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      Kat and Alex are on the run when an unexpected visitor appears and takes Kat to face the Magesterial Council in Elustria. The Council reveals that Kat’s mother was a fugitive, and now Kat must uncover the truth of her mother’s crimes or stand trial as a co-conspirator. With only Alex and her best friend to help, Kat must race between worlds to discover who her mother was while dodging the mages who still hunt her. Time is running out, and failure means a lifetime sentence.

      Magic Unknown is the second book in the Magic Born series and is intended to be read after Magic Born.

      
        
        Get sneak peeks and stay up to date on new releases by signing up for the author’s Insider Newsletter. You’ll also get a free copy of the Insider exclusive story Magic Tracked, a prequel to Magic Born.

        http://CaethesFaron.com/magic-tracked
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      Context and age changes everything. As a kid, staying at a hotel amounted to a treat of epic proportions. Inoffensive artwork, bland breakfasts, a TV with all the channels I didn’t get at home, and the ubiquitous germ-covered bedspread all equaled adventure for a kid. As an adult fleeing for my life after killing an assassin? I could have done with less adventure. I’d take a bed I could sleep on two nights in a row—without the germ-covered bedspread—please.

      Luckily for me, my conversation with Alex was heated enough to distract me from the cold, tasteless scrambled eggs I ate in the hotel’s dining room.

      “I’m telling you, the Council sent Marcus. Why are you insistent we should still seek them out?” I pushed my chair back from the table and stood. Alex followed me to the lobby.

      “But you don’t know that. That’s just what Casper told you. He doesn’t have the best track record for being honest.” Frustration tinged Alex’s smooth voice. Everything about him screamed that he was a panther shifter, from his graceful stride to his silky black hair to his startling yellow eyes. I didn’t understand how the other guests in the hotel lobby didn’t see it.

      Oh yeah, no one on Earth knew shifters were real and traveled here through portals from Elustria.

      “You don’t understand what it was like to fight off Marcus. If there’s even a chance the Council sent him…” I shook my head as I pictured the assassin who had killed my mother and then set his sights on me to steal my amber talisman. Killing him had been the hardest thing I’d ever done. “I don’t think I’d make it out alive again. The only reason I survived this time was because he thought I was already dead or at least unconscious.”

      “The Magesterial Council doesn’t kill people,” Alex said. The elevator dinged as the doors opened, and we boarded. “Casper didn’t want you to go to the Council. That should be your first clue that it’s an organization that stands in opposition to him. There are only two sides of this: Casper and the Council. You have to put your trust in one of them, and it isn’t going to be Casper.”

      “I don’t trust anyone except you right now.” The last time I saw Casper, a murderous rage had lit his eyes. It was only a matter of time before he showed up to kill me and take my talisman. I fiddled with the amber stone that hung on the gold chain around my neck. The power inside it hummed, ready to shape itself to my will.

      “Then trust me on this too,” Alex said. “Whoever sent Marcus won’t stop. Without your cloaker, we’re vulnerable. We won’t be able to outrun whoever it is forever. We have to do something more than hide.” The elevator stopped on our floor. We had to make a decision soon. Checkout was in ten minutes.

      The housekeeping cart sat a few doors down from our room. I hated feeling rushed to check out, especially when I had no idea where I was going. I pulled the key card from the back pocket of my jeans.

      “Wait.” Alex pulled me back from the door to our room before I inserted the plastic card into the slot. “Someone’s in there. I can hear them.”

      My heart raced. Was this all the time we got? I couldn’t fight anymore. I was tired, dammit. I knew that whoever had sent Marcus would keep coming, but had it really been too selfish of me to hope for just one day to catch my breath?

      Alex took the key card from my hand. He had a notoriously difficult time getting hotel doors to unlock, so I had fallen into the habit of doing it myself. This time the little light turned green on his first try.

      Compared to the beating of my heart, him turning the handle appeared to move in slow motion. I held my breath, half dreading what we would see and half screaming at him in my head to hurry up already. When the door opened, my eyes widened in shock.

      “Oh, they told me there’d be a shifter here,” a short creature said from the far side of our room. “Hurry up and come in. I want to get back home. I don’t understand what you shifters find so appealing about this place. No magic at all.”

      The creature was between four and five feet tall, humanoid, and some cross between an imp and goblin from Wizards and Fae, my favorite online game. His hair, and I was assuming it was a him based solely on the timbre of his voice, resembled green Spanish moss. His leathery skin was a sickly, pale purple. He wore no shoes but kept himself covered in a green fabric that looked like moss ripped from the ground. And when I say covered, I mean that in the absolute barest sense of the word.

      Alex walked into the room, his body held stiff and on alert, and I followed. If this person were an immediate threat, Alex would have told me to run by now.

      “Oh, there she is, the one I was sent to talk to.” The creature took a step toward us as he pointed at me.

      “Who are you?” Alex asked. I was glad he took the initiative, because all I could do was stare.

      “Millhook is my name. Oh, and the Council gave me this to prove to you who I am.” Millhook waved his hand in the air and a gold coin the size of my palm appeared. He tossed it onto the bed in front of Alex. “The Magesterial Council sent me as something of an impartial liaison. I’ve been told to inform you that there will be a portal waiting for you this afternoon. It’s, let me see”—Millhook snapped another finger and a piece of parchment appeared—“oh yes, here it is. A portal will be open for you at three o’clock. You’re to report to it, and I will give you safe passage to the Council. If you do not appear…well, I don’t really know what will happen, but I’m assuming nothing good.”

      Alex picked up the gold coin and examined it then passed it to me. I had no clue what I was supposed to be looking for. All I saw was a symbol made up of many circles inside one large circle. I assumed it must be the symbol of the Magesterial Council since Alex seemed satisfied. This coin was apparently what I should have looked for on Marcus’s body.

      “What guarantee do we have of her safe passage?” Alex asked.

      Millhook shrugged. “None but the word of the Council. But it goes both ways. The assurance that you have safe passage is the same as the assurance that if you don’t come, they’ll send someone else.”

      “So the Council did send Marcus to kill me?” I stepped out from behind Alex to get a better look at Millhook.

      “I don’t know anything about that. They said they sent someone, and it went badly. They want to make it right with you, so they sent me. That’s all I know. They figured I’d be a nice neutral liaison. Show, don’t show, it doesn’t really matter to me. I would like my medallion back though.” Millhook had a raspy, grumbly voice that made him sound irritated.

      I moved to hand it to him, but Alex intervened. He took the medallion from me and passed it to Millhook. Before he let go of the coin, he said, “Do you swear on the magic of your homeland that we have safe passage with you?”

      Millhook sighed and fixed an exasperated stare on Alex. “Yes, I swear on the magic of my homeland, the Flamewood Forest, that no harm will come to you while you’re with me.”

      Only when he finished did Alex release the medallion.

      “Geez, all this fuss, and for what?” Millhook tossed the coin into the air and it disappeared. “Until three.”

      “Wait, is that all you have to say? Why did the Council send Marcus to kill me? Why should I trust them now?” The magic in my talisman leapt, eager to help me wring answers from the little man.

      “Oh, yes, I forgot. I’m supposed to pass along the deepest apologies and regrets of the Council blah blah blah. They are deeply sorry for the pain and suffering that has been caused and wish to assure you that it was without their knowledge or approval or foresight blah blah blah.” Millhook flicked his hand in time with each “blah” to emphasize just how little he cared.

      “He killed my mother. It’s not nothing.”

      “It is to me.” Millhook shrugged. Then he nodded and disappeared.

      I ran to the spot where he had stood, but no sign of him remained. I spun to face Alex. “That’s who the Council sends to convince me to come to them?”

      “He’s a fae. The mages often use them as neutral representatives. They may seem uncaring, but they would never swear to anything on their magic without it being true. They can’t, or their magic is forfeit.”

      “So, what? You win now? We go to the Council because clearly only the most upstanding organizations use threats and intimidation to achieve their aims.” There were no good options before me, and I was taking it out on Alex. It wasn’t fair. I wanted to scream in frustration at the trap my life had become.

      “It’s not about me winning; it’s about keeping you safe. I believe him when he says we have safe passage. I also believe the Council will send someone else if we don’t come. The Council has summoned you. They will see you either by your choice or by force.”

      “Coercion means it’s not my choice.”

      “I understand your point, but I see no other choice for us.”

      As my heart rate slowed and the shock dissipated, I accepted that Alex was right. All I could do was make the best of a shitty situation. So instead of focusing on the negative, I turned my attention to the fact that I had just seen a real-life fae. That was undeniably cool. “So that was a fae?”

      “Yes. An imp to be exact, but that’s what most people mean in Elustria when they refer to the fae. They work closely with the mages.”

      “Yeah, I recognized the name of the forest he mentioned. That’s where the mages get the wood for their wands.”

      “Yes, which is more reason to trust the Council. A mage won’t break their word to a fae, not when that relationship is so important to them. If they cross the fae, they lose access to the forest and the material for their wands. They won’t do that over you.”

      “Whoops, I forgot this.” Millhook’s voice startled me as it filled the room, but he didn’t appear. Instead, the piece of parchment he had read from floated down from the ceiling and landed on the bed.

      “That was weird.” For the first time, I considered that I might be dreaming.

      “Typical fae.” Alex picked up the piece of parchment and glanced at it then gave it to me. It held the coordinates and the time for the portal. Seeing it written in front of my eyes stirred a fluttering of excitement in my stomach. If I did this, I’d be going to Elustria this afternoon. It would no longer be a nebulous idea of a place. It would be real.

      “So you think going is the right choice?” I looked to Alex to make this decision. Ever since this entire ordeal had started, he’d been the only person I could trust. I needed to trust him now.

      Alex sat next to me on the bed. “Yes, I really do. It was always going to come to this one way or another. You can’t hide from the Council forever. If we go now, we at least have some assurances because of Millhook. If we let this window pass, then I’m not sure what will happen.”

      That was that then. I only had one more question, but I hated myself for asking it, not only for the doubt it would reveal, but because I didn’t want to be that girl. “And are you going to come with me?”

      Damn him, Alex actually laughed. “Of course I’m coming. Who would protect you?”

      “As I recall, you haven’t done an awful lot of protecting, more like standing by and getting yourself used as a pawn against me.”

      “Fair point. Then I guess I’m coming because I need you to protect me.” He winked as he stood and then rounded up the few belongings I had. Everything got stuffed into the shopping bag we’d been using as a suitcase.

      In four hours, I’d step through a portal into the unknown with only the assurance of a grumpy imp that I’d be safe. Nothing could possibly go wrong.
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      When we neared the point where the portal should be waiting, I pulled off the road and parked the car behind some trees growing near a creek bed. I wasn’t sure how many times I’d have to say goodbye to my car, but I thought this might be the last. I left the keys in the wheel well even though something inside me said this would be a one-way trip.

      “Do you want to walk there together, or do you want to ride on my back?” Alex asked.

      “Let’s walk.” As I expected, Alex held out his hand for me to take. Walking together in his human form meant that he could communicate with me more easily if there were trouble, but it also meant having his hand to hold for support. I wasn’t sure which rationale I gave more weight to.

      A bright blue light shone in the distance. This was it, the portal to my home world. Actually, I didn’t know whether I’d been born on Earth or on Elustria. If things went well with the Council, maybe I’d find out.

      As we drew closer, I saw Millhook standing next to the oval-shaped portal.

      “Ah, very wise, very wise. And punctual too,” he said.

      The view beyond the portal was blurred, as if I were looking through a window smudged with petroleum jelly. The edges of the portal dissipated into nothing, pulsing slightly as if to show that it was active. One step and I’d be in Elustria. I had hoped to see a grand view of this new world, but the other side of the portal appeared to be a plain stone hallway. Not very enticing.

      “What are you waiting for? I haven’t got all day. Just step through.” Millhook urged me along.

      Sweat coated my palms from nerves, and there was one more concern I had.

      “I think you should go first,” I said, looking to Alex. “I don’t want to risk the portal closing after me.”

      Alex nodded. “Good idea. You’ll follow right behind?”

      “Of course.”

      “There’s nothing to it. All you have to do is take a step.” Alex’s yellow eyes encouraged me.

      “What is this?” Millhook interjected. “Some human thing where you have to gab all day long instead of just taking a step? Get on with it. I have other things to do besides ferrying mages to Elustria. I’m not a taxi service.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I smiled at Alex in what I hoped was a reassuring way. “Go ahead. I’m right behind you.”

      Alex turned, took a step, and was gone. Through the portal, a blurry blob I assumed was Alex waved at me. I took a deep breath in and slowly let it out as I stepped through. My eyes instinctually closed, but I didn’t feel a thing. I opened them to see what had gone wrong, but I stood in a stone corridor next to Alex. Traveling between worlds really was as easy as taking a step, even easier than teleporting.

      A second later, Millhook appeared beside us and then waved his hand and the portal disappeared.

      “All right, you two, this way. Got to present you to the Councilor so I can collect my payment.” Millhook led the way down the corridor, not even looking back to see if we followed. A red velvet carpet covered the floor, and artwork lined the walls. The paintings appeared so real that I wanted to reach out and touch the ocean waves and cliff faces and exotic fruits pictured. The same illuminator orbs that had been at Casper’s Armory floated in the air above us.

      Millhook seemed to know his way around well, never hesitating to decide which direction to turn or which staircase to take. The emptiness of the corridors and the rooms I peeked into gave the entire place an eerie feeling. The building appeared to be lived in, but it was as if everyone had disappeared.

      Millhook stopped in front of a door that was just like all the others we had seen: thick wood with a gold knocker. But instead of knocking, Millhook walked right in, and Alex and I followed.

      The second I stepped across the threshold, I froze. Sitting at a table in front of me was the woman I’d seen Marcus speaking with through the communication orb minutes before I killed him. I squeezed Alex’s hand to keep from betraying my recognition to the woman.

      At the intrusion, the woman stood, as did her tablemate: a middle-aged man with dark hair and red eyes. An angry scar ran down the left side of his face, even more noticeable because of his dark tan and sun-damaged skin. He was so scary looking that I almost feared him more than the woman who had sent Marcus to kill me and my mother.

      “Millhook, I have told you time and time again that you will knock before entering any room in the Citadel.” The woman spoke with the same calm, imperious tone she’d used with Marcus. She did not need to raise her voice to communicate her displeasure.

      “Just be glad I’m doing your bidding, Calista.”

      “You do my bidding because I compensate you well. I assume this is the girl?” Calista’s gaze moved from Millhook to me, and I felt unworthy beneath her gray gaze. Her eyes were only a few shades lighter than the straight steel gray hair that fell below her shoulders. Only the faintest hint of crow’s feet appeared in the corner of her eyes. Her pale skin had more youthfulness than her hair suggested. The steely strength in her posture and voice echoed her coloring and left me intimidated.

      I didn’t know what to say, and I feared that if I opened my mouth, more would tumble out than was wise. I needed time alone with Alex, to tell him who she was, to get his advice. I stood on a tightrope, and one wrong move either way could send me tumbling to the ground. So I did nothing. It seemed the only wise option.

      “Aye, and he’s the shifter. Doesn’t leave her side. Something hinky going on there, if you ask me.”

      “That’s enough, Millhook. Here’s your fee.” She reached out her hand to levitate a leather pouch on a table against the wall. A gold bracelet with little blue stones wrapped around her wrist several times as it crawled up her forearm, likely her talisman. She directed the pouch to Millhook, and judging by the jingling when it landed in his palm, it was full of coins.

      Why was it that no fantasy worlds ever operated on paper currency? The impracticalities of carrying around pouches of coins abounded. Seeing this exchange in person made me reconsider Serafina’s forty-three thousand gold in-game. It was always available when she needed it. How did she carry it all? And while wearing what amounted to a bikini and robe?

      “Will it insult you if I count it?” Millhook asked as he peered into the pouch.

      Calista fixed a baleful stare at him. Millhook twisted his hand, and the leather pouch disappeared, the same as the coin had back in the hotel room.

      “Nice doing business with you. Next time, you might try giving me an assignment that takes place during waking hours,” Millhook grumbled.

      So that was why the halls had been deserted. It hadn’t occurred to me that there would be a time difference between Elustria and Earth, but it made sense. In fact, there was no reason to believe that Elustria operated on a twenty-four-hour day.

      When Millhook turned to leave, Alex spoke beside me. “Wait, we need Millhook to stay.”

      “Oh really?” Calista arched one finely shaped eyebrow, and that was enough to have me thinking better of speaking out of turn. “You’re quite bold for a shifter this deep in the Citadel. I’d hardly say that you’re in a position to be making demands.”

      “Exactly. We’re not on equal footing here. I’m not sure why you summoned us here, but given everything we’ve been through, I want assurances of our safety. Millhook has pledged on his magic that we are safe with him, so we ask that he remains with us as our liaison to the Council. If the Magesterial Council does not wish us harm, then you’ll have no problem accommodating this request.”

      “Wait a minute,” Millhook said. “I already did my job. I’ll not stick around here just to sit the two of you. I have my own life, my own things to do.”

      “Millhook, be quiet. Assuming we agree, you will of course be properly compensated for your time.” Calista focused back on Alex. “Interesting that you would make this request, shifter, when you don’t even know why you are here.”

      “My name’s Alex. My only interest is protecting Kat. Keeping Millhook with us is the best way I can think of to do that.”

      “Very well. The Council has no problem granting this request. Indeed, we do not mean anyone harm. I think you’ll find that there’s been a series of misunderstandings that have led us to this point. I and the entire Council want you to feel welcome here. However, we only expected Kat to come, so if you wish to all remain together, you’ll have to share a room.”

      “That’s not a problem,” Alex assured her.

      “Now hang on.” Millhook stepped between us and Calista. “I didn’t agree to stay in one room with these two.”

      “Will you calm down, you creature? We will compensate you fifty percent more than your regular daily fee. That should be more than enough to ensure your comfort tonight. Now, let me show you to your quarters.”

      “Calista, why don’t you let me take care of that? It’s late, and I’m headed in that direction anyway.” The red-eyed man stepped toward us, and it took all my self-control to not take a step backward. I must have appeared weak by staying silent during the entire exchange, but I’d rather appear weak than make a misstep that could cost us.

      “Thank you, Thaddeus.” Calista nodded to him and then fixed her gaze back on me. “Kat, you’re most welcome here. Please enjoy our hospitality. We will send for you in the afternoon to give you time to rest. Hopefully all of our misunderstandings will be cleared up tomorrow. Until then, I bid you good night.” She nodded in a way that was both gracious and clearly a dismissal.

      Thaddeus swept past us into the hallway, and we followed. The man’s eyes put me ill at ease. Demons and monsters had red eyes. I didn’t want to be prejudiced, but I didn’t think it was too off-base for me to be uneasy. I tried to keep an open mind. After all, Alex had yellow eyes, and he turned out to be a good enough guy.

      I realized I should have been trying to remember the directions to our room, but I was too distracted trying to see as much as I could. We passed a couple teleportation rings in little alcoves off the hallway. Statues with plaques memorializing the subject appeared in some of the wider halls. I didn’t think I’d ever learn my way around the labyrinthian building.

      When we reached a door opposite a trippy abstract painting, Thaddeus stopped. When he turned to us, the sight of his eyes confirmed that it would take a long time for me to get used to them.

      “Here are your chambers. Millhook will show you how to order food and tend to your needs. Good night, and let me echo Calista’s welcome. The Council wishes for you to be comfortable here.” He opened the door wide for us, and I couldn’t help noticing that even though the Council wanted us to be comfortable, when Thaddeus closed the door, the handle glowed red for a moment as it locked. It was to be expected, but it didn’t put me any more at ease.

      “Thanks a lot for dragging me into this.” Millhook crossed his arms over his chest as he glared at us. “I knew I shouldn’t have made that promise to you. That’s just like a shifter, being all shifty. My mama always told me not to trust your kind. Never trust something that can’t make up its mind as to what it is, she’d say.”

      This could prove to be a long night. If we were committed to Millhook staying, we needed him to be an ally. “Thanks for staying. I’m sorry it’s such an inconvenience. At least you’re getting paid.”

      Millhook appeared to soften beneath my thanks. “Oh, it’s all right I guess. Easy money, that’s what it is. What does the Council want with you anyway?”

      I was surprised he didn’t know. In my most nonchalant voice I said, “Oh, I killed the assassin the Council sent to kill me.”

      Millhook’s eyes widened, and he stepped backward as he gulped. “Oh, is that all? Calista conveniently left that out. I suppose it’s too late now to ask for hazard pay.”

      “Yeah, I guess so.” I shrugged. “Don’t worry, I only kill people who try to kill me first.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just be bosom buddies then.”
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      By the time Millhook’s communication orb showed Calista’s face summoning us to the judgment room, I was antsy to get going. Nerves had fluttered around inside my stomach all day long, and while I was scared, I needed to be done with it. Fretting and worrying would accomplish nothing. All I could do was trust that I was in the right. I had done nothing more or less than defend myself against a known killer. If the Magesterial Council wasn’t willing to accept that, then nothing else mattered. As a political science major, I knew how to work within the bounds of a justice system, but if the system itself was corrupt, it wouldn’t matter what I did.

      “All right, you two, let’s go,” Millhook said when he finished speaking with Calista. “And try to keep up. The sooner this is over, the sooner I can get back home.” Millhook opened the door, and I wondered if it would open for him any time or if the Council had remotely unlocked it.

      There was a pronounced difference between the Citadel the previous night and today. People bustled about going here and there. Teleportation rings tucked away in alcoves served a constant stream of mages coming and going.

      “Make way, make way, coming through,” Millhook said as he pushed people to the side to make room for us on our trek to the judgment room. Everyone we passed stared at me, my clothes marking me as an outsider.

      The amber pendant resting on my chest glowed, and I wrapped my hand around it, accepting its reminder that I did belong. An outfit had been provided for me, but I couldn’t face the Council in clothes that weren’t mine. They were my last line of defense, the last piece of myself, and even if they stood out, they gave me a certain degree of confidence.

      We turned down a corridor, and at the end of it were two large brass doors inlaid with rubies. The materials would all come from Elustria, so they probably had different names here, but the effect was impressive no matter what you called them. The doors towered above us, and I felt small in comparison. The contents of the breakfast I’d eaten turned in my stomach. I swallowed down the acidic puke that threatened to spill from my mouth. Throwing up all over the carpet would not endear me to my hosts.

      I could see it now: “Well, Kat, we are willing to overlook that you killed someone in self-defense, but then you left quite a nasty stain on our carpet, not to mention the smell. We have no choice but to lock you up.”

      Wow, my mind really went to crazy places when I was stressed.

      “Open up. I brought them like you asked me to. Don’t keep us waiting,” Millhook said, and I was grateful for his forcefulness. It put a little smile on my face. He seemed entirely untouched by the grandeur around us.

      The doors slowly opened, and I got my first glimpse of the cavernous judgment room: a great circle with a dome ceiling that I had to crane my neck to see the top of. Dozens of tall, narrow windows lined the walls, letting in enough light to fill the entire space. Without all the natural light, the room would appear more foreboding. With the light, it seemed almost serene except for the eight mages staring back at me from a row of thrones.

      On the far side of the chamber stood nine thrones, four on each side of a larger one on which sat a giant orb that floated above the seat. Four men sat on the left, and four women sat on the right. Thaddeus occupied the seat closest to the largest throne and Calista mirrored his position on the other side, and she looked even more intimidating than before.

      The clothing in Elustria all looked custom-made and high-end. I had left the land of mass production and jeans. Calista wore a white, double-breasted short coat with ruffles at the bottom and the ends of the sleeves. Her finely tailored, tight-fitting pants looked as if they were made from brown suede. Completing the picture were brown leather, kick-ass boots, as in a woman didn’t wear boots like that unless she was confident she could kick your ass.

      The rest of the Councilors sat with the same dignified authority as Calista, making this by far the most intimidating meeting of my entire life. The scholarship committee back at Stapleton University had nothing on these people. And through it all, that unsettling orb pulsed.

      Millhook stopped in the center of the room, and Alex and I stood a few feet behind him.

      “Don’t let them intimidate you,” Millhook whispered. “They eat their food one bite at a time just like the rest of us.” That must be the Elustrian version of “put their pants on one leg at a time.”

      I appreciated Millhook’s support. The imp had endeared himself to me, if for no other reason than he was familiar and had a habit of making me smile. Despite wanting to, I didn’t allow a smile to form this time.

      “Kat Thomas,” Calista began, “we have summoned you here to account for the death of Marcus Blithlow during his mission to bring us the talisman you are now wearing.”

      Eight pairs of eyes stared at me, a tiny speck in this grand room. Only two options appeared before me: break down and cry or get so angry that crying wasn’t an option.

      “So you admit it then, that you sent Marcus to kill me? I saw you speaking to him in the safe house before I killed him.” Anger won. I’d told Alex earlier that I recognized Calista. We had decided that the truth would be the best defense, but I didn’t think he had expected me to deliver the truth so forcefully.

      “I would never send someone to kill a young girl.” Calista’s voice held both anger and offense. “Marcus was tasked with retrieving the talisman and bringing your mother back here to face justice. From what I understand, Meglana was unwilling to concede, which, unfortunately, resulted in her death.”

      “I may not have been raised a mage, but even I know that you don’t take someone’s talisman. My mother had every right to fight back.”

      The faces staring at me shifted and looked at each other. Something I said made them uncomfortable.

      “Meglana was one of the most wanted mages in Elustria. She was found guilty of numerous crimes against our people and against Elustria. She fled to Earth to escape the Vortex. Based on the evidence presented to us, we believe that the source of Meglana’s madness was the talisman you still wear.”

      My hand reflexively closed around it. My talisman wasn’t evil—I’d bet my life on it. It was part of me; I would know if it had any untoward intentions. “There is nothing wrong with my talisman.”

      “We won’t know that until we can examine it. And so far, retrieving it has proved something of a problem. A talisman that had nothing to fear wouldn’t react so violently to attempts to remove it.”

      “Can you blame it?” I could not believe we were talking about the stone as if it were a living, breathing thing. “In my experience, everyone who’s tried to take this talisman from me has also wanted me dead. To me, it sounds like the stone is doing its job just fine.”

      “I think we all need to take a step back,” Thaddeus said. “There have been misunderstandings all the way around. This entire matter is further complicated by the fact that you were not raised as a mage. Your mother hid you away from us and from your family. We don’t know how much you know or how this has all played out for you.” Thaddeus turned his gaze from me to Calista. “Why don’t you explain the entire story?”

      Calista nodded and took a moment to gather her words before speaