk. “No worries. Those guys are douches.” 
 
    This sounded like something Owen would’ve said about Hakim’s bullies in high school. Hakim had to smile.  
 
    “And speaking of douches,” Owen added, “how annoying is Joe? Can you believe that guy?”  
 
    Hakim hid a grin. “I know! How dare he discuss asking out Esme? And right in front of you!” 
 
    “Exactly. I mean-” Owen caught himself and glared at Hakim.  
 
    Hakim ignored him, smiled, put his hands in his pockets, and whistled as they neared the car. 
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    The cavali truck hit a bump in the country road. Esme by now knew how to shift on her seat rather than grabbing hold to secure herself. She rode calmly, like the seasoned cavali around her.  
 
    Yesterday had been the five-month anniversary of her summono. She felt an odd kind of relief that she’d already lasted longer than half her alterni.  
 
    I’m competitive about the weirdest things, she thought with a smile. 
 
    Every night since Owen’s recovery – his official, healer-approved recovery – she’d joined his elite cavali team to close rifts and hunt malevolenci. Esme was continually impressed by these tough fighters. Trying to be useful, she’d fought as best she could whenever they came upon a swarm of spindlox, flock of chiroptorx, herd of crustacox, or roaming felicox. Esme had lost count of how many rift’s she’d closed, but always there were more. 
 
    The truck hit another bump. 
 
    The scouts were right. I don’t sense rifts opening downtown anymore. More and more, they’re opening farther east. We found three along I-70 last month. Seven in Lee’s Summit. Eight more in the smaller towns. 
 
    She smiled when she remembered a local idiosyncrasy. 
 
    Smaller cities, I mean. Missourians call every cluster of civilization a city, no matter the size. Oh, well. It’s good and bad that the rifts have moved from KC. The malevolenci kill fewer people out here than they did downtown…but at the same time it’s easier for them to slip into the wilderness. It takes longer to find them if we don’t get to a new rift right away. But that’s where I come in.  
 
    Esme inspected Owen sitting across from her, looking at something on his phone. She was starting to agree with Roman about hating phones – Owen was glued to his all the time. Again dressed in his cavali uniform, Owen’s eyes were bloodshot. He hadn’t shaved in a week. Esme guessed his diet these days consisted of fast food and energy drinks.  
 
    If we stay this busy, Lexi will get her wish about Owen retiring from double duties. He’s working himself too hard… I’m tired too. According to the Chronicles of Kings, rift activity isn’t usually this constant. Nobody knows what’s going on. Everyone’s tense. If we keep going at this pace- 
 
    “Do you still sense the rift?” asked Davis. He adjusted a pointed ear under his helmet, then motioned toward her feet. 
 
    Esme looked at the floor of the truck where she’d drawn the senso symbol. One benefit of her ever-strengthening magic was that she could perform the senso while on the move now.  
 
    I’m not sure what’s going on with my magic, either. At least that’s a mystery that’s helpful! Roman doesn’t even have answers for my magic’s strength. Well, he doesn’t have answers that he’ll tell me…  
 
    She held her castorca over the symbol and pushed a crackling bubble of magic to reignite the senso. Immediately, a wave of rift-gravity hit her. She was used to the sensation by now, and she breathed to hold herself steady. 
 
    “We still going the right way?” asked Max…or maybe Dax. It was hard to tell them apart in their helmets.  
 
    Esme looked at the sparking symbol and felt a gravitational pull in the direction of the nearest, freshest rift. It was like bobbing in waves, with a slight current carrying her…east. 
 
    “Yeah,” she finally answered. “The rift’s east along this road. Not far now.” 
 
    Owen put away his phone. He called to the driver, “Can you-” 
 
    The truck’s brakes made everyone lurch in their seats. This was the usual signal when their driver spotted a rift. Sure enough, the truck pulled off the road and slowed to a stop. The team wasted no time before piling out.  
 
    Esme emerged to stand on the gravel along a country road. Hilly fields stretched in every direction. What the locals called “lakes” and Hakim called “watering holes” reflected moonlight from the clear sky overhead. Farmhouses in the distance were only visible as small points of light, but the surrounding wilderness was empty.  
 
    I still should put up an illuso, just to be safe.  
 
    While the cavali went about their business checking weapons, Esme used her castorca to gather magic and draw the illuso symbol in the gravel along the road. She finished with a bubble of light to bolster the spell, and with an effortless sweep of her hand she sent a cloak of magic into the sky. This spread and stretched to block their location from view.  
 
    Owen split up the team. After so much time together, they worked like a well-oiled, magically beefed-up machine. Max, Dax, Davis, Benja, and Tank their troll driver drew weapons and went into the fields, each taking a different direction to hunt for malevolenci. Esme stuck with Owen as usual, and they headed straight for the small rift that had caught the driver’s attention.  
 
    The smoking rift was a hundred meters off the road, on the far side of a field, hanging in the air just above the knee-high grasses. The moonlight above allowed Esme to see a steady stream of bone-colored spindlox crawling over each other to enter this world. Behind the rift stood a thick row of trees, and several spindlox reached the tree line and disappeared in the underbrush. 
 
    “Stay sharp,” said Owen, gun ready.  
 
    They jogged over the grass. Every few meters, Esme burned barrio symbols into the dirt. These mines would catch any malevolenci crossing within range. She’d created nine barrio before she and Owen arrived in front of the rift. By now the last of the swarm had escaped the rift. Owen shot four spindlox scuttling to attack, but most of the demonic spiders headed for the trees in the opposite direction.  
 
    The rest of their cavali team converged on the king’s position. Apparently their areas had been clear, since Esme hadn’t heard a single shot. The team stood with Owen and held guns ready, aiming at the trees where the spindlox had fled. Owen gave Esme a look to make sure she was okay, and she returned a quick nod. He motioned to his cavali, and the team pursued the swarm into the trees.  
 
    Esme left them to it and focused on her usual job. Smoke wafted from the rift and flaked to the ground. A few more spindlox scuttled out. Esme didn’t even need to concentrate as she lifted her castorca hand and cast the spell that snapped their legs. These demons fell harmlessly to the dirt. One still inside the rift shrieked and paused at the edge. Esme waved at the demon so fast that her fingers blurred, and rippling shock waves pushed the spindlox back into its world.  
 
    The rift clear of malevolenci now, Esme stretched her hand and gathered her fingertips. Magic flowed through her castorca, and she drew the floating, sparkling termino in the air across the rift. Esme could cast the termino in under a minute now, and it helped that this rift was small. When the symbol was complete, she spun the symbol into a blur, making it crackle, and the rift shattered. The termino sucked in the rift debris, and finally the symbol itself crackled and disappeared. 
 
    Esme took a breath and lowered her castorca, pausing to regain her strength. She heard multiple gunshots from the trees, so she turned to help. 
 
    She only made it two steps. A current of rift-gravity caught Esme, and she stumbled before planting her feet. Then another wave pulled, and she swayed the other way. With the third current, she stepped back to stop from falling. 
 
    Don’t puke, she ordered herself. What in the hundreds of alt-worlds… 
 
    Owen and the cavali emerged from the trees, and Owen’s eyes widened as he looked at her. 
 
    Esme felt a chill. 
 
    No. He’s not looking at me. He’s looking behind me…  
 
    “Esme, run!” 
 
    She steadied herself and turned, her eyes rising to find the danger.  
 
    Three rifts, all bigger than the one she’d closed, hung in a row behind her. The smoke that wafted out blocked the moonlight, and Esme soon found herself standing in flaking, disorienting darkness. Only the rifts’ flashes of lightning allowed her to see, and during one flash she saw something moving within the malevolenci world.  
 
    What is that?  
 
    Esme held her castorca ready. The smoke obscured whatever was coming, but then flapping wings broke through the smoke. 
 
    Chiroptorx!  
 
    Just in time, she dropped to the grassy ground. A flock of chiroptorx erupted from each rift and flew with powerful speed, swirling around her. She winced from the beating of their wings, and claws scratched her legs and exposed side as she covered her head.  
 
    “Esme!” 
 
    Gunshots fired, but she couldn’t see her team through the smoke. 
 
    She fought to roll over, and when she did she saw only blackness and flapping wings. A flash of lightning illuminated one giant bat diving straight for her, its beak open wide. On instinct, Esme spun her hand and created a whirlwind to blast the demon away. She spun wider and wider so that the whirlwind grew, and Esme lay on her back in the eye of this storm. The wind caught the chiroptorx and kept them off her, and soon hundreds spiraled in her spell. Dozens more flew out of the rifts and dodged to avoid the whirlwind. She lost sight of these, but she heard gunshots and assumed the cavali had spotted them beyond the swirling smoke.  
 
    I can’t keep this up. My hand’s already tiring… 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    “We’re coming!” Owen was somewhere to her right. “Tank, Davis! Stay here and take out the ones we miss!” 
 
    A few gunshots sounded closer. Still spinning her casting hand, Esme sat up and looked through the smoke. On the far side of her whirlwind, Max and Dax had approached as close as they could without being sucked in, and they fired at the chiroptorx above. Then, through the spinning haze, Esme saw Owen shoot a freezing spell at a chiroptorx. Benja appeared beside the king and followed his example. Most shots and spells hit their targets, but the demons outnumbered the team by far.  
 
    I have to do more… 
 
    Hand aching, Esme knelt and made the whirlwind even bigger, her whole arm spinning as if aiming a lasso. Because she was so close to the rifts, only a few emerging chiroptorx were able to steer clear of the wind. At the same time, she worried the swirling spell might suck in her team if it grew any stronger.  
 
    What can I do? The second I drop my whirlwind, they’ll be all over me! I won’t have time for another hand spell, never mind the termino! 
 
    Esme felt like her arm was about to fall off. With a desperate thought, she looked at her other hand where it steadied her against the ground. Had anyone ever cast with their off-hand? Was it even possible without her castorca?  
 
    I have to try. Desperate times…  
 
    A barrage of gunshots from Tank and Davis suggested chiroptorx flew wide of her whirlwind, but Esme let them handle the strays.  
 
    Concentrating, she lifted her other hand. It was hard to ignore the pain in her casting arm, but Esme focused on her fresh hand and flicked her index and pinkie fingers again and again. Finally she felt magic vibrations in that bare hand. 
 
    “Get back!” This was all the warning she could give her team – the magic in her hand was too strong to hold any longer.  
 
    While spinning her castorca, Esme aimed her bare hand at the chiroptorx and released the fire spell. She gasped from the power of it. Flames shot to ignite demon after demon until every giant bat in the whirlwind was a streaking, tumbling blur of fire. The air grew hot. Broiling, ashy smoke clouded everything. 
 
    The vibrating pain became unbearable, and Esme stopped her spells and made a tossing motion with both arms. The whirlwind died, but before the flaming carcasses could fall around her, the tossing spell hurled the dead demons farther into the field.  
 
    “Esme!” 
 
    Her hands burned, and she fell back on her butt with a small cry of pain.  
 
    Now visible through the thinner smoke, Owen and the cavali ran closer to the rifts and shot the last of the chiroptorx flocks. Esme, too exhausted to move, watched from her spot on the ground as they spread out to cover each rift. 
 
    Max aimed a gun up at his. “Clear for now!”  
 
    “This one too!” called Benja. 
 
    “And here!” said Davis. 
 
    Owen holstered his gun and crouched in front of Esme. “Are you okay?”  
 
    She looked at her hands in the moonlight. Her castorca hand was shaking. On her other palm, blood oozed from deep burns.  
 
    Owen sucked air through his teeth. “That doesn’t look good. Can you-” 
 
    “My lord!” yelled Tank. 
 
    Owen’s head snapped up, and Esme too looked at the rifts, expecting a new torrent of malevolenci. Instead, they discovered that the rifts’ edges were tearing farther open.  
 
    “Get back!” Owen ordered. 
 
    The cavali backed away as the rifts expanded and stretched to join. First the middle rift linked with the left, then the right. Soon they were one big, gaping rift. It hung in the air not far from the ground, and the width and height were the size of a drive-in theater screen. 
 
    Holy… thought Esme with a chill. That’s the biggest rift I’ve ever seen! 
 
    She exchanged a wide-eyed look with Owen, then scrambled to stand with him and back away. “Have you seen this happen before?” 
 
    “Nope. New one to me.” Owen redrew his weapon. 
 
    The smoke now pouring out made it difficult to see, but Esme stood with the team and tried to prepare for whatever new horror they were about to face.  
 
    “What is that?” Dax, standing nearest the rift’s edge, pointed.  
 
    Smoke had cleared from the wide center of the rift, and Esme squinted to see into the malevolenci world. Every comparison to hell that she’d read was accurate. A scorched, smoking sky stretched over a desolate, bare landscape of black dirt and rock. The distance revealed volcanic bursts of gas and flames. Also, a herd of at least a thousand crustacox charged straight for the rift like their lives depended on it.  
 
    Oh, shit! Hundreds will get through an opening this size! We’d never kill them all! I have to close-  
 
    Dax took a step back. “Great god of Lycan…” 
 
    Esme looked again at the horizon deep inside this hell. A massive form was chasing the crustacox. Wings ten times bigger than a chiroptorx’s unfurled from a body ten times that of a felicox. It was a bentaforx, and it made the fake one at Esme’s summono look like a baby. 
 
    “Close the rift!” Max screamed.  
 
    Esme found herself frozen.  
 
    Owen stepped in front of her to break her stare and get her attention. “Can you do it? Esme, can you close this?” 
 
    Esme snapped out of it. “I need room!” 
 
    Owen and the cavali took several strides back from the monstrous rift, guns raised and ready.  
 
    Brave, Esme noted, but they’re no match for thousands of malevolenci. I have to hurry! 
 
    With this firepower covering her, Esme looked at her bleeding bare hand and knew she couldn’t use both again. The pain would knock her unconscious, and then they’d be screwed. Instead, she raised only her castorca.  
 
    Beyond her outstretched hand, she saw the leading crustacox approaching the rift. Thousands of bellowing cries shook the air. Behind the herd, the bentaforx stretched its neck and roared, shaking the smoky sky.  
 
    “Esme, focus!” Owen shouted. “You can do this!”  
 
    She looked back at her castorca and pulled magic to her gathered fingers. While trying not to shake with fear, she drew the termino symbol over the giant rift. The symbol wasn’t quite right on her first try, and she had to flick away parts and fix a few lines.  
 
    Davis fired as the first crustacox jumped from the rift. The demon was dead before it hit the ground, its smoke flaking into the grass. 
 
    The finished symbol crackled over the rift, and Esme spun her hand. However, before she could blur the termino, another crustacox jumped out, this one breaking a swirl of the symbol. The whole termino flickered and threatened to go out. Frantic, Esme redrew the broken portion, but not before three more crustacox crossed through.  
 
    “Fire! Fire! Fire!” 
 
    The cavali guns erupted. Five more crustacox appeared, and the cavali had to break formation. The chaos allowed one demon to charge straight for Esme. 
 
    Oh, shit! 
 
    Before she could defend herself, the charging crustacox lashed out a tentacle and snagged her around the throat. The slimy, sucking tentacle squeezed, and Esme gasped for air. It lifted her off her feet, and she slapped at it with bleeding hands. This did nothing to deter the crustacox, and it yanked her downward. She landed on her side with a thud, the jolt knocking the wind out of her. 
 
    “No!”  
 
    Gasping for air, Esme watched from the ground as Owen fired at the demon holding her. But he was at a bad angle, and his shots didn’t penetrate the thick exoskeleton. The crustacox’s dense body swung away from Owen, and Esme lost sight of him as a pair of crustacox ran between them. 
 
    “Esme!” 
 
    The tentacle yanked her forward over the ground, and she gagged as the noose tightened. She tried the snapping spell, but it caught and snapped the wrong tentacle. This only infuriated the crustacox more, and it squeezed harder with every yank forward. It was pulling her toward its body, reeling her in where its tentacles connected to its mouth. 
 
    Do not pass out! 
 
    Esme’s vision blurred, but she saw cavali running and firing at the herd of crustacox spilling from the rift. She saw wisps of smoke as the demons trampled the field. Worse, as she was pulled across the ground, she saw the incomplete termino sparking over the rift. 
 
    I have to finish it, she thought with another gasp for air.  
 
    Yanked forward again, she ignored the crustacox set on devouring her. She lifted her castorca. With every ounce of strength she had left, Esme fixed the broken symbol and spun her hand. Rocks dug into her body as the tentacle reeled her in, but she activated the spell and blurred the termino. 
 
    The giant rift shook. Then the edges shattered, and the rift narrowed as the spell sucked it into the termino. The bentaforx and herd of crustacox still inside disappeared from sight, and the rift collapsed entirely.  
 
    “Yes!” This sounded like Max. “Hold on, alterni! We’re coming!” 
 
    Gunshots fired all around the field. Crustacox bellowed. Esme had no strength left, and she went limp as the crustacox pulled her nearer the source of all those tentacles. 
 
    Out of nowhere, Owen rolled in front of her to shove a gun right up into her captor’s face. When he shot, a splash of bloody goop sprayed his arm, but he ignored it and rolled out of the way as the demon fell.  
 
    The pressure around Esme’s neck lessened, and she clawed at the tentacle to pull it from her throat. Inhaling with a wheeze, she crawled away from the dead demon and lowered her forehead to the dirt, coughing and sucking in air. Her head was pounding. Then she felt the pain in her hands where her palms pressed into the grass, and she flopped to sit and hold them in her lap. She sucked in air again, and her throat burned with the attempt. Her arms shook with spasms. 
 
    Owen was beside her in an instant, and he knelt to examine her. First his fingers touched her neck, then he reached for but stopped shy of her ruined hands. “It’s okay. Stay calm. You’ll be alright.” 
 
    One more shot rang out, then the cavali guns were still.  
 
    “Help me get her to the truck!” 
 
    Esme heard the cavali rushing over, but she had no strength to lift her head. It wouldn’t surprise her if her neck was sprained. Her lungs… Her head… Her hands… 
 
    The pain was overwhelming, and Esme slumped into Owen. He put an arm around her shoulders for support and held her head against his chest, protecting her neck. With soothing noises, he gently rested his chin on the top of her head. She didn’t understand why, but she began to sob.  
 
    “Is she okay?” asked Benja. 
 
    “My lord, one of them made it across the road! The damned thing knocked me-” 
 
    “Go after it, Davis! Max and Dax, go with him. Tank, Benja, come with me. We have to get her to the hospital.”  
 
    “Yes, my lord!”  
 
    The trio ran off in pursuit of escaping malevolenci. Esme saw nothing more of them as Owen shifted and Tank lifted her in his strong, stubby arms. The troll held her like a fragile doll and hurried out of the field. Esme’s vision was blurry with pain, and she closed her eyes.  
 
    “I have you,” said the troll in a surprisingly comforting tone. “Let’s get you home.”  
 
    A smaller hand touched her shoulder, and Benja said, “You were amazing, alterni.”  
 
    Tank marched onto the crunching gravel of the road, and Esme opened her eyes to find Owen. The king was right beside her, walking stride for stride with the troll. Owen’s face was smeared with dirt and sweat, but even with blurred vision Esme saw his frown of concern. Serious concern.  
 
    Her remaining strength faded, and she finally passed out.  
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    Esme woke in a hospital bed. She could tell from the room that this wasn’t the medical floor of the Capiti. Too quaint. Too…un-magical.  
 
    She tried to sit up and immediately regretted it. Every part of her body throbbed in pain. A brace surrounded her neck. Both hands were bandaged. One missing element freaked her out the most. 
 
    My castorca! Oh, no! Am I back in my alt-world? Did they send me- 
 
    “Hey.” Owen leaned into her field of vision. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Esme now saw he’d pulled a chair up to her bed. Owen had taken off the cavali shirt and was down to a black undershirt. Even this was dirty from their ordeal. Owen’s face looked so tired, like he might fall asleep any second. Clearly only anxiety kept him awake.  
 
    Esme swallowed, which hurt her throat. “I’ve been better.” Her voice sounded hoarse. “Where’s my castorca?”  
 
    Owen laughed with obvious relief. “That’s what you’re worried about? Benja’s got it in the truck.”               
 
    She looked around the room. “Where…?”  
 
    “We didn’t want to risk transporting you all the way to the Capiti, so Tank drove to the nearest hospital. These docs took a few x-rays and scans and stuff, and they’re keeping you overnight for observation. You’re basically okay. Nothing’s broken. You’re pretty banged up, though, so we won’t transfer you to the Capiti until morning.” Owen grinned. “Then you’ll get the good drugs.” 
 
    Esme tried to smile, but the battle was still too fresh. The memory of the bentaforx chasing thousands of crustacox… 
 
    That’s not something I’ll forget.  
 
    Unbidden tears again rose in her eyes.  
 
    Owen started to reach for her hand, then remembered the bandages. Instead, he rested his arm on her pillow and stroked her hair. “Shh. It’s okay. You’re okay. Tonight… This was a bad one, but you were amazing.” 
 
    Several images flashed through Esme’s mind, not the least of which was Owen rolling up to the crustacox and shooting it point blank to free her.  
 
    Just when I thought I had the hang of this war… 
 
    She took a shaky breath. “Thank you, Owen. You saved my life.” 
 
    He smiled. “Now we’re even.” 
 
    She had so many questions. Despite the pain in her throat, she asked, “What was that? Three rifts opened at once. And they were pinpointed right at me. How is that possible?” 
 
    Owen looked almost as afraid as she felt. “I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like that. When I saw the rifts open behind you, that was freaky enough. Then those chiroptorx dive-bombed you, and I thought…” 
 
    He thought he lost me, she realized.  
 
    Esme met Owen’s eyes. She wanted to say something reassuring, but she had nothing. With a painful swallow, she turned her head from him. 
 
    Tonight could’ve been the end of me. Yeah, that freaks me out, but for Owen it’s a whole other thing. These past few months… We’ve both tried to avoid how connected we are. 
 
    Esme focused on her questions. “Did the rifts rip into one because of the bentaforx? Last time you faced…” 
 
    But she knew Owen didn’t want to think about that time he’d lost one of her. 
 
    To her surprise, Owen didn’t appear to be thinking of her origini at all. “I’ve never seen the rifts do that. Last time I fought a bentaforx, the rift was huge right away.” He shook his head. “Tonight’s bentaforx was a complete surprise. I never expected to see another one during my lifetime.” 
 
    Esme thought back on her reading. “The only kings who’ve encountered two bentaforx had longer than average reigns. Normally, the bentaforx only invade once per generation. Sometimes they even skip a generation.” 
 
    “And now I’ve seen two in five years. Lucky me.” Owen sighed and moved on. “How’d you do that against the chiroptorx? You cast two spells at once. You used both hands?” 
 
    Esme held up her bandages for inspection. “Seemed like the thing to try at the time. Hurt like hell.” 
 
    “Worse than when you split that felicox?” 
 
    She thought about it. “The magic felt stronger – I wouldn’t say worse. But my off-hand sure suffered without the castorca.”  
 
    Owen nodded, again in his own thoughts.  
 
    Esme looked at her bandaged hands.  
 
    What is going on with my magic?  
 
    Owen removed his arm from her pillow and rubbed his face. “None of this makes any sense.” 
 
    She agreed. At the same time, while non-Order meds weren’t as strong as those of the vamps, the drugs were doing the trick in making her sleepy.  
 
    We survived. We deserve sleep. Besides, we can go over everything in the morning when they bring me home. 
 
    Owen must’ve been thinking the same, and he rose from his chair. “Okay, I’d better get out of here. Sleep tight, alterni. I’ll be here in the morning to drive you to the Capiti.” 
 
    “If you’re too busy, you can send Hakim or-” 
 
    “No, I’m getting you myself.” The king didn’t sound like he’d accept arguments. Without warning, he leaned over to gently kiss her forehead. “Goodnight, Esme.” 
 
    “Goodnight.”  
 
    Owen left her room, and Esme closed her eyes. She still felt the moisture from his lips on her forehead as she drifted into sleep. 
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    After a few nights with the vampire healers, Esme was as good as new, at least physically. She still felt shaken whenever she remembered the last battle, but she toughened up fast these days.  
 
    Now she sat with Roman and Ada at the grand library table. They were searching for anything to account for why more rifts and more malevolenci had appeared during Owen’s reign than any other king for hundreds of years. The Order had wondered about this for some time, but after this week’s bentaforx sighting, they felt prompted to redouble their investigation.  
 
    “Crustacox are a fascinating species,” Roman was saying.  
 
    Esme tried to listen, but she was sick of Roman’s obsession with the demons that had almost killed her. The Master Conjuri went on with his speech, and Esme’s gaze drifted. Ada continued to ignore Roman as she read. In front of Esme lay several open books, and she leaned forward in her chair to see the pages better.  
 
    I’ve spent hours in this library. Never been this tense, though. Not even when I feared bombing as an alterni.  
 
    She flipped a page of the Chronicles of Kings, Volume XXI, which told of King Andrew’s reign with his Perth alterni. She’d hoped to find something useful, but Andrew’s story was boring. He’d been a selfish, pompous monarch, and half of his alt-Perths chose to go home, back to their worlds where they could forget the whole thing. 
 
    Esme flipped another page, not bothering to memorize this book. 
 
    I’ve memorized volumes I-XX and LXX-LXXIX. The malevolenci were definitely this bad during the first kings – Cesare, Pasquale, Massimo, and Ignazio. Once their alterni closed the original rifts, though, things calmed down a bit. Then malevolenci attacks flared up again. The tenth king, Eglid, went through thirty-one alterni because the malevolenci were so volatile during his reign. King Aaron after him had twenty-three because he had to clean up the mess Eglid left once he killed himself. After that, the war mellowed out again. But the seventeenth king, Nathaniel, dealt with more rift openings than any king prior or since. After King Benjamin cleaned up that mess, malevolenci were again less active.  
 
    She frowned at the piles of books beside her on the table. These were volumes XXII-LXIX, which she’d only skimmed so far.  
 
    For hundreds of years, malevolenci attacks were fairly consistent. No king had to fight back serious invasion until Virgil, the sixty-fourth king. After that came another lull. That’s why Ada had me skip to volume LXX. King Paxton saw a lot of action, then King Baxter, Wentworth… I always thought Jerome’s story was interesting because of the suspicious circumstances surrounding his death, but he faced an abnormal number of malevolenci during his reign.  
 
    She leaned back in her seat and gazed up at the mural on the ceiling. In the age-old paintings, it was impossible to sort out truth from legend. Heroes and monsters… Green forests and hellish landscapes… Gods and demons…  
 
    Conjuri dedicate their lives to studying the history of this war. If they haven’t found a pattern in malevolenci attacks, I’m not likely to find one either. The flare-ups don’t happen every certain number of years. They don’t happen with any one species more than another. One place doesn’t get hit repeatedly like a weak spot. Is there a pattern? 
 
    Esme heard the door open, and she turned to see Owen enter the library. He wore his cavali uniform, having spent the day away at an Order outpost in Kansas. No longer needing to make an impression, he rolled up his sleeves to his elbows. 
 
    “Find anything?” Owen sat across from Esme and looked to Roman. 
 
    The old man only scowled and continued to read. 
 
    Ada turned a page in her book, and her eyes narrowed in focus. “Here’s something. King Eglid’s last alterni died when attacked by felicox.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Roman. “Ah, yes…” He pushed up his reading glasses in contemplation.  
 
    Owen looked from Ada to Roman. “And?” 
 
    Esme remembered. “The last Devon was closing a rift when another opened right behind him. A felicox jumped straight at Devon and tore him apart before Eglid even knew the rift was there.”  
 
    Now Owen understood. “More than one rift at a time, aiming right at an alterni. Like the other night.” 
 
    Roman picked a book and flipped a few pages, then trailed a finger over the text. “King Wentworth’s last alterni died much the same way. Five rifts opened in one day, and he was too exhausted to close the last before spindlox swarmed him.”  
 
    Esme remembered this too. “It took every cavali in the Capiti to put down that swarm. When Wentworth died not long after, many rifts remained open. Hundreds of cavali died before King Jerome’s origini was able to close them.”  
 
    “Yes.” Ada nodded. “We often suffer great casualties between alternis.” 
 
    Owen smiled over the table at Esme. “Good thing your crazy brain learned quickly.” 
 
    Esme returned his smile. “I appreciate the support, your loyal lordship.” 
 
    They held eye contact another second or two. Esme was finding it increasingly difficult to look away from Owen. Only Roman’s voice pulled her attention back to the others.  
 
    “Indeed,” said Roman, gaze still on his book. “We’ve been very fortunate with you, alterni.” This was uncharacteristically complimentary for the old man.  
 
    “Thank you, Master Conjuri.” 
 
    Ada sat back in her chair and frowned. “There must be something we’re not seeing. What triggers these malevolenci outbursts?” 
 
    Esme copied her mentor’s frown. “A rise in their population? I saw their world, and it didn’t look like they have many resources. What if sometimes the malevolenci become more desperate and so increase their attacks on our world to escape their own? Then with fewer of them left in their world, they settle down.”  
 
    “A good theory,” mused Ada. She faced Roman. “You’ve studied the malevolenci more than any Master Conjuri in history. Could conditions in their world be driving them here?”  
 
    Roman scowled at his book. “It’s possible. There’s much we don’t know about the malevolenci, even after all these centuries. We know even less about their world.” 
 
    Esme had another thought. “Maybe we’re looking for answers in the wrong world. What if something here is making them attack more?” 
 
    Roman again scowled, but no one had an answer.  
 
    Esme sighed and pushed gray strands from her face. Her gaze drifted from book to book on the table. “You’ve fought this war for centuries. How can we defeat an enemy we know so little about?”  
 
    Roman closed the cover of his book and sat back. “We know each species’ weaknesses. We know their strengths. During intense periods such as ours, we’ve seen the demons use the same tactical maneuvers. We don’t need to know why they’re attacking so ferociously again. Whatever the reason, we must continue to do as we’ve always done.” 
 
    Owen, leaning back, nodded in agreement. “Use what we know. Fight. Stop the malevolenci from overrunning our world.” His eyes swung to Esme. He smiled. “And, this time, believe we have an alterni strong enough to turn the tide.” 
 
    Esme again struggled to pull her eyes from Owen’s, but she forced herself to lean over and put her face in the Chronicles of Kings, Volume XXI. 
 
    Focus.  
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    Owen had picked his birthday as the time to declare his retirement as chief of police. Apparently a huge party was in order. Esme, still not attuned to this world’s fashion, had spent the majority of the day prepping with Lexi.  
 
    “You look great. Stop squirming.” Lexi checked her lipstick in the mirrored elevator wall and ran fingers through her long, loose locks. Her navy blue dress fit her perfectly, and she knew it. 
 
    Esme sighed and took advantage of the elevator mirror for a final inspection. Her lacy, gray dress was flattering. It hung off one shoulder, angled at the bottom, and exposed more thigh than she normally dared. The purple heels and clutch cost a fortune, but Lexi had reminded her of her Order-account credit card and urged her to indulge. Esme hadn’t been sure about Lexi’s approach to makeup either, but she had to admit the neon-yellow lipstick looked cool. Esme herself had added curls and waves to her gray bob. 
 
    Esme’s gaze dropped to the golden bracelet, thin chains, and rings on her right hand, and she gave her reflection a small smile. 
 
    How far I’ve come. My castorca is the one part of my outfit that feels natural.  
 
    Lexi smirked at her as they waited on the elevator. “Not a lot of rooftop parties in your world?” 
 
    “Uh. Not for me.” 
 
    “Ever been in a penthouse?” 
 
    “I knew a guy in Florida who tried… No.” 
 
    “Well, Owen throws parties all the time, I think to keep cavali spirits up. Plus he likes us to mingle with the public. He also uses these gatherings to strengthen his contacts as chief of police. Well, he used to do that, I should say.” Lexi smiled with excitement. 
 
    “So now that he’s resigning, you’ll be the one working these parties.” Esme realized something. “You’ll be working this party, won’t you?” 
 
     “Sorry, but it’s not like I’m abandoning you – you’ll know people from the Order. Hakim’s in Italy this week, but I’m pretty sure your whole cavali team was invited. Max, Dax, Benja, Davis. Tank might even show, since he’s only half troll and blends in.” Lexi made a face. “As for civilians, there won’t be many women to hang out with. Not ones our age, anyway.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Most of the public bigwigs are men. There’s not a lot of gender equality in government around here. That oughta be interesting now that I’m the actual chief.” Lexi scowled. “I am a downer, aren’t I? Owen put that in the comments of his final review.”  
 
    Esme rolled her eyes. “Compared to Owen, everyone is overly serious. You’re just good at your job.” 
 
    Lexi stopped scowling. “Thanks.” 
 
    The elevator dinged open, and the pair stepped out. Esme tried not to appear out of her element as she followed Lexi into the rooftop entrance room.  
 
    The wall behind them held the elevator, a descending staircase, and bathrooms. The other three walls and ceiling were glass. All around and above, the evening sky was a mix of pinks and blues. 
 
    “Come on.” Lexi walked to the exit and out to the open air of the rooftop. 
 
    With the sun setting, the rooftop felt relatively cool. Old-fashioned bulbs were strung from the entry to the far corners of the roof. Potted plants divided the rooftop into different sections. To the immediate left of the entry lay a dance floor in front of a stage. The band onstage played jazz, and a large crowd of dancers laughed and chatted. To the right, more docile party-goers stood in cool blue lights shining from a bar’s long counter. Farther across the rooftop, still more people sat at scattered tables or stood around high tables drinking.  
 
    Lexi headed for the bar. Esme stepped into the blue light and saw an hors d’oeuvre table around the side of the bar. Lexi had insisted they skip dinner, so Esme followed her nose and got in line behind a pair of older couples. The husbands looked official.  
 
    Esme grinned to herself. 
 
    Dapper gents. They probably have something to do with the police department or local government. I know some of the older commissioners are with the Order, but we don’t control everything. That’s for the best. We’re here to protect the world, not control it.  
 
    Esme smiled at her use of the word “we.” She was a full-fledged member of the Order these days.  
 
    Esme shuffled forward in line and read the small plaques by each dish. As she scooped up Peppermingles to see what all the fuss was about, Lexi joined her. The cool blonde held a wineglass in each hand, and one she gave to Esme before taking a sip of her own.  
 
    “Thanks.” Esme tucked her purple clutch under an arm and held the drink with that hand while she filled her plate.  
 
    Lexi grinned at Esme’s dexterity. “Not your first time at a party with an hors d’oeuvres table?” 
 
    “Nope.”  
 
    One of the older women ahead was saying to the other, “Have you seen Chief Lord since his accident? He’s recovered so well!” 
 
    “Oh, good,” said the friend. “I keep picturing him drowning in that cave-in. It must’ve been terrifying.” 
 
    The first woman’s husband picked up a shrimp with tongs. “Cave diving’s a dangerous hobby. Sounds like a fun way to explore, though.” 
 
    Esme raised an eyebrow at Lexi and whispered, “Cave diving?” 
 
    “That was Owen’s cover story when he was in the hospital after your first mission.” 
 
    Esme sighed, shook her head, and tossed a shrimp on her plate. “He couldn’t have said he was in a car accident? I’m guessing he thought this sounded cooler.” 
 
    “Good guess.” Lexi shared her exasperation, but she was looking around the rooftop. “Oh, there’s the mayor. I gotta run. Wish me the luck of a jinn.” 
 
    Esme laughed. “May you succeed in kissing much ass.” 
 
    Lexi scowled like she wanted to argue, then changed her mind. “Thanks.” With that, she tossed her hair and strolled across the rooftop to a table of older men.  
 
    Left to her own devices, Esme plastered a smile on her face and carried her goodies to an untouched high table nearby. A candle burning in a small bowl was the only company she needed, and she set her clutch next to her as if she was saving a spot. In truth, she doubted Lexi would be back.  
 
    Esme tucked a wavy curl of gray behind her ear, popped a cracker in her mouth, and listened to the band start up a new song. She made a quick scan of the crowds and recognized a few cavali now dressed like fashionable civilians. Benja was stunning in a shimmering, low-cut dress that exposed her jinn tattoos. Benja had wrapped her dark braids around her head, and long earrings sparkled as she danced with an older man Esme didn’t recognize. Max, to Esme’s surprise, wore a slick suit and danced with a civilian woman. Davis, his pointed ears hidden under long hair, chatted with a man at the bar. A few more faces Esme recognized from the police station. Piper and two other fairies danced seductively at the edge of the dance floor, their dresses/wings leaving little to the imagination. 
 
    Of course they’re here. Fairies would never miss such a posh party.  
 
    Esme also spotted Joe standing with a group of well-dressed men at the bar. She decided it was a good idea to avoid the nymph, so Esme angled her body to face the farther part of the rooftop. 
 
    “Owen, bro!” 
 
    Esme now spotted Owen standing with a few civilians. A younger man in an expensive suit held his drink aloft and hurried to join the king. The stranger shook Owen’s hand, and Owen smiled in greeting, appearing genuinely happy to see the guy.  
 
    This was the most dressed up Esme had ever seen the king. Owen wore dark suit pants, polished shoes, and a white dress shirt. He’d folded back his sleeves, exposing a nice watch.  
 
    He looks good. When was the last time I saw him out of his cavali uniform? Not that I want to see him…out of his uniform.  
 
    Esme rolled her eyes at herself and took a drink from her wineglass.  
 
    “I haven’t seen you since your accident,” said the young man. “I was worried, man! Heard you were in the hospital for days.” 
 
    Owen smiled. “You know me. I’ve always healed fast. Like magic.” 
 
    The younger man laughed at what he thought was a joke and slapped Owen on the shoulder. “Well, take care, man. This is a great going-away party! I’m gonna see if I can score with that blond chick.” 
 
    Owen looked where his friend pointed – at Lexi. “Oh!” He held in a laugh and slapped the man on the shoulder. “Approach with caution.” 
 
    “See ya, bro.” The young man moved off in Lexi’s direction. 
 
    Yikes, thought Esme as she watched him go. I hope she doesn’t throw this guy off the roof.  
 
    Esme met eyes with Owen as he looked away from the impending disaster. The king bobbed his head in greeting, then put his hands in his pockets and walked to join her. 
 
    Esme felt inexplicably nervous. As he approached the other side of her table, she said, “Happy birthday.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Owen smiled. “Sorry if you’ve been alone for long. I didn’t see you arrive.” 
 
    “Lexi and I only got here a few minutes ago.” 
 
    Owen’s face twitched. “That’s right. Thaddeus said he drove you two all over Kansas City today. I hear you and Lexi are best friends now. That’s…great.” He looked uncomfortable. “So great.” 
 
    Esme laughed at him. “We talk about things other than you, Owen.” 
 
    “Good to hear.” His forced smile hinted at a lack of belief.  
 
    Esme motioned with her head to where he’d spoken with the young man. “Who’s that?” 
 
    “My cousin.” Owen raised an eyebrow. “He’s also heir to the thrown if I die without offspring.” 
 
    Esme gaped and looked where the man waited for Lexi to finish speaking with the mayor. “That guy?” 
 
    Owen nodded. “Yeah… He doesn’t know about the Order, which I assume is obvious. My father agreed with my aunt that Jonas shouldn’t be burdened unless it becomes necessary. Roman thought their approach was foolish, which doesn’t suggest Roman’s ever had great confidence in me as king.” 
 
    Esme looked from Owen to his cousin and back again. She’d read about lines of succession in the Lord family. A few kings had died without offspring. The next Lord male in line always stepped in. But she’d never wondered about Owen’s heir. 
 
    Owen smiled at her across the table. “Enjoying yourself so far?” 
 
    “Hard not to.” Esme motioned around the rooftop, realizing too late she had a shrimp in that hand. She dropped it back onto her plate. “Uh… This place is gorgeous.” 
 
    “Thanks. A top floor penthouse with a private roof ain’t cheap. It was a splurge purchase after…after your origini died.” Owen met her eyes and shrugged. “Sorry to bring her up.”  
 
    “No, it’s fine.” Esme took a sip of her drink, then made a questioning face. “I’m not flinch-y about alt-Esmes anymore, am I?” 
 
    “No.” Owen smiled. “I’m glad you’ve found your own life in our world. And I promise, you’re the only one I think about now.” He blinked and clarified, “I mean, when I look at you, I only think of you and not the other…” He looked to the darkening sky for help, then gave up and snagged a Peppermingle off her plate.  
 
    “Hey!” she cried in mock protest.  
 
    He smirked and said around the candy, “Well, I paid for them.”  
 
    “Owen, you’re king. You pay for everything.” 
 
    “Hmm. I bet I bought that dress too.” Owen winked at her. 
 
    She laughed. “You want it?” 
 
    “Depends on how you hand it over.” Owen caught himself, swallowed the candy, and looked away. He drummed his fingers on the table.  
 
    Esme felt her cheeks blush. She tried to regain control. “Can I ask what my origini was like?”  
 
    Owen sighed in annoyance. “Really? Now?” 
 
    “You brought her up.” Esme shrugged. In thought, she wiped neon-yellow lipstick off her wineglass. “I’ve enjoyed learning about my alterni. Obviously I’m sad I never got to meet them, but in a way it’s like discovering family I never knew I had. A few of them were bitchy or stupid, sure, but I’ve loved hearing about them all. Hakim has great stories. Ada too. Thaddeus even told me some. Joe was a fount of information…” She rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Ha!” 
 
    Esme smiled sadly at him. “But you knew my alterni best. And you knew her best of all, so… I want to know what she was like.” 
 
    The band changed to a slower song as Owen paused. The blue lights from the nearby bar gave his face strange shadows, but she could tell he was trying to find the right words.  
 
    “It was a long time ago,” Owen said at last. He leaned on the table, tapping the glass candle bowl between them. “Honestly – and I’ve been thinking about this a lot lately – you Esmes have had such different personalities that it’s easy to see you as completely separate people. I mean, you are separate people. And like all people who come in and out of your life, I remember some better than others.” 
 
    Esme nodded at this. She forced herself to say, “But you were in love with the origini. You must remember her best.” 
 
    Owen lowered his gaze to the candle bowl. “Well… She was beautiful, obviously.” He motioned to Esme’s own face. “Eyes that were brilliant purple, like yours. She was fast like you. Smart like you, though not as much of a smart ass.” 
 
    Esme grinned.  
 
    So did Owen, then his smile faded. “But she had her flaws too. She had a temper. She focused too much on the job rather than people.” He thought a second. “It’s easier to see a person’s faults once time has passed, isn’t it?” 
 
    Esme made a face and tried to explain. “When my dad left, it was easy to remember the worst of him right away. It was harder to remember the good stuff. As for my mom, of course I remember things about her that drove me nuts. But mostly I think of her laugh, her cooking, her way of caring for people when they needed it most… I remember the good stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Owen smiled. “Same with me after my dad died.” 
 
    Esme nodded. “I guess it balances out, in the end. We remember a person for their strongest traits, for who they were to us.” 
 
    “I think you’re right.” Owen looked back at her. “I have to say, Esme, of all the different versions of you that I’ve known, you’re my favorite.” 
 
    She gulped and started to object. 
 
    Owen held up a hand. “No, just hear me out, okay? I’m trying to be serious.” 
 
    “Yes, your royal lordship.” 
 
    He chuckled but held up his hand again. “I’m serious. You’re the best of them. I know I was drugged out of my mind when I came to your house that night, but I remember what you told me. You said you’d found your place here and felt like you’re doing something that matters. You said you could die tomorrow and it’d be worth it. That was after only one battle, and you’d already proven you’d risk your life for mine.” His eyes locked on her now. “Other alterni have been better cavali than you, better fighters. Hell, your origini was maybe better at magic… But none of them were better people.” 
 
    Whether it was her wine, the candlelight, the fine clothes, or the atmosphere, Esme couldn’t look away from his eyes.  
 
    Shit. Why can’t he be six foot five? 
 
    Esme reached for her wineglass as a distraction, then thought better of adding more alcohol to the situation. She grabbed a remaining Peppermingle. 
 
    Owen snapped out of staring at her and looked around the rooftop. “I just remembered. I’m supposed to talk to someone…about a thing.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Esme with fake perk. “I’m going to…over there.” She looked where she’d blindly pointed and found only the edge of the roof. 
 
    “Great.” Owen moved away from the table and called, “Larry, good to see you!” 
 
    Esme picked up her clutch and hurried away from the table without looking back. 
 
    She slid her way through the crowd near the bar and walked past the dance floor and jazz band. Since the roof’s entrance room was in this direction, she opened a glass door and went inside to find cooler air. A pair of women had just emerged from the ladies room, and Esme guessed that’d be a decent place to hide and collect herself.  
 
    Get a grip, alterni! You do not have feelings for the king. You are not attracted to him. No, no, no! Can’t happen. 
 
    Once finished with the main use of a bathroom, she found it had only taken her about two minutes. That wasn’t too much time for a woman to spend powdering her nose, but Esme worried it would look like she was hiding if she stayed any longer.  
 
    I can’t just stand here staring at myself in the mirror all day. What if someone I know walks in? Hard to explain why I’m standing here blushing. Gods forbid Lexi finds me, with her “I told you so” smirk.  
 
    With a final fluff of her wavy hair, Esme sighed at her reflection and walked to the door. She nearly collided with two women entering, and Esme laughed good-naturedly as they too looked startled by the opening door.  
 
    When she turned to walk back toward the rooftop doors, Esme ran into someone. With a face full of a man’s shirt, she grabbed the man’s arm to keep from falling.  
 
    “Sorry,” they said at the same time. 
 
    Esme knew the male voice and winced. She peeked up and saw surprise on Owen’s face. In a rush, Esme got her feet underneath her and took a step back from him. Owen just stood there, staring at her with a smirk. A few more women walked between them to enter the ladies’ room.  
 
    “Cat balls, Owen! I leave my bodyguard for one night, and you can’t even let me go to the bathroom by myself? I’m fine. You didn’t need to-” 
 
    Owen snorted a laugh and pointed to the nearby stairs. “I was headed to my place.”  
 
    Esme looked at the stairs, then back at him. “Oh.” 
 
    Owen grinned. “Come with me?” He reached for the railing and skipped down a few steps, turned on the bend in the staircase, and smirked up at her until he disappeared below. 
 
    She let out a frustrated sigh at her stupidity and followed. Her clicking heels echoed in the narrow stairwell, but Esme looked up and saw that no one seemed to notice her departure. 
 
    The staircase ended at a landing with a glass door, which led right into an enormous, open penthouse. There was no sign of Owen, but Esme allowed herself a moment of distraction. Three walls of the main section were solid windows, allowing for a spectacular view over the city. This wide living room was clean, and Owen’s decorations were impressive. Nearer where she stood, a gourmet kitchen sprawled along the back wall. Beyond this, a dark hall ran to other rooms in the back of the penthouse.  
 
    “Owen?” she called.  
 
    “Come on back. I’m in the office. My phone died. I know my charger is here somewhere.” 
 
    Esme tossed her clutch on his countertop, entered the dark hall, then paused with a smile. She looked at her castorca and spun her fingers just so. A small bubble of glowing magic swelled over her palm, and Esme walked down the hall with this light.  
 
    “Owen?” 
 
    She heard rummaging and saw faint sunlight spilling out of what must’ve been his office. Esme extinguished the light, took a deep breath, and walked into a modern, clean office. Owen stood behind the desk, opening and closing drawers as he rifled in search. Finally, he shoved aside a paper on the desk and uncovered his phone charger. 
 
    “Ah-ha!” Owen lifted it in triumph. 
 
    Esme stopped inside the door. “Oh.”  
 
    Owen looked up, now noticing she’d entered. “What?” 
 
    Esme chuckled at herself. “You really were looking for your charger. I thought you… When you called me back here…”  
 
    Owen studied her a moment. Then he tossed his found charger in a pile, stepped around the desk, and walked to her with quick strides.  
 
    “What-”  
 
    Owen pulled her close and kissed her in one motion. Esme felt one arm around her waist. His other hand held the back of her head under her hair. The closeness of him overpowered all thought, and with her arms pinned between them she held his shirt. Owen’s lips were soft but insistent. He tasted like Peppermingles. Or maybe that was her. 
 
    Esme smiled. 
 
    Oh. I get the ads now.  
 
    Owen pulled his lips from hers but kept hold of her. His shadowed face looked down into hers. “If you don’t want this, I understand. But-” 
 
    “I’m not objecting.” Esme looked up at him and kept her body against his. “I know it sounds corny, but let’s not overthink this. I can’t fight it any-” 
 
    Owen kissed her again, more eagerly. Esme put her arms over his shoulders, which lifted her to her toes. Owen didn’t ask before lifting her the rest of the way off her feet, and she wrapped her legs around his torso. Still kissing, Owen turned with her somewhere she couldn’t see. When her back met the wall, he pressed against Esme to pin her to the wall and ran his hands along her thighs. Esme opened her mouth as they kissed more deeply, and she felt Owen’s hands sliding upward.  
 
    I bet his hands know magic they don’t teach at the Order.  
 
    She laughed aloud at this thought. Completely killing the mood, she tried to stifle a shaking giggle.  
 
    Owen stopped and looked at her in confusion. “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Sorry.” Esme unwrapped her legs from him and leaned against the wall, smiling up at Owen. 
 
    He made a face at her but grinned. 
 
    Gods, I love that grin. His smile, eyes, arms, body… But I’ve known pretty men. It’s Owen’s goodness I’m attracted to, under all his clumsy swagger. He’s my favorite person in this world too…  
 
    Holding his shirt, Esme pulled Owen close and kissed him again. She felt hot head to toe as his hands trailed over her sides, and she felt a very specific ache of need. 
 
    Owen paused, his forehead resting on hers. “Was this dress expensive? I really wanna rip it off you.” 
 
    Esme grinned. “Better not, or the goblins will take it out of my allowance.” 
 
    Owen sighed. “Dream killer.”  
 
    She reached up to his face, and Owen kissed her with renewed energy. Esme began to unbutton his shirt.  
 
    Just then, the feeling of detaching from gravity swept over Esme. She widened her eyes and looked past Owen at the evening-lit office. Everything blurred. Esme was caught in a rift’s gravity for sure, but this time everything else moved with her too. Everywhere she looked, it was like matter was being pulled with the tide. Caught in the current, Esme would’ve fallen if Owen hadn’t been holding her. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” 
 
    Owen smiled, his face inches away but also distorted. “Every time I look at you.” 
 
    “No, Owen…”  
 
    In a blink, Owen’s face looked normal again. The office looked normal again. So did the city outside the window.  
 
    Owen’s expression changed to concern. “Are you okay? Did I do something-” 
 
    “It wasn’t you. Believe me, it’s not you.” Esme chuckled and patted his chest. “I sensed a rift. This was stronger than usual, though. I think it’s a big one.” 
 
    He understood and backed away. “We’d better go. Which way was the rift pulling you?” 
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    They’d arrived with five cavali teams at the biggest rift Esme had ever seen. They were somewhere in Missouri, surrounded by rolling fields on every side. The evening sky had turned starry. There was a disturbing lack of wind or sound.  
 
    There was also a lack of malevolenci. Cavali had swept the field but found nothing, not even a spindlox. Once the cavali reached defensive positions, Owen and Esme stood positioned in front of the rift. The opening held so much smoke they couldn’t see into the other world. Smoke wafted out and flaked onto the grass, lightning bursts flickered the rift’s edge, but no malevolenci emerged.  
 
    Esme glanced at Owen. “Something isn’t right.” 
 
    “You think?” He blew out his lips, which he always did when at a loss and overwhelmed.  
 
    Esme turned back to the rift. She had a bad feeling – like a hair standing up on the back of her neck kind of feeling. And she couldn’t shake the suspicion that this was a trap.  
 
    We don’t understand their tactics lately! What are they going to do? 
 
    Owen was on high alert, his helmet tilting as he looked around the field. “Just termino this thing and let’s get out of here.” 
 
    She remembered her earlier battle and shook her head. “As soon as I close this one, others will open. That’ll be the real attack.” 
 
    He checked his gun and glared at the rift. “Yeah… So let’s get on with it.” He called to the cavali. “Make a circle, everybody covering a different direction. Be ready for anything.”  
 
    The large force divided into smaller groups, and Esme exchanged nods with those from her usual team. Max and Dax moved off to join Tank across the field. Benja and Davis stayed close to Esme’s position. The rest of the cavali spread as the king had ordered. Soon they were as ready as they could be.  
 
    With a nod at Esme, Owen raised his gun and aimed at the rift. “Earn your allowance, alterni.” 
 
    She took a few steps back so the entire rift was in her field of vision. With her castorca raised, she began drawing the termino. Sparking light hung in swirls and strike marks over the rift, and when it was complete she held her palm out and wiped circles over and over. The giant rift’s edges cracked and flaked first, and the symbol sucked in the smoke. Then the whole rift shattered apart, and a second later the termino finished its work and disappeared.  
 
    Esme felt no relief, and she glanced at Owen, who kept his gun raised.  
 
    All was still. Esme braced herself, and a moment later the gravitational disorientation washed over her. This time, she wasn’t pulled in multiple directions at once. The opening rift’s tidal pull came from behind her. Only behind her.  
 
    Esme took a shaky step and turned just in time to see an even bigger rift open in the sky above them. Smoke spread to block the stars. From her position directly below, Esme looked up into a foreign sky with flashes of lightning in pitch-black clouds. And still there was nothing of malevolenci.  
 
    Davis held his gun aimed skyward, and he looked back at the king. “What do we do now, my lord?” 
 
    “Keep your-” 
 
    Through the smoke, a long, snaky tail ending in a spike whipped down. Before anyone could recover from the shock of this, the tail’s spike turned and thrust straight into Davis’s chest. The elf’s gun fired as he died, and everyone dove to the ground to avoid the spraying bullets. The gigantic tail poking through the Davis’s chest flicked the elf sharply, and the body flew through the air all the way to where they’d parked. Davis’s limp body slammed into the nearest truck, finally coming to rest on the gravel road.  
 
    Esme only had a second to mourn the loss of her teammate. An instant later, an ear-splitting roar thundered from the rift.  
 
    Oh, my gods. It’s a bentaforx. 
 
    Eyes wide, she looked through the weeds at Owen where he lay beside her. From the look on his face, she knew he’d realized the same.  
 
    “Fire!” shouted Owen. 
 
    Every cavali jumped back to their feet and aimed weapons at the smoke-obscured rift. Esme used hand spells to shoot streams of ice up into the rift, but she wasn’t sure if she was hitting anything through the smoke. She looked to Owen for instruction, but his focus was on the rift, and he stopped firing only long enough to reload. The remaining cavali spread out to cover the rift from better angles.  
 
    The bentaforx’s tail flicked back and forth, striking another cavali with such a blow the man’s entire ribcage must’ve cracked. He crumpled to the ground, dead. The cavali on either side of the man fired, and spurts of black, dripping blood splattered from the tail.  
 
    “Termino!” Owen shouted at her. “Close the rift!” 
 
    Esme tried to focus and held up her castorca. She gathered her fingers, pulling in magic, and began to draw the termino symbol.  
 
    A horrible, moaning growl rumbled the sky. A great gust of wind beat down from the rift, and Esme took a step to steady herself. She made sure to keep drawing, but she winced from the shots of Owen’s gun right beside her.  
 
    Then they all heard a throaty, clicking voice speak in the horrible language of the bentaforx.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Vatic-vatic-vatic. Kich!” 
 
    Esme tried to ignore the awful sounds and draw. But it was no use. The bentaforx’s tail still flicked through the air, slapping its blood across the field as if shaking off water. Every time she used magic to draw a sparking line or curve, the tail flicked through the symbol and broke it.  
 
    Esme abandoned the broken termino. She returned to shooting ice, fire, and lightning up into the rift. “Owen, I can’t complete the symbol with that thing halfway through! We either have to force it back in or…” She didn’t like the second option. “Or let it all the way out so I can close the rift behind it!” 
 
    Owen clearly didn’t like this either, and he glanced at her before continuing to fire at the bentaforx, which cleverly was hiding in the smoke. 
 
    It might know what we’re trying to do. These demons are the most intelligent. If it can hide up there and outlast our ammo… 
 
    “Fall back!” Owen waved for the cavali’s attention. “We have to draw it out!”  
 
    The team held their fire and backed toward the gravel road. Esme spelled barrio symbols into the dirt in a long line to hopefully block the bentaforx, but she knew barrio spells weren’t as effective against these demons. 
 
    They’re at the top of the food chain. How the hell am I supposed to defeat a bentaforx? 
 
    She was sweating all over, but she wiped sticking hair from her face and tried to prepare. 
 
    This will take both hands. Searing pain or no, I’ll have to use both hands. 
 
    With the team no longer below the rift, the bentaforx grew impatient and came in search of its prey. Another horrible roar blew from above as the monstrous demon emerged. First its snake-like, skeletal head lowered through the smoke. The demon’s horns were at least as long as Esme was tall, and red-hot eyes narrowed when it spotted them at the edge of the field. A serpentine tongue flicked out as if testing the air. The demon stretched its long, scaly neck toward the team. A few cavali resumed firing, but the demon was unfazed. 
 
    Esme held her castorca ready but wasn’t sure what to do. 
 
    Bullets do nothing. Not against those scales. I’ve read enough to know most hand spells don’t get through either! How are we- 
 
    The bentaforx’s muscular torso flexed as it reached with taloned legs to pull itself through the rift. As the demon’s body emerged, its webbed wings appeared, and with a final flap the bentaforx was free. Whipping its tail and roaring into the night, the demon beat its wings and hovered over the field below the rift. Then its massive bulk settled to the ground on two hind legs. The bentaforx towered over them, wings still outstretched, and roared again before glaring down at the team.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Kich! Derererererer-Dererererer. Kee-Kee-Kee!” 
 
    Esme shivered in horror. 
 
    What is it saying?  
 
    Without needing orders, the cavali fired. The teams swung to form a wider perimeter and space themselves out. Their bullets found soft spots in the bentaforx’s wings, and spurts of black blood rained on the grass. The bentaforx roared with anger and folded its wings for protection. The cavali then aimed at the demon’s main body, but nothing penetrated the scales over its vital organs. 
 
    “Esme, with me!” Owen pointed to their left. 
 
    She looked at the rift in the sky behind the demon. “Can we get around it? I need a better position if I’m going to termino the rift!” 
 
    Owen already had this in mind, and he led her in a wide curve around the beast while its anger was focused on the cavali. Unfortunately for the team, Esme’s barrio spells had no effect as the monster lunged across the symbols. When the bentaforx stomped a huge back leg into a symbol, a hissing crackle was all there was to show for it.  
 
    “To the right!” yelled Tank’s deep voice. “Men down! We’ve got a gap on the right!” 
 
    The bentaforx was surprisingly agile and swift. Its tail lashed out and took out three repositioning men at once, throwing them across the gravel road. The demon twisted its neck and opened its jaw, snatching a female cavali and crushing her with razor-sharp teeth. With the woman still in its mouth, the bentaforx twisted its head back around and skewered another cavali with one of its horns. Then the demon shook its head, tossing off the corpses. More cavali fired up at the monster, and it twirled and bit and slashed and stabbed, pausing only long enough to emit ground-shaking roars.  
 
    Behind the demon now, Owen stopped. “Esme! Termino! Now!” He covered her in case the bentaforx turned its attention in their direction.  
 
    Esme looked up at the smoking rift and saw it was clear. She wouldn’t be surprised if a flock of chiroptorx dove straight for her any second, so she concentrated and held up her castorca again. It was impossible to ignore the giant demon-dragon nearby, almost harder to ignore the screams of the dying cavali.  
 
    Focus. Their lives depend on it. 
 
    Esme pushed everything to the back of her mind. With a calming breath, she gathered magic to her castorca and drew the termino symbol again.  
 
    Curve there. Line there. Swirl there. No, not there. Right there.  
 
    She drew faster and faster, fearing that any second something new would come through the rift and force her to start all over. When it was finished at last, she spun her castorca to activate the termino, and soon the whole symbol sparked and flashed. The spell sucked the enormous rift into itself, and in another second the laceration in this world was healed.  
 
    Esme breathed hard as she lowered her castorca, and she received a single nod from Owen before they refocused on the bentaforx. 
 
    The monster now was cut off from aid and escape, and it knew it. Its roar carried a new tone of anger, and the beast opened its mouth wide, shooting a spray of gas into the air. Esme had naturally expected a dragon-like demon to spew flames, despite having read about bentaforx. Somehow this foggy, settling gas was even more horrific. Esme froze where she stood, and she watched as the gaseous fog lowered over the cavali. Only wafts of the gas spread toward Esme and Owen’s position, but she still didn’t like the look of it.  
 
    “Down!” Owen dropped to his stomach and pulled Esme to the grass with him. “Cover your face!”  
 
    She did as ordered but watched helplessly, too far to cast an effective spell, as the majority of the gas settled over the cavali. Those who hadn’t dropped to cover their faces now coughed and gagged. A choking troll was too distressed to fire when the bentaforx swiped a talon claw, and an instant later the troll was slashed into thirds. A cavali beside this carnage rolled away with a scream.  
 
    Fortunately, one of the female cavali on the ground was brave enough to raise a hand and cast a whirlwind spell. This caught the gaseous fog and sucked it up into a swirling cloud of poison, giving the cavali below clean air again. 
 
    Benja! Good work! But she can’t keep that up forever. 
 
    The bentaforx swept its tail where the cavali lay for cover, and three men tumbled from the blow. Benja remained low, sprawled on her back, still spinning her arm to hold off the gas. The cavali who were able to breathe scrambled to fire at the demon, holding it back while the gagging cavali recovered.  
 
    Esme rose to a crouch, and she waved for Benja’s attention. “Throw the whirlwind! I’ll get rid of the gas!” She pointed to the field between their positions. 
 
    Benja nodded and stretched her hand to make the flicking motion that tossed the whirlwind away. As soon as the swirling cloud of gas left her control, it started to spread again. Esme immediately reached out her castorca and wiggled her fingers. Rain shot from her hand and sprayed the remains of the cloud, pelting into the gas. The rainwater absorbed the gas and splashed harmlessly to the ground.  
 
    The demon turned its massive head, and one red eye narrowed on Esme where she crouched in the weeds. With a flick of its tongue, the monster stretched on its hind legs and roared into the night sky. The ground shook, but Esme jumped to her feet with Owen and ran to join their stronger numbers. 
 
    The bentaforx stopped them. Its tail slammed into the dirt, cutting them off from the team. Owen grabbed Esme to stop her just in time. The tail lifted and whipped over the remaining cavali, making them hit the dirt to avoid getting their necks snapped. The bentaforx spun and unfurled one of its wings. Pointed spokes along the wings caught flashes of moonlight, but there was no time for warning before these hammered into the ground. A nymph cavali was unlucky enough to be in exactly the wrong spot, and the wing’s longest spoke…  
 
    Esme winced as the spokes lifted into the air again, blood dripping from the one that got the nymph. She examined the many cavali on the ground and realized now that most weren’t ducking for cover. They’d never rise again.  
 
    “Owen!” She waited until he had to reload from shooting at the bentaforx’s legs. When he could hear, she said, “We’re losing too many men! What do we do?” 
 
    After slapping in more ammo, Owen gave her an uncertain look and led her to their team. The cavali fired up at the bentaforx, but only an occasional shot hit between the scales. Esme followed close behind Owen, and she cast lightning spells up at the beast while the king gave orders to his team. 
 
    Shit. There are only two teams left… 
 
    Owen was shouting. “Split up so it can’t use that tail to knock us all out at once! Go wide and hit it from both sides!”  
 
    Right then, the bentaforx roared and thrust its neck downward, jaws snapping. Owen and Esme dove in one direction, the rest of the team in the other. Esme picked herself up and cast an ice spell at the demon’s snout, but the bentaforx stretched its jaws, shattering the ice to free itself. With a beat of its wings, a powerful gust of wind blew into Esme, making her totter before she was able to cast another spell. She saw Owen try a fire spell, but it did nothing against the demon’s scales. A barrage of shots from its other side drew the bentaforx’s attention back to the cavali.  
 
    What do we do? The kings and alterni that killed bentaforx in the past usually took hours to do it. And they had more men. More weapons. Owen’s father and his alterni used dynamite to drop the bentaforx in a quarry pit, then poured molten iron over it – nothing like that option here! We won’t last much longer! 
 
    Owen moved next to her and fired until his gun was empty. He holstered the useless weapon and kept his watch on the bentaforx. “Any ideas?” 
 
    Esme looked at both her hands. “Only one more. Stand back.”  
 
    Owen took a few steps back, and she lifted both hands in front of her face in a prayer pose. With her hands pressed hard together, magic swelled through her castorca. The magic wanted to be cast, but she kept pulling more into both hands until she held more magic than she’d ever felt. When she couldn’t stand the vibrations any longer, she whipped her castorca arm around like she was throwing a baseball. It was stronger than the magic she’d used to kill her first felicox, and a rippling wave of light lit the air and flew toward the demon.  
 
    The bentaforx turned at the last second and saw the spell coming. Its tail rose like a shield and took the blast instead. The force of the spell caused the bentaforx to stagger back, but the only damage was a slight crack in its tail. More dark blood dripped to the grass, but that was it. 
 
    The spell did more harm to Esme. Her non-castorca palm burning, she looked and saw her hand bleeding and shaking in spasms. She couldn’t straighten her fingers, and the vibrating burn brought tears to her eyes. Her castorca hand hurt, but the pain there was far more manageable.  
 
    “Esme!”  
 
    Owen knocked her to the ground. She heard a terrifying chomping sound and looked up to see the bentaforx pull its closed jaws back from where she’d stood. Esme rolled with Owen, then they jumped to their feet again, standing defenseless as the bentaforx faced them, spread its wings, and roared into the sky.  
 
    Esme looked over and saw even fewer cavali standing. Benja lay on the ground, holding a bleeding wound in her side but firing spells at the demon. Max and Dax were back to back, shooting whenever a part of the bentaforx came within range.  
 
    Get this monster away from them! I have to make it most pissed at me.  
 
    “Hey!” she shouted at the bentaforx. She held her bleeding hand to her chest but took a step forward.  
 
    “Esme, stop!” Owen grabbed her by the arm. He’d lost his helmet when he’d knocked her to the ground, and his eyes were wide. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Well, I don’t have a spoon, so I’m trying something until I get a better idea.” She used her castorca to shoot ice at the bentaforx’s face, drawing its attention. “Hey!” 
 
    Owen shot a lightning spell at the demon to distract it from attacking her. “Esme, you-” 
 
    “My magic’s stronger than yours! If anyone’s going to-” 
 
    “You’re bleeding! Don’t be an idiot!” He waved his hand with a weak shockwave spell, which only made the bentaforx blink like someone was blowing in its face. 
 
    Esme took her eyes off the demon for a second to grin at Owen. “We made a deal, remember? Let’s be idiots together.” 
 
    Owen frowned at her but tapped his fingers in the air and swept his hand fast, catching the battered tail in a spell and shoving it away.  
 
    The bentaforx had had enough, and it rose on is hind legs again, preparing a final strike. Although this was what she’d wanted, Esme was terrified to see that the demon’s eyes now focused solely on her.  
 
    “Kich! Derererererer. Kee!” 
 
    Esme stepped over to Owen and hugged him with her bleeding hand’s arm. Holding him close, she lowered her castorca to point at the dirt beside them. She pulled magic into her castorca, drew a barrio, and created a bubble of magic to flick into the symbol. She did this five times, strengthening the spell so- 
 
    “Now! Now! Now!” Owen screamed. k12 
 
    Esme’s head snapped up to see the bentaforx’s gaping mouth closing down on them. The night’s darkness saved her from seeing straight up the demon’s gullet, but the rows of teeth and flicking tongue were terrifying enough.  
 
    Yet as the beast tried to bite, flickering light lit up around them. The barrio spell acted as a shield, and she clung to Owen in their cocoon of safety. The bentaforx lifted its head in anger and confusion. It snapped at them again but couldn’t penetrate the flashing barrier. Furious, the demon roared, narrowed its eyes, and breathed a cloud of gas at them. The gas sparked off the barrio shield and hung as a fog around their bubble, but none of it wafted inside. Esme and Owen breathed without issue, and they looked around to discover the barrio holding solid.  
 
    “Great,” said Owen, “but what now?” 
 
    “Hadn’t gotten that far. We-” 
 
    “My lord!” called Dax as he approached. “Are you-” 
 
    Owen waved an arm, ordering Dax to stay back. Since no sound would escape the barrio, he used hand signals to communicate with his cavali.  
 
    “What are you telling him?” 
 
    “To gather the injured while we’ve got it distracted and get to the trucks.” 
 
    She swallowed. “Do you think it’ll let them go?” 
 
    “Yes.” Owen’s jaw clenched. “I think we’ve pissed it off enough that it’s after you and me now.” 
 
    Esme swallowed any other questions and looked back into the field. 
 
    Dax had relayed the king’s orders. The few remaining cavali backed away toward the trucks, and soon they’d loaded in. So many bodies littered the field…  
 
    But Dax and the others can get away from this monster. They’ll come back with reinforcements… Can we last that long? 
 
    Esme held Owen and looked up through the flickering shield. Alone with them now, the demon tilted its head and seemed to examine the problem. With another roar, it flapped its wings and rose into the night above them.  
 
    Esme didn’t take her eyes off the demon. “What’s it doing?” 
 
    “No idea. If it sits on us, will the barrio hold?” 
 
    “I don’t-” 
 
    The bentaforx continued to flap its wings, but a taloned, bony claw now reached toward them. Esme held Owen tight as the scaly fingers wrapped around their cocoon. The barrio shield sparked and flickered, but it held as the bentaforx squeezed.  
 
    “Not good,” Owen muttered. His arms around Esme tightened.  
 
    They were in complete darkness once the bony hand surrounded them. Esme jumped every time the barrio flickered like it might crack. The bentaforx roared its anger, and Esme’s teeth rattled in her head. Then there was more movement, and she realized the demon was using its other hand to claw into the dirt around them. And under them. 
 
    Shit. If it breaks the symbol in the dirt… 
 
    She thought of a solution and took a breath to steady herself. This was going to hurt. Before she could psych herself out, she positioned the fingertips of her castorca hand over her pant leg. Holding her breath, she drew the barrio directly onto her leg. The magic burned straight through her pants and into her thigh, but she bit back a scream and completed the drawing.  
 
    “What are you-” Owen shifted to look down between them. “Esme!” 
 
    She held her palm over the burned symbol and pumped magic through her castorca into the symbol. It flashed with a fresh burn, and now she did cry out. She forgot her other palm was bleeding, and she grabbed onto Owen’s arm to keep from falling to her knees.  
 
    But she’d finished just in time. The bentaforx’s claws tore up the dirt and broke the barrio symbol there, and the spell collapsed. The demon’s squeezing hand closed in, but the new barrio sparked to life, preventing its fingers from crushing them. Owen, holding her, was also surrounded in her new barrio.  
 
    Unfortunately, they were no longer tied to the ground. The bentaforx now held them and the whole barrio shield like an egg. With a yank, the demon lifted them off the ground and flapped its wings.  
 
    “Don’t let go of me!” Esme shouted as they fought to keep their footing. 
 
    “I won’t!” Owen squeezed her tight in his arms. “I promise, you’ll be okay. Even if it drops us, your whirlwind spells are strong enough to lower us safely. Then we can fight-” 
 
    “I meant don’t let go of me because you won’t be safe!”  
 
    “Oh… Yeah, that too!”  
 
    Esme turned her head against his chest and saw the barrio shield sparking and crackling around them. It appeared to be holding. That was good. She looked past her feet and saw the ground falling farther and farther away as the bentaforx flew. That was bad.  
 
    She put her face back against Owen’s chest and closed her eyes. “What will it do with us?”  
 
    He hesitated. “You’ve read the Chronicles of Kings. This is a first as far as I know.” 
 
    Esme searched her memory. He was right; a bentaforx had never done this. Then again, an alterni had never used her defense.  
 
    We’re fighting on my terms… I’ll take a false sense of control over nothing at all. 
 
     “Is it just me, or is it getting colder?” 
 
    The air was definitely chilled. Esme looked between their feet again, and the dark ground was out of sight below. She shivered, and Owen squeezed her tight.  
 
    “It has to land eventually.”  
 
    She sighed and saw her breath. “Why does that sound like wishful thinking?” 
 
    “It’s not.” His voice was low and serious. “When we land, I want you to put up another barrio around yourself. Then I’ll fight this thing, rip its wings off, anything I can do. You are not to lower the barrio. Do you understand me?” 
 
    “I won’t let you fight by yourself. We’ve had this argument.” 
 
    Owen paused and put his chin on the top of her head. “Look, I don’t like this either, but it’s what has to be done. You’re too important. I can’t let you die, but I… If I go down fighting, at least-” 
 
    “We’ve had this argument!” she said with more force. “Now shut up and let me think.” 
 
    Owen remained silent, but she knew she hadn’t changed his mind.  
 
    After a while, the barrio shield crackled. Esme looked at her burned thigh. The light was fading.  
 
    Owen’s teeth were chattering. “If you let the barrio down, can you cast any spell that’ll hurt this thing?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Nothing’s worked so far. And if we did somehow kill it while we’re flying up here… Well, I don’t have as much faith in my whirlwind spells as you do.” 
 
    The symbol on her thigh faded further still, and Esme forced herself to reach down with her castorca. With a fresh bubble of magic, she reinforced the spell. This also created a new burst of pain. She cringed but held in a whimper. The one good effect of the cold was that it numbed the burn.  
 
    The bentaforx can’t stay in the air forever. By the time it lands, I need a plan.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

   
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    Esme and Owen were stiff with cold. The rhythmic sound of the bentaforx’s wings was maddening. Esme had reinforced the barrio five times. She had no idea how much time had passed, but the sky had grown brighter between the cracks of the demon’s bony fingers. Below their feet now were snowy, rocky, tree-covered mountainsides. This ground was also closer, and Esme wasn’t sure how to feel about that.  
 
    Owen’s breath was cloudy. “Get ready.” 
 
    The ground grew closer. The rhythm of the wings changed, and Esme felt the bentaforx shift as it prepared to land.  
 
    “Remember,” said Owen, “it’ll be tired from flying. We can use that to our advantage. As soon as we land, release this barrio and we’ll hit it with spells so it lets us go. Then put a barrio around yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, your royal lordship.”  
 
    No chance in hell.  
 
    With one more flap of its wings, the bentaforx moaned a tired roar and landed on its hind legs. Snow sprayed up from the ground on impact. The demon still clutched them in its hand, but in its weariness it lowered them close to the ground.  
 
    Esme looked at the burned symbol on her leg and held her castorca over it. With one last breath to summon courage, she spread open her fingers and dissolved the symbol. Ash rose out of her thigh’s burn and blew away in the wind.  
 
    Wind. 
 
    Suddenly the elements hit her that much stronger. The air was freezing. The sound of the panting bentaforx rushed into her ears, and the demonic reptile smelled terrible. Esme gagged.  
 
    More importantly, the bentaforx felt the barrio dissolve in its grip. It now knew it could crush them, and the frozen, bony fingers began to squeeze. 
 
    “Now!” yelled Owen.  
 
    They let go of each other and faced opposite directions, casting fire spells at the beast’s fingers. They tumbled as the spells startled the bentaforx, but an instant later the demon opened its clutches. Esme slipped out first and fell to the snowy ground. She heard Owen fall somewhere behind her. 
 
    The bentaforx roared and swiped at them. Esme rolled away and lost sight of Owen. She took one look around and saw snow, rocks, and a forest farther down the mountain. They were high – she knew that from the view and the thinness of the air. The sun had risen in the east, creating enough light to reveal the bentaforx glaring at them as it folded its tired wings.  
 
    “Esme! Barrio yourself. Now!” 
 
    She watched Owen jump on a rock and aim a lightning spell at the bentaforx. The demon was recovering from its long flight faster than they’d expected, and it whipped its battered tail at Owen. He waved his hand to create a shock wave, pushing back the tail enough to let him jump clear. On level ground again, he got off a lightning spell that made the bentaforx recoil. 
 
    Esme extended her castorca and separated her fingers, then curled them as if gripping a ball. She pulled her arm back, thrust it forward, and the ends of her fingers shot out glass shards. These flew like daggers into the bentaforx’s chest. Only one made it through the monster’s scales. 
 
    The bentaforx roared in pain and anger, then reached up to pull out the shard, which dripped black blood, but only the tip had penetrated its thick hide. The bentaforx held the shard and paused. Its eyes narrowed with an evil, snaky grin at Esme, and then the demon spun the dripping shard in its hand, aiming the projectile at Owen.  
 
    Esme’s heart skipped a beat. Faster than she’d ever done before, she summoned magic in her castorca and pointed her fingers at Owen. His eyes widened as he realized what she was doing, but she ignored him and quickly drew the barrio on the front of his cavali shirt. The spell burned through the clothes and into the skin of his chest, and Owen opened his mouth to cry out just as she completed the symbol and threw a ball of magic.  
 
    The bentaforx released the dagger of glass, and it flew straight at Owen. He raised his arms to protect himself, but the barrio worked. When the shard struck the shield, crackling light flickered around Owen. The projectile shattered apart and fell into the snow. 
 
    The bentaforx rose on its hind legs and roared in anger. With a twist of its neck, it lowered its head and snapped at Owen, but the barrio held and the great demon’s teeth couldn’t penetrate. Once it gave up, the demon lifted its head, tilted to find Esme, and growled.  
 
    She swallowed, stood her ground, and looked away from the bentaforx only long enough to see Owen pounding the inside of the barrio.  
 
    Sorry, she thought. I’m not letting you die.  
 
    The bentaforx thrust its head straight for her, its mouth gaping open. She threw another dagger spell at it – since this was the most effective spell so far – and the bentaforx pulled back its neck to avoid getting a mouthful of spears. Esme wasn’t prepared for the tail that whipped around from behind, and it knocked her backwards. She tumbled face-first toward a rock, but she waved both hands in front of her and created a shock wave that buffered her fall. This made fresh pain shoot through her non-castorca hand. With a wince, she held it to her chest and spun in the snow to face the bentaforx again.  
 
    “Ticka-ticka-ticka. Kich!” 
 
    She sucked in a breath and shouted at the demon, “That all you got?” 
 
    The bentaforx roared and beat its wings, which blew freezing wind into Esme. She held up her castorca and flicked her fingers fast, shooting flames. The bentaforx drew its wings back in for protection, but it roared at her and swiped with one of its long arms. She ducked and ran farther around a boulder, but the beast’s tail met her on the other side. She reached out and made a twisting motion with a thrust, and the spell caught the tail and tossed it aside.  
 
    On the far side of the boulder now, Esme saw she’d at least distracted the bentaforx away from Owen. He beat against the insides of the barrio shield, calling to her without a sound breaking through.  
 
    What can I do? I can’t just put myself in a barrio like I did with Owen – eventually this monster would wander off to find easier prey! We don’t have time to wait for reinforcements to find us…wherever we are. Could the cavali do anything even if they were here? I’m not letting anyone else die! I have to stop the bentaforx. Now! 
 
    Esme ignored Owen and examined the boulder she’d tried to use for cover. She took a step back to brace herself. Summoning magic, she reached out her castorca and twisted, creating a whirlwind around the boulder. She spun her hand faster and faster, wider and wider, and the boulder shook on the ground.  
 
    I’ll never lift it all the way.  
 
    With a deep breath, Esme stretched out her other hand. Her burned fingers resisted bending, but she made a series of moves like typing in a keypad. The magical vibrations peeled more skin from her palm, but she focused and pulled magic into both hands. With her castorca hand spinning the whirlwind to loosen the boulder, soon her other hand’s magic was strong enough to do what she wanted.  
 
    Now! 
 
    With a grunt of pain and exertion, she swung both her arms toward the bentaforx as if she was swinging a baseball bat. The strain made her body drop to the snow.  
 
    The boulder rolled off the ground and flew through the air. The bentaforx’s beaten tail was too slow to block it. Instead, the boulder slammed into one of the open wings, and a huge section of wing tore away. The bentaforx roared in pain and tottered from the blow.  
 
    Gotcha. You’re not flying anywhere now. 
 
    The torn wing bent at horrible angles, but the bentaforx recovered its balance and stood with hind legs spread wide. The demon stretched to tower into the sky, its roar shaking the ground.  
 
    Then, to her horror, the bentaforx twisted its neck, opened its mouth to expose rows of teeth, and bit into its own wing. It chewed with horrific crunching sounds and shook its head to rip the wing from its own side. It was amputating. 
 
    Oh, no, that’s right! They regenerate! It can grow a new wing! 
 
    She scrambled back to her feet and looked at her bleeding hand. Her palm was missing a layer of skin. Panting, she ignored her wounds and glared up at the bentaforx.  
 
    I can’t hold out much longer. I have to take it out! But how? Even my two-handed spells barely wound the thing. I could throw every spell I know at this monster, but I’d only cripple myself in the process. 
 
    She used the bentaforx’s distraction to think. Again, she ran over the Chronicles of Kings in her mind, desperate to remember anything useful. There was nothing. Whenever kings and alterni had faced bentaforx, they’d always had more men, more weapons. Alterni like Trent Simons had had a clever plan in place to trap and kill the bentaforx. Here, Esme had nothing. 
 
    If only I’d finished the termino before this monster got out! We… Wait. The termino spell… It’s all I have left.  
 
    The bentaforx was a few bites away from fully amputating its wing.  
 
    Esme looked at Owen, who was still safe in the barrio shield. He mouthed, “Let me out!” and didn’t look happy when she shook her head at him. Instead of setting him free, Esme lowered her gaze to the symbol she’d drawn on Owen’s chest. She felt a flicker of hope. 
 
    Can I do it?  
 
    Something hit the ground, and Esme looked to discover the decimated wing now lying lifeless in the snow. Already, the bloody stump on the demon’s back was forming new scales and growing a new wing. With a growl, the giant beast tilted its head to find Esme.  
 
    Taking a breath, Esme made sure her footing was secure. She reached out her castorca toward the bentaforx and gathered her fingertips to a point. While the demon roared, she pulled magic into her castorca and began to draw the termino symbol directly on the bentaforx.  
 
    With the first slash mark, the bentaforx recoiled in surprise. A strip of burned scales lit up and sparked on its chest, and it tilted its head to see the wound. Esme didn’t stop there. She held the symbol in her mind, twisting it and superimposing the image over the bentaforx’s entire body. She moved her castorca up and down, this way and that, drawing the correct lengths of lines, curves, and swirls over the demon. The burning marks lit up the bentaforx as she worked, and the distracting pain kept the monster from attacking. More than once it moved so she had to fix a line, but she held the image in her mind and drew furiously, burning wider and wider.  
 
    The bentaforx roared as a swirling burn mark traced over the scaly space between its eyes. The demon’s whole body was now lit up and sparking with the symbol, and Esme knew she had to hurry. She held her castorca hand, palm out, in front of her face, and made circles, exposing different parts of the symbol to her line of sight at a time. The symbol blurred with her movements, and the blur spun faster and faster as her hand controlled it.  
 
    The symbol crackled. Then black scales peeled off the bentaforx as the termino sucked them in. The demon roared in anger and pain, but more and more of its scales stripped off into the termino. The beast tried to take a step forward, but its whole body was stuck in the pull of the sparking symbol. It blew gas in desperation, but this too was sucked into the termino. One of the enormous horns flaked apart, then the other. The intact wing went next.  
 
    Esme’s entire arm blurred with the circular movement, and she made a small cry of pain. But she didn’t stop. The bentaforx fought against the termino, its hind legs sliding through the dirt as it resisted.  
 
    “Die, you asshole!” 
 
    Knowing she had no choice, Esme lifted her other hand and matched her castorca’s spins. The added boost strengthened the termino. Blood from her hand splattered her face, but from the bentaforx’s roars Esme knew it was working. Its scales and skin and outermost bones ripped apart and swirled into the termino. And still it roared.  
 
    Esme screamed to relieve the pressure vibrating through her arms. Unable to stand it anymore, she raised both hands and made a tearing motion, throwing her arms as wide as she could.  
 
    The entire bentaforx burst like shattering glass. Caught in the termino, demon pieces flew inward and lit up where the symbol had covered the bentaforx. For a moment, the symbol’s light retained the vague outline of the demon. Then the whole symbol crackled and flashed violently. In an instant, it collapsed and disappeared.  
 
    Esme fell to her butt, caressing her hands against her body. She was again aware how cold it was, though sweaty hair stuck to her face and neck. Realization dawned on her that she was sitting in snow, and she quickly lowered her hands to bury her burns in the freezing whiteness. 
 
    This pain is unbearable. Why can’t I ever pass out when I want? 
 
    She looked over where the barrio still cocooned Owen. With a wince she pulled her castorca hand back out of the snow, and she made the chicken-feed throw that dissolved the symbol on Owen’s chest. The barrio dropped just as he was midway through pounding a fist against the shield, and his arm went straight through. Free, Owen ran over and knelt beside Esme as she stuffed her hand back into the snow. 
 
    “By all the gods! What were you thinking?”  
 
    Owen looked both furious and worried simultaneously. Esme knew these expressions well, but she didn’t think she’d ever seen him quite this mad.  
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    Owen held back his anger and glanced downhill. “Can you move? We need to get out of here.” 
 
    Esme took a breath and tried to fight the pain and exhaustion, but it was no use. Her legs were done. “I’m not sure I have strength to walk.” 
 
    Owen stood from the snow and scooped her up. She put her arms around his neck and crossed her wrists so her hands didn’t touch. When Esme was secure, Owen took a few shaky steps over the snow, then picked up the pace.  
 
    He wouldn’t look at her. “Try to rest.” 
 
    Is he mad at me for sidelining him? What else could I have done?  
 
    She didn’t have the strength to argue, so she tried to be still as he carried her down the mountain.  
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    Esme fell asleep. She woke from a jostle and opened her eyes to find Owen still carrying her. They were hiking downhill through a snowy, rocky, sunlit forest of coniferous trees. She heard Owen breathing hard, and she saw his breath puff out in front of her. 
 
    “I’m awake. I can walk.” 
 
    Owen stopped by a fallen tree and lowered Esme until her boots touched snow. She felt colder than she had pressed against his chest, and she hugged her shoulders for warmth. Wind needled her bare arms. Owen had wrapped her burned palm in a strip of cloth. Her castorca hand hurt, but not as bad as earlier. On further inspection, Esme discovered her pants were ripped, and the biggest hole exposed her thigh where she’d made the barrio. This was now only a faint burn, but Esme suspected she’d always have a scar.  
 
    Her sullen companion didn’t look much better. Owen’s tattered cavali shirt hung open, exposing the burned barrio on his chest. He too would probably have a scar, but he was doing his best to cover his chest with folded arms. Somewhere along their adventure Owen had lost his kneepads. He must’ve discarded his empty holsters to be free of the weight.  
 
    “Where are we?” asked Esme.  
 
    “The Rockies.” 
 
    “What? It flew all that way?” 
 
    “Looks like.” Owen’s eyes scanned the hillside. “If we are where I think we are, there should be a cavali bunker nearby.” 
 
    “If…” Esme shivered and looked at the trees. “What if we’re not where you think we are?” 
 
    “Then we better get moving. It’s after noon. We can’t waste daylight.” Owen didn’t look at her and started marching downhill again.  
 
    Esme frowned.  
 
    They walked in silence for a few minutes, Esme watching her footing over the rough terrain.  
 
    We have no way to call for help. We have no supplies. I guess we can always make drinking water. Building a fire shouldn’t be a problem… But we have no food. No weapons. If we don’t find shelter by nightfall… No one knows where we are.  
 
    She had another fear and asked aloud, “What if more rifts open while we’re gone?” 
 
    Ahead, Owen’s tone was short. “The Order dealt with dozens of rifts before you came. I trust they can handle a few without you, alterni.” 
 
    Esme had had enough, and she jogged forward to block Owen’s path. “What’s your problem? I’m sorry you don’t like how I handled things back there, but this is my job, right?” She jabbed a pointed finger into his arm. “The job you brought me here to do!” 
 
    Owen’s jaw tightened as he looked down at her. “Not like that!” 
 
    “I was only trying to protect you! Do you have to be such a macho asshole about it?” 
 
    “It’s not your job to protect me! It’s my job to protect you! Don’t you get it?” 
 
    “What happened to watching each other’s backs?” Esme took a breath and tried to calm down. She felt tears rising. “Besides, you’re the king. I’m the replaceable one, right?” 
 
    Owen chuckled darkly and looked around the woods. “You have that so wrong, you have no idea.”  
 
    She reached for his hand and squeezed so Owen looked at her. “It’s the truth, Owen. I’ve accepted it. I’m sorry I disobeyed your plan back there. Maybe it wasn’t fair of me to barrio you. But I knew you’d do anything to save me, and I wasn’t going to let you sacrifice yourself.” 
 
    Owen softened but shook his head. “So your solution was to stick me in a barrio? What if I’d had to watch you die?” 
 
    Esme felt herself pale as she realized her mistake. 
 
    The first Esme. He watched a bentaforx kill my origini. I almost made him live that nightmare all over again! Jerk move, Esme. 
 
    “I’m so sorry. I didn’t even consider how similar…”  
 
    Owen saw what she meant and shook his head. “That’s not… I wasn’t thinking about her. But you shouldn’t have put me in a barrio.” 
 
    “If I’d run out of options, I would’ve freed you to help me.” 
 
    Maybe.  
 
    Esme stroked his hand with her thumb. She tried a smile. “Besides, my way worked. I killed a freakin’ bentaforx.” 
 
    “Yeah, and how the hell did you do that? Your magic…” Owen frowned. “It was so powerful it almost took you out right along with the bentaforx. You need to be more careful.” 
 
    “I’m okay, Owen.” 
 
    He sighed and looked at the castorca on her hand that held his. 
 
    Esme swallowed. “I’m freaked out by my magic too, you know. But if it’s strong enough to tear a bentaforx to shreds, isn’t that a good thing?” 
 
    Owen was quiet a moment. Then he shook his head. “No, it’s not a good thing. Not at all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    He released her hand and hesitated a moment more, looking at the trees. “There’s something you need to know, Esme.” 
 
    She felt a chill unrelated to the temperature. “What?” 
 
    Owen motioned for them to continue their hike, walking beside her now. “I’m sure you’ve figured out that we’re not telling you everything?” 
 
    Esme thought back and nodded. A knot formed in her stomach. “Is something wrong with my magic? Ever since my first day of training, Roman’s studied me like… I don’t know. If the malevolenci are more active than ever, and my magic is more powerful than ever… Did I somehow cause this?” 
 
    “No, Esme.” Owen looked over to make sure she believed him. “The malevolenci being this aggressive predates your summono, remember? You aren’t responsible for this. If it wasn’t for you-”  
 
    “So why is it bad that my magic’s so strong?” Esme took a breath as she stepped over a rock. “I’ve asked around, you know. Lexi told me after my first battle that no one’s ever performed hand spells that strong. Ada says I mastered spells faster than any alterni she’s ever heard of. No one’s used two hands to cast before. Now I’ve ripped apart a bentaforx with a termino. I don’t… I don’t understand how I did that. I was desperate, and the magic did whatever I wanted. It was like when I split that first felicox in half, or when I ignited the chiroptorx in that whirlwind. How am I controlling magic like this?”  
 
    Owen scowled at their path. “Esme, what I’m about to tell you is hidden from the rest of the Order. The kings and Master Conjuri have kept this secret for centuries. I caved and told Hakim, but not even Lexi knows.” 
 
    Esme thought on this and wondered.  
 
    “The argument,” Owen continued, “is that we should hide the full truth about alterni because, if we’re ever in the situation we’re currently in, people would panic. It’s best to keep the Order fighting as hard as they can, without knowing the load of shit we’re in.” 
 
    She’d locked in on one phrase. “The full truth about alterni?” 
 
     “Yeah…” Owen kept his eyes on the path. “No king’s ever told an alterni the truth either, as far as records indicate. In general, people in the Order might panic, but for you alterni this news is…personal. I’ve been trying to spare you from this until we were certain this horrible thing is really happening. Hakim wanted to tell you right away, and he was probably right.” 
 
    Esme took a breath and, like Owen, nervously focused on the path. “You’ve been protecting me from knowing something so I didn’t worry?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “And it explains whatever’s going on with my magic?” 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    She prepared herself. 
 
    At this point, I’m ready for anything.  
 
    Owen stepped over a log. “I’m sorry. I’ve been protective for my own reasons – which you are overly aware of – but there’s more to it. If we lose you, we lose everything.”  
 
    She frowned. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “You’re an alterni endi.” 
 
    “A what?”  
 
    “It means you’re the last alterni of Esme Kuchis. You’re the only version left alive. If we lose you, there’ll be no Esmes to replace you.” 
 
    “Wait a minute.” Esme stopped walking and grabbed Owen’s arm so he faced her. Her heart raced. “I’m the last. You’re sure?” 
 
    Owen looked tense, but he nodded. “After what I just saw with that bentaforx, yeah, I’m sure. Your magic is so strong because you’re the last alterni of my cycle. All this world’s magic is connected to you because you’re the only one left. Normally, each alterni in each world has a slight, miniscule connection to this world’s magic. Once you’re here, you’re more tapped into the magic’s source. But if all those hundreds of alterni are gone, the magic only has you to connect with.”  
 
    “I don’t understand. There were nine alt-Esmes when I was summoned.”  
 
    “Yeah, that’s part of the problem. Normally, the summono brings twelve alterni at a time.” 
 
    Esme thought a minute on everything she’d read. Owen was right. Why hadn’t she realized this before?  
 
    Wait. No. Not every summono’s brought twelve. King Eglid. He went through more alterni than anyone, but at his last summono he only had six Devon alterni. After his last Devon died, Eglid killed himself from guilt. Then this started over with the next king. I never thought about the lower number of Eglid’s last summono… And King Nathaniel’s last summono brought eleven. King Wallace’s nine. King Vergo’s ten. Virgil’s nine. Wentworth’s three.  
 
    But this felt more personal than a history lesson. “Why were there fewer than normal at my summono?” 
 
    “When Roman cast it, there weren’t twelve Esmes remaining in all the alt-worlds. There were ten. Only ten.”  
 
    “My nine twins, plus me.” Esme remembered past conversations. “Roman summoned whatever he could get. That’s why there was a vampire at my summono and also at the fairy Esme’s summono?”  
 
    “Yeah. At the fairy Esme’s summono, we had the full twelve options. At seventh alterni’s, we only had eleven. That’s when Roman knew we should worry. At the summono before yours, he cast the net wider than ever and tried to pull alt-Esmes from every world, but we again only had eleven options – and that was only because he pulled in the vampire again. With your summono, Roman only found ten alt-Esmes left.”  
 
    Esme’s stomach tightened. “And now you’re saying I’m the last Esme in all the hundreds of worlds?” 
 
    Owen nodded.  
 
    Esme felt oddly sick. She remembered the alterni she’d met during her summono test. Since coming here, it’d been exciting to wonder about alternate versions of herself out there. Now… 
 
    “They’re dead? All of them? How?” 
 
    Owen hesitated. “The malevolenci killed them.” 
 
    Esme had to sit down, and she found a nearby log. Owen joined her and sat, giving her a moment.  
 
    She found her voice. “How is that possible? You told me malevolenci can’t cross into other worlds as anything more than ghosts.” She swallowed. “Do they possess people or-” 
 
    “No, nothing like that.” Owen wiped his face and tried to explain. “According to ancient conjuri records, there’s one species of malevolenci that can enter other worlds without losing strength. They sense the alterni just like you sense rifts, so they’re drawn right to them. The species is supposedly more intelligent than even the bentaforx. The Master Conjuri for centuries have kept secret whatever they know about the species, so even I can’t tell you much.” 
 
    “Why the secrecy?” 
 
    “If the Order knew about alterni-hunting malevolenci, it would lead to people knowing what it means to have an alterni endi.” Owen frowned. “It means we’re on the brink of losing the war. Everyone is already working as hard as they can to stop the malevolenci, and we try to avoid panic whenever necessary.” 
 
    Esme nodded.  
 
    I’m panicked, and I’m relatively new to all this. Roman kept this secret to protect people from fear… I guess that makes sense. It doesn’t sound like anyone could’ve stopped this, anyway.  
 
    She had to ask. “There’s no way we could’ve saved my alterni?” 
 
    “No. If we tried to bring all the alterni here to protect them, that’d mean all but one would be defenseless, because this world only gives one alterni access to our magic at a time. They’d be sitting ducks. And we can’t go to the alt-worlds to protect them because we’ve never been able to get into other worlds. Everything I told you about that is true. Even alterni can’t cross to other alt-worlds other than their own when we return them home.” 
 
    “Then how do these malevolenci do it?” 
 
    “Remember what I said about each world’s Bermuda Triangle? How it’s a point where all our alt-worlds connect?” 
 
    Esme nodded.  
 
    “They use their world’s connection with the Bermuda Triangles to access the alt-worlds. But it takes a lot of their strength to make rifts even in the Triangles. Once they cross, their rifts aren’t strong enough to stay open. Because those other worlds don’t have magic, the malevolenci aren’t able to open rifts to return to their world. They get stuck.” 
 
    She tried to think. “So these super-smart malevolenci sacrifice themselves and go to the alt-worlds to eliminate us alterni. They do that so you run out of alterni to summon. They’re taking us out, since we’re your only real way to stop them from taking this world?” 
 
    Owen looked impressed she’d sorted this out. “Yes, exactly. If we don’t have an alterni, we can’t defend ourselves half as well.” 
 
    “You’ve said this world is like a pot of sugar and they’re the ants… Do they want to take this world and use its magic to strengthen their rifts into other worlds?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Owen leaned forward and rubbed his hands together, looking grim. “It’s our wonderful, magical world’s responsibility to hold the malevolenci at bay. If we fail here, they’ll make this world one big rift and link it with their own. Using our magic, they wouldn’t need the Bermuda Triangles, which are limiting. They’d make their own new rifts right into other worlds. The alt-worlds, without magic, would be powerless to stop them.” 
 
    Esme paused. 
 
    It’s up to us to stop them. It’s up to me. I’m the only one left… 
 
    She looked at her castorca. For months she’d been both excited and scared by how strong her magic was becoming. Now the overwhelming emotion settling upon her was…sadness. Esme wasn’t sure why she was so affected by the news that she was the last Esme in existence, but it was almost more than she could bear.  
 
    It’s not just the added pressure – understatement – of now having to be the best alterni ever. I feel like…like I’ve lost family.  
 
    Esme’s butt was going numb with cold. She rose to her feet and motioned downhill. “We’d better get moving again.” 
 
    Owen stood and looked at her with concern. “You sure? It’s a lot to take in. If you’re not ready-” 
 
    “I’m okay.”  
 
    They resumed their hike. Esme noted that the trees’ shadows were at a different angle. They were losing light faster than she’d thought. She picked up the pace, and Owen marched at her side. She could tell he wasn’t sure what to say.  
 
    How much does this change between us? 
 
    Esme tried to focus. “You said I’m an alterni endi. This has happened before?”  
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “With King Eglid and the few others who’ve had fewer than twelve at their last summono? Nathaniel? Wallace? Vergo? Virgil? Wentworth?” 
 
    A grin suggested Owen was again impressed. “Yes.”  
 
    “Why have I never read the term ‘alterni endi’ in the Chronicles of Kings?” 
 
    “Records on alterni endi are kept in a secret book, the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. Roman keeps the book spelled so only he can find it. Each Master Conjuri shares the book with each new king, and we alone carry the burden of all these secrets.” Owen sighed. “I’ve told Hakim, now you. When we get back to the Capiti, I’ll insist that Roman show you the book.” 
 
    Esme took a breath. “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s the least I can do.” Owen smiled at her, but his eyes still looked worried that he’d broken her trust. “With your crazy brain, who better to read it?” 
 
    Esme gave him a humoring smile and continued to walk, lost in her own thoughts.  
 
    They’ve hidden this from me the whole time. Why didn’t I figure this out sooner? 
 
    Esme replayed events in her mind. She remembered her first interview with Hakim when he summed up what she was getting into. Hakim had hesitated over parts as he’d chosen what to tell her. When Esme met Owen, he’d been honest but certainly left out key information. During her training, Roman had been pleased Esme took to magic so quickly…but Roman also seemed worried by it. At her Order trial in particular, Esme remembered Roman insisting to Owen that Esme might be ‘the strongest alterni in centuries.’  She’d seen a secret understanding pass between the king and Master Conjuri… 
 
    I never could’ve guessed they were hiding this.  
 
    She went around a tree. “Will Roman be mad you’ve told me?” 
 
    “No doubt. Our Master Conjuri is a stickler for tradition. I guess that’s his job, but you deserve to know the truth.” Owen glanced at her. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.” 
 
    Esme nodded, trying not to touch on anything too personal. “So Roman knew at my summono that you were running out of alterni. Then you both saw my magic’s strength growing and knew my alterni were being killed off. How long have you suspected I’m the last?” 
 
    Owen hesitated. “After your first battle. There was no precedent for how you split that felicox in half.” 
 
    “But that was months ago!” Esme’s eyes narrowed as she remembered. “The whole time we were researching the increase in malevolenci attacks, you and Roman knew this was why. You knew they were taking their best shot now because I’m the only alterni left to stop them.” 
 
    “Again, I wasn’t positive you were the alterni endi at the time…but yes.” 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    Owen tried to explain. “It doesn’t mean we didn’t need to research. Roman knows a lot about the malevolenci, but he doesn’t know everything. We honestly were trying to sort out their attack patterns.”  
 
    Esme nodded, accepting this. With another thought, she motioned back up the mountain. “Did that bentaforx carry us here because it knew I’m the alterni endi? It focused on fighting us because…because they want me dead more than anything?” 
 
    Hesitating, Owen looked at Esme with worry. “It’s possible. If the malevolenci are intensifying their attacks because you’re our only defense, it’s likely their objective now is to kill you.” 
 
    She recalled her last few battles. “The multiple rifts opening at once, the chiroptorx flying right at me… And now they’ve sent a bentaforx after me.” She was sure her face had gone pale. “Oh, gods… What next?” 
 
    Owen gave her an encouraging smile, though his eyes still held guilt. “Whatever comes, we’ll fight it. Your magic is powerful, and with Roman’s help I bet you can learn to use it as well as any alterni endi before you.” 
 
    Esme let out a long breath. 
 
    “I have faith in you, Esme. I mean, you just killed a freakin’ bentaforx.” Owen tried a grin, using her own words to win her over. 
 
    She humored him with a smile.  
 
    They hiked in silence for several minutes. Being the last alterni to defend the alt-worlds was overwhelming. At the same time – and Esme knew this was far less important – it was unsettling how distant Owen felt. He practically radiated guilt and fear.  
 
    He feels like a liar, and now he’s freshly terrified I’m going to die…and what it means if I do. Are we as close as I thought? I’m not really his partner. I’m a pawn in this horrible war. But I’d hoped… 
 
    Esme felt tears again. “I feel more special and less special all at the same time. This is why you’ve protected me so much. I’m the alterni endi. That’s why you’ve insisted I’m not replaceable.” 
 
    Owen cringed.  
 
    Esme took a breath. “It’s okay. I understand. If I die, you’d probably lose this war. You wouldn’t be able to detect the rifts. You sure as hell couldn’t close them. The malevolenci would overrun this world and win the war. I’m a very important weapon to protect.”  
 
    Placing a hand on her shoulder, Owen stopped walking and turned Esme to face him. “That’s not it. I mean, that should be it. I should think of you only as my alterni endi. But we both know that’s not all you are to me. I’m not hell-bent on keeping you alive because you’re my last weapon to win the war. I’m not keeping you alive because I feel guilty for losing so many alterni before you. I’d die to save you because I care about you. I couldn’t live with myself if I couldn’t save you.”  
 
    Esme swallowed.  
 
    Owen chuckled morbidly, then held his face in his hands. “Even that fits with the stupid oath.” 
 
    “What oath?” 
 
    He started to answer, then closed his lips and stomped onward.  
 
    Esme hurried to keep up. “Is there something else you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Owen said nothing and kept walking. 
 
    “Hey! Out with it!” She grabbed Owen’s arm to stop him and slipped on a rock. 
 
    Owen caught her from falling. Reluctant, he frowned before confessing, “It’s the Oath of Kings. When the Master Conjuri tell us these wonderful secrets, they make us take an oath before we become king.” 
 
    She didn’t like the intensity of his frown. “What’s the oath?” 
 
    “If a king gets down to an alterni endi, it’s up to the king to make sure the malevolenci don’t win. If you die… Well, not all the kings who commit suicide do it out of guilt.” 
 
    “What?” Esme remembered the relevant passages. “King Eglid’s last Devon was an alterni endi. When that Devon died, Eglid committed suicide by throwing himself off a cliff.” 
 
    Owen gave a single nod as she connected the dots.  
 
    “King Nathaniel had an alterni endi, and he killed himself too. King Wallace was the same. King Wentworth slit his own throat after his last Boone died.” Esme looked at her king with new concern. “If an alterni endi dies, the king is supposed to kill himself so the cycle starts over with a new king and a new origini?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Eyes wide, Esme shook her head. “You can’t.” 
 
    “I’d have to. Fulfilling this oath is the only way to ensure our world lives to fight another day. If you die, I die.” Owen gave her a weak smile and brushed hair off her face. “It sounds idiotically romantic, but it’s a war tactic.” 
 
    She couldn’t smile back at him. “But you’ve said you’d sacrifice yourself for me, Owen. That’s not the same thing.” 
 
    He sighed. “Well, if I can keep you alive and reset the cycle, all the better.” 
 
    “Not better,” she insisted. “You’d be dead as a hero, sure. Good for you. But I’d be stuck here without a partner, without…you. I’d be-” 
 
    “You could go home.” 
 
    Esme looked at him in realization. “You’ve thought this through.” 
 
    “Of course I have.” Owen smiled, but with sadness in his eyes. “It’s not fair that we pulled you into this war, and you risk your life day after day-” 
 
    “Stop! I told you I choose this, remember? So get this whole sacrificing yourself for me thing out of your head.” She huffed. “Because even if you die, I’m not leaving this world. I’ll stay and fight with the new king. I couldn’t live with myself if I turned my back on this world. More than that, it sounds like I’d be turning my back on every world. If I went home, I might forget all this and not have guilt, but I don’t want to forget, Owen. Not any of it. Especially…” Her throat tightened. 
 
    Owen gave her a weak smile. 
 
    Esme didn’t think he looked convinced, so she pulled herself together. “The alterni endi don’t always fail. You said King Vergo had an alterni endi. He didn’t kill himself. Neither did King Virgil.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, sometimes the alterni endi hold off the malevolenci until the next king takes over naturally. But we shouldn’t get our hopes up.” 
 
    “Yes, we should. I killed a freakin’ bentaforx.”  
 
    Owen smiled at this and nodded. 
 
    Gods, thought Esme as she looked at him with new understanding. How does he handle all this responsibility? I’ve always wondered that, and now… But I feel better knowing how he feels about me. We both need to stop overthinking this partnership. We can help each other and get through this. Somehow. 
 
    Esme sighed up at Owen and put her castorca hand on his chest. “My brave, stubborn, emo king. I watch your back and you watch mine, remember? I understand now what’s at stake if I die, so I will be careful – I admit I’ve been a little overconfident with my magic. And I’ll promise never to barrio you again if you promise you won’t do anything stupid either.” 
 
    “I promise.” Owen wrapped his arms around her in a hug and placed his chin atop her head. “Thank you for not hating me. I was afraid you wouldn’t trust me now.”  
 
    “Shh. I know. We’re okay.” She frowned, her face pressed against him. “But if there’s anything else you’re not telling me, now is the time. If I find out later that you-” 
 
    “I’ve told you everything. Not even Hakim knows about the Oath of Kings. I promise, you now know everything I do about this crazy world and this horrible war.” He sounded so weary, but also relieved. 
 
    Esme nodded her trust into his chest.  
 
    They stood like that for a while. Esme was glad for the body heat, and she rested her head against his tattered shirt and exposed chest. She shivered, and Owen rubbed her back, holding her tightly.  
 
    “Florida girl can’t take the cold, huh?” 
 
    Esme chuckled and pulled away from him. “We’d better keep moving.” 
 
      
 
    They hiked downhill over snow, rocks, and fallen trees while the sun sank behind the westernmost peaks. The air was freezing without sunlight now. Esme lost sensation in her extremities, but Owen gave her his tattered cavali shirt, which at least had sleeves. Her stomach wouldn’t stop growling. They stopped a few times to cast water spells to drink. Once Esme tripped on a rock and tore her pant leg up to her knee. While crossing a freezing creek, Owen slipped and injured his casting hand.  
 
    At last, with the stars overhead their only light, they came out of the trees and found a wide open space surrounded by mountains. Esme’s exhaustion overwhelmed her, and she sank to the snowy ground. Owen looked back and put up no argument as he returned to sit beside her.  
 
    Esme leaned against him. “Too bad there’s not a spell for making a compass.”  
 
    “We’ve gotta be close to the bunker.” 
 
    She had her doubts that Owen had a clue where they were, but she said nothing.  
 
    A dead tree stood not far off, and Esme reached out her castorca and flicked her fingers. Fire shot to the tree and caught the dead wood, and soon the whole thing was aflame, lighting the night and casting warmth their way.  
 
    “Careful. Don’t start a forest fire.” 
 
    “I won’t. But we need the heat or we’ll freeze to death.” 
 
    There wasn’t much else to say, so they sat in silence. Esme’s eyelids were so heavy. She sat watching the flaming tree, but her eyelids closed for longer and longer periods.  
 
    A twig snapped. 
 
    Owen turned to look behind them. Esme was wide awake now. She too scanned for danger.  
 
    Bear? Wolves? Bring it on! 
 
    King and alterni jumped to their feet. Esme held out her castorca. The firelight behind her cast long shadows over the ground. At the edge of the woods they’d stumbled out of, dark figures moved amongst the trees. Esme was about to fire off a spell when one of the figures emerged into the light. 
 
    “Hello?” called a man’s voice.  
 
    Esme looked closer. The man wore the black uniform of the cavali, and the other men emerging from the forest behind him also were cavali. As for the man in the lead, his voice sounded familiar, and Esme guessed she had a fifty-fifty shot. 
 
    “Dax?” she shouted.  
 
    The big man stopped in the moonlight, and his white teeth smiled back at her. Dax called, “What the hell happened to you two?” 
 
    Owen let out a sigh of relief and started walking toward the group. “Cat’s balls, am I glad to see you!” 
 
    Dax waved to the men with him. “Someone radio the bunker! Tell them to report to the Capiti! We found them!” 
 
    Before she got too far, Esme remembered and turned back to the flaming tree. Using her castorca, she wiggled her fingers to throw a torrent of rain that extinguished the fire, and the landscape returned to moonlit darkness. Exhausted and freezing, Esme still managed a smile. 
 
    Ha. No forest fires here. Only I can prevent… 
 
    Esme’s smile faded, and she shivered as she joined Owen.  
 
    The cavali met them in the open. Dax was the only one Esme recognized. She stood by and hugged her freezing arms while the king greeted his men. 
 
    Owen shook Dax’s hand. “How’d you find us?”  
 
    Dax grinned and tapped his nose. “Tracked you myself, my lord. Mixed blood inferiority, my hairy ass!” 
 
    The king laughed, then asked seriously, “The rest of our team?” 
 
    “Max and Tank are fine. Benja took a hell of a hit, but she’s at the Capiti with the healers. Everyone else we pulled off that field alive… Well, they’re shook up but okay. I left Max and the others to watch the city and headed here when scouts reported they’d seen the bentaforx flying in this direction. What happened to-” 
 
    Esme sneezed. 
 
    Dax looked down at her and dropped his questions. “Let’s get you to the bunker, alterni.” He turned to the team. “We’re heading back!” 
 
    The cavali by now had noted the state of the pair, so they hurried to guide them to their bunker. Everything became a blur of moonlight, snow, and cavali black. Esme thought her feet might fall off. 
 
    “Not far,” said a cavali woman walking between Esme and Owen. “We’ll get you warm and have our healer examine your wounds.” She turned her helmeted head to the king. “You’re welcome to stay the night in our spare rooms, my lord. I’m sure someone will come in the morning to take you home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” said Owen.  
 
    As they rounded a bend in the hill, Esme saw a security light ahead. A few jeeps and trucks were parked to one side of a clearing. The team hurried toward a half-buried concrete structure in the hill, and Esme saw them open a wide, hatch-like door.  
 
    Exhausted and relieved, Esme looked with chattering teeth at Owen. “Well, your royal lordship, I guess you knew where you were going after all.” 
 
    He smiled and gave her a wink. “King, remember?” 
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    After a long, hot shower in a private room’s bath, Esme lay on the bed and couldn’t sleep. It was too quiet. She was still chilled to the bone. The bunker’s vampire healer had insisted Esme take a generous shot of his blood, so at least her wounds didn’t ache anymore. However, her bare hand required a thick bandage while the vamp blood in her system finished healing her skin. While physically she’d recover, Esme was still rattled, more from Owen’s confessions than their bentaforx attack.  
 
    I don’t want to be alone. Owen’s probably thinking himself in circles too… 
 
    As she rose from the stiff bed, Esme remembered she had no clothes. Hakim had radioed to say he’d bring their things when he and Thaddeus came in the morning. But for now, she had only spoiled cavali clothes.  
 
    They’re covered in blood and bentaforx. I’m not putting those back on. But I won’t stay in this room alone either. It’s like a tomb. 
 
    With a shiver, Esme pulled the sheet off the bed and wrapped herself in a makeshift robe. This done, she shuffled to the metal door and opened it. 
 
    The corridor was empty, devoid of wandering cavali. Esme had no wish to be seen sneaking around in a bed sheet, so she hurried to close her door and tiptoe over the chilled cement. She’d seen the room where Owen had retired for the night, so she quickly scampered there. At the door, Esme paused to take a breath before slipping inside. Once the door closed behind her, the pitch blackness of the room left her with nowhere to go. 
 
    Owen yelped in the darkness and ordered the room, “Lights on!” 
 
    Esme squinted as the overhead light activated, and she clung to her bed sheet robe. “Sorry! It’s just me. –Oh.” 
 
    Owen had also been stuck sleeping naked. He apparently wasn’t bothered by the cold, though, and the blankets only covered his feet. Sprawled on his back, he propped himself on elbows to see her. 
 
    Blushing, Esme looked at the floor. 
 
    Stupid! What was I thinking? He’s the king! I can’t just barge in here! What if someone saw- 
 
    “Wrong room?” Owen sounded like he was grinning. 
 
    She stared at her bare toes. “Sorry. I can go if-” 
 
    “Stay. As funny as your walk of shame in sheets would be, I’m not kicking you out.” He rose from the bed to stand in front of her.  
 
    This forced Esme to look up to be respectful, and she met his eyes.  
 
    Owen’s expression showed concern. “You okay? I keep yelling at myself for how blunt I was when telling you…” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. It’s all a bit much, but it’s been a bit much since I got here.” She shrugged under the sheet. “I just… I didn’t want to be alone.” 
 
    He smiled, still studying her face. “And you want to be here?”  
 
    Esme tried to relax. She didn’t think she needed to say anything further, so she nodded.  
 
    Owen’s eyes drifted to her robe-like sheet. “Quite the cover. From what Hakim tells me, you’re not this shy.”  
 
    Her pulse quickened, and she smiled up at him. “Could we leave Hakim out of this?”  
 
    “Deal.”  
 
    Owen reached out and gently pulled the sheet from one shoulder, then the other. She let it drop to the floor around her feet. Owen’s gaze drifted down her body with calm, slow appreciation, which was almost more unnerving than lust.  
 
    I’m not the first Esme he’s seen naked, she thought suddenly. 
 
    She let out a breath. “Owen, I promise this is the last time I’ll bring it up, but you need to tell me now if I’m competing with-” 
 
    “You know you aren’t.” Owen put his arms around her, pulling her close, and rested his chin on the top of her head.  
 
    That’s becoming a habit… I like it. 
 
    The closeness to him was wonderful, and her nerves unclenched. At the same time, standing naked and barefoot in the concrete room made her shiver.  
 
    Owen took a step back. “Come on. Let’s get you warm.” 
 
    She blushed at this possible meaning but followed him to the bed. Together they climbed under the covers, and Owen pulled her close with her back against him. She snuggled against his warmth, and one of his arms lay over her. Esme couldn’t help touching scratches on his arm, but she didn’t let her mind fixate on how they got there. Instead she focused on the warmth of his body, and after a few minutes her chill faded under the blankets.  
 
    I needed this. Just being close to him… It’s more comforting than sex.  
 
    Owen chuckled, his breath blowing in her hair. “I’m trying really hard not to make a joke about spooning.” 
 
    Esme tilted her head on the pillow, trying to glare at him but failing. “You’re never going to drop the whole spoon thing, are you?” 
 
    “Uh-uh.”  
 
    She shook her head with a smile. “Why do I like you? You’re such a terrible person.” 
 
    “Well,” Owen whispered in her ear, “it’s because deep down…you’re a terrible person too.” 
 
    She laughed but rolled to punch his chest. “Ow!” She’d forgotten she still wore her castorca, and the rings crushed into her fingers.  
 
    “Serves you right, daring to strike your king.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes. “Very well, your royal lor-” 
 
    Owen kissed her, effectively shutting her up, and Esme happily went with it. As their kiss deepened in intensity, Owen shifted on top of her. Esme couldn’t have stopped her legs from spreading if she’d tried.
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    After a long drive with Thaddeus, Hakim greeted the cavali at the bunker. It was early yet, and Hakim was told that Owen and Esme were still sleeping. Thaddeus carried Esme’s bag to her room, and Hakim took Owen’s. This meant a short walk through the bunker’s corridors, and Hakim soon arrived at Owen’s door and knocked. He heard a thud, scuffling, then silence. 
 
    “Come in,” called Owen.  
 
    Hakim opened the door and entered with the duffel bag. “Everything okay?” 
 
    The room looked fine. Owen had piled his ruined cavali uniform in a chair. The bathroom door was closed. The king himself sat up in bed, his chest bare, with blankets pulled up over his waist.  
 
    Hakim smirked at his friend. “Thanks for covering your lady bits.”  
 
    Owen threw a pillow at him. “What’s the news?” 
 
    “Thirteen more rifts opened around the U.S. last night.” 
 
    Owen’s eyes widened. “Thirteen?” 
 
    “Yes, but cavali were in place to put down the malevolenci. Dax made it back to the Capiti late last night and took your team to the nearest rift, so they’ve got Kansas City covered until you get Esme back. Oh, and conjuri around the country put up illuso spells until Esme can get to those rifts.” 
 
    “Any more bentaforx?”  
 
    “No, thank the gods.” Hakim noticed a castorca sitting on the bedside table. He forced himself to hold back a grin. “Anyway, we can transport you home whenever you’re ready. Much work to do. I’ve brought files to go over during the ride.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ll get changed, thank these cavali, and meet you at the car.” 
 
    “See you then.” Hakim now allowed a smirk and called to the bathroom, “Good morning, Esme!” 
 
    A muffled, “Shit,” came from behind the bathroom door.  
 
    Hakim looked back at Owen, who made a guilty face but also couldn’t stop a grin.  
 
    Hakim set down the duffel. “I’ll have Thaddeus bring Esme’s bag here, then?” 
 
    Owen faked preoccupation with a crack in the ceiling. “That’d be great, thanks.” 
 
    Without another word, Hakim smiled at his friend and left the room, closing the door behind him. Out in the empty corridor, he did a quick fist pump, then composed himself and straightened his tie.  
 
    “Stop playing Cupid, eh?” Hakim scoffed. “Kiss my shiny jinn ass.” 
 
    A grin on his face, he headed off to find Thaddeus. 
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    Several hours later, Esme, Owen, Hakim, and Roman stood in the summono chamber above the staged bar. Roman had just finished spreading sand across the last alt-world’s symbol on the floor. Only the symbol for Esme’s world was left unfilled. She and her two friends waited and watched while the Master Conjuri worked. 
 
    Esme tried to prepare for the worst. In her heart, she already believed she was the last of her kind. But she needed to be sure, to see it with her own eyes. The men with her wanted evidence too.  
 
    I have to know. Once we have proof I’m the alterni endi, we can focus on what to do about it. This war will get harder. The malevolenci know they’re winning. If we fail, it’s all over…for every world.  
 
    She looked down at her castorca. 
 
    But this world’s given me strength to fight back. Roman and Ada can train me to harness it. I’m not a helpless sitting duck. I’m not going to die. And I won’t let Owen die either. We’ll find another way.  
 
    Roman positioned himself in the circle’s center and scowled at the king. “You’re sure about this, my lord?” 
 
    Owen looked to Esme and squeezed her hand. “Yes, Roman. Perform the summono.” 
 
    Roman hadn’t been happy with Owen for telling Esme the full truth about alterni, but he nodded in obedience. Pushing back his sleeve, he stretched out his hand to the golden circle of symbols. Owen and Hakim had been present for the summono spell before, but Esme held her breath as she waited for whatever Roman was about to do.  
 
    The Master Conjuri tapped his fingers in a peculiar rhythm, first aimed at one symbol, then the next, then the next. He rotated in a full circle. When he came back to the symbol where he’d started, he lifted his arm and made a wide, sweeping motion overhead. Then he lowered his arm and looked around. 
 
    Nothing happened. No one appeared in the room under their feet. The sand in the symbols had no reaction whatsoever. Every single symbol remained as it had been, dormant.  
 
    Roman turned to the king. “I’m sorry, my lord. Your alterni have been eliminated.” 
 
    Owen frowned but nodded to the old man. “Thank you, Roman. You may go. We’ll meet you in the library.” 
 
    Roman glanced at Esme. “You’re sure about that too, my lord?” 
 
    “Yes.” Owen clearly was trying not to get frustrated. “We’re showing her the Chronicle of Alterni Endi.”  
 
    “Very well.” Roman wiped sand from his hands, folded them beneath his robes, and waddled to the exit.  
 
    Esme looked down at the empty bar, then up at Owen. “Thank you. I had to be sure.” 
 
    “Me too.” Owen gave her a weak smile and included Hakim as he said, “I don’t have to order you both to keep this secret, do I? Roman is right to uphold the tradition of silence. Only those in our small circle should know about this.” 
 
    Esme agreed for now. “The Order’s already fighting the malevolenci with everything they’ve got. If they knew they only had me to rely on…” She shook her head and looked again at the empty room below. “I don’t want the rest of the Order to panic.” 
 
    Owen raised an eyebrow at his old friend. “What about you? Can you keep your mouth shut? We both know how you get.” 
 
    “Oh, please. I’m completely trustworthy.” 
 
    Esme smirked at Hakim. “That’s debatable. You didn’t bother telling me the truth, you little jinn shit.” 
 
    “Ha! Anyone ever tell you, you swear like a pilot?” 
 
    “Uh, no. In my world, we say someone swears like a sailor.” 
 
    “Sailor?” Hakim made a face. “Sailors are wonderful people.” 
 
    Esme rolled her eyes.  
 
    “And anyway, not telling you wasn’t my fault. I was under orders.” Hakim pointed at Owen. “He made me not tell you.”  
 
    Owen sighed. “This is how you keep secrets?”  
 
    Hakim grinned at the king, then looked Esme in the eye and made the Scouts honor gesture of this world. “I swear to you, from now on, I’ll tell you everything.” He glanced at Owen. “Unless his royal lordship orders me not to.” 
 
    Esme smiled at them both. Then she took a deep breath and led them to the exit. “Okay. Let’s go to the library. My crazy brain has a new book to memorize.”  
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    “We made a mistake,” said Roman.  
 
    Ada looked up from the book on her side of the library table. They were alone, and Roman knew it was time for a conversation. 
 
    “What mistake?” she asked. 
 
    “We should’ve told Esme sooner about the alterni running out. Hakim was right.” He scowled into his book. “As much as it pains me to admit.” 
 
    With a look of agreement, Ada returned to her book and flipped a page. “Alterni endi were a theory until now. If she’d known our suspicions, the poor woman would’ve felt even more hopeless during her training. She might’ve chosen to go home. Then where would we be?”  
 
    Roman hesitated, of course knowing the truth was far from theory. However, Ada didn’t know she hadn’t seen all the books. A few in this library were spelled so only he could find them.  
 
    But Owen gave me new orders, thought the old man. Esme’s now read the Chronicle of Alterni Endi. I have to agree that was a wise move. And if we’re telling the alterni, I should tell the conjuri responsible for training her. But how to tell Ada? This is something the Master Conjuri and kings have kept secret for centuries. 
 
    Still debating, he only said, “Well, now we know for certain. Esme is the last alterni of this generation.” 
 
    “You’re sure? When you performed the summono earlier today, none came through? Not even that ghastly vampire?” 
 
    “Correct. I put sand in every alt-world’s symbol, cast the spell, but it did nothing. No Esmes appeared. They’ve all been killed.” 
 
    Ada sat back from the table in thought.  
 
    “It’s also fact,” said Roman, “that this world’s alterni magic is tuned only to her. After what she did to that bentaforx, there’s no denying she’s more powerful than any alterni you or I have ever seen.”  
 
    “Yes. We should intensify her training. Even if she has strength as an alterni endi, she still has to learn to use it. She needs teaching, guidance, practice.”   
 
    Roman squirmed. “We’ve underestimated her. This Esme doesn’t need us as much as those before her.”  
 
    It was an unsettling feeling for the old man. Alterni endi were so rare that Roman had never expected to see one in his lifetime. He’d hoped never to see one because of what it meant. For months since Esme’s first display of power, he’d scoured the secret Chronicle of Alterni Endi for guidance. It was a bit overwhelming.  
 
    Ada shook her head with an anxious frown. “Even with Esme, do we have any prayer of stopping the malevolenci? We’ve never been this close to defeat. We’re in uncharted territory.” 
 
    Roman decided to come out with it. “Not entirely. There’ve been alterni endi before. They’ve been this powerful too. It’s not just magic theory, Ada.” 
 
    She blinked at him. “We’ve been down to one alterni? When?”  
 
    “Well…” Roman scowled, multiplying the folds of his chin. “The Chronicles of Kings don’t tell the full story. There were certain kings who committed suicide for reasons bigger than guilt or madness. When all versions of an alterni are killed, we’re defenseless to stop the rifts. So, certain kings sacrificed themselves to make sure we didn’t lose the war after their alterni endi died.”  
 
    Ada understood. “When a king dies, the cycle starts over with a new king. A new origini comes, saving us. The kings committed suicide to restart a new cycle of alterni?”  
 
    “Yes.” Roman was surprised it felt good to come clean. 
 
    “How many times have we stood on this brink?” 
 
    “Esme is the seventh alterni endi.”  
 
    Ada’s eyes widened. She paused and gazed at the nearest lamp. “Does Owen know about this?” 
 
    “Yes, but I’ve encouraged the king to have faith in Esme and put the suicidal solution out of mind.” 
 
    “You encouraged him? That’s surprisingly warm of you, Roman.” 
 
    He scowled. “I love and serve the king as my predecessors have loved and served their kings. I know you think I have more love for the spindlox in my lab than real people, but I’ve served three generations of Lords. I assure you, I was quite earnest that Owen not kill himself.” 
 
    “I hope he listens.” Ada looked worried. “I’ve had my differences with the man, but…”  
 
    “He’ll be okay. I’ve observed our king and the current alterni, and fortunately I think Owen’s found something to live for. I don’t believe he’ll sacrifice himself unless it’s the only way.” Roman sighed. “Then again, Owen’s carried much guilt about his alterni. It doesn’t help that his father had a perfect record and kept his origini alive.” 
 
    Ada nodded in thought. “And now Owen is only the seventh king in history who’s down to one?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    Ada’s dark brow wrinkled in suspicion. “Is there more to how the alterni died? If you’re telling me alterni endi aren’t merely a theory… Is the rest of the legend true?” 
 
    Roman scowled, which gave Ada her answer.  
 
    The old woman sighed, then looked at the ceiling mural in thought. “This changes everything.” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “Does the king know the truth?” 
 
    “No.” Roman looked at his robes to avoid Ada’s frown at him. 
 
    Her tone hardened. “I understand why this has been left as legend for centuries, but we’re losing this war. Shouldn’t you tell the king everything he needs to know about our enemies? And tell Esme, our alterni endi and last hope?”  
 
    “This is mind-bending, reality shaking, faith-destroying information, Ada. I need the king and Esme to be strong and sane enough to accomplish their tasks. It’d be a disaster if they learned the truth and it broke them.” 
 
    “In other words, you’re not telling them.” 
 
    “No. The Master Conjuri for centuries have spun these truths as legend, and I see the wisdom of that course. We will not tell the king.”  
 
    “How can they fight the enemy without all the facts? This is foolishness, Roman!” 
 
    “If it becomes necessary, I’ll reconsider.”  
 
    “If it becomes necessary, it might already be too late!”  
 
    “We’ll hold our course for the time being.” Roman debated before looking her in the eye. “I swear to you, Ada, I’m now telling you everything. Owen already ordered me to show Esme the Chronicle of Alterni Endi, and I’ll change the spell to give you access as well. I’ll need your help in the days ahead to teach Esme. An alterni endi’s magic is beyond what you or I can perform, but you can guide Esme using the Chronicle. She must learn to harness her power.” 
 
    Ada looked far more satisfied, and she gave a quick nod.  
 
    Roman hesitated a moment longer, then dropped his gaze to the folds of his robes. “Also, I’ll show you the books intended only for Master Conjuri. They hold the truth about all things legend – the malevolenci, the origini, the birth of our worlds, everything. The days ahead are likely to be fraught with peril, and if you’re to train the alterni endi, you need to know as much as I.” 
 
    When Roman looked up, Ada’s eyes were wide with surprise at this. “Thank you, Roman.” 
 
    He scowled. “Don’t thank me too much. I’ve lied to you for decades.” 
 
    Ada nodded, then gazed around the room, again in her own thoughts. Roman studied her and continued to debate with himself. 
 
    I am the Master Conjuri. Ada will do as I say. Still, is she right? Telling the king the truth… No, I need him strong. Kings have gone mad before, and Owen’s already troubled. If I told him the truth, it might break him.  
 
    “It seems wrong,” said Ada, “not telling Esme who’s responsible for killing her counterparts. What an odd thing – to learn there are hundreds of versions of yourself, only to lose them.” 
 
    Roman nodded. “When the summono failed, Esme looked quite sad. But she recovered quickly. She’s brave.” 
 
    “I don’t like to have favorites among the alterni, but you’re right. We should’ve picked this Esme at an earlier summono. Few alt-Esmes were half the woman this one is. And that damned fairy…” 
 
    “Back then, there was no way to know this Esme was special. We picked the best versions at the time. And there was always an Esme who seemed a better pick than our current one.” 
 
    Ada frowned. “I worry about her perfect memory. Does she remember she was summoned before and we didn’t choose her? That’d be difficult to get over, I imagine. Certainly a blow to the ego, if not downright traumatizing.” 
 
    “No, she doesn’t seem to remember. The luck of the jinn was with us there.”  
 
    “Does the king realize she was summoned before?”  
 
    “I don’t believe so, no. Normally, we have so many alt-worlds to choose from that we harvest a completely new group of alterni with each summono. I don’t think it’s occurred to Owen that our fewer options meant we kept seeing the same alterni group.” Roman sighed and smoothed the sleeve of his robe. “It’s not something I want to burden him with.” 
 
    Ada paused. “Yes, the king must stay strong. This Esme is the alterni endi. If she fails…”  
 
    Roman tried to smile. “A few alterni endi held back the malevolenci, you know. Not all hope is lost, for us or our king.”  
 
    Ada took a breath and gave him a hopeful nod. 
 
    “For now…” Roman returned his gaze to the books on the table. “Our ancestors learned much about the malevolenci. Let’s go over these records again. Same as always, we can surely use what those before us knew.”  
 
    When she didn’t respond, Roman looked up. 
 
    Ada made a face at him and lost her patience. “The Chronicle of Alterni Endi, Roman! For goodness sake, if you expect me to help, show me everything! Let’s start with the Chronicle of Alterni Endi and the rest of your private Master Conjuri stash too, if you please.” 
 
    “Quite right.” Roman shook his jowls at his folly and rose from the table. “I’ll fetch them at once.” k12
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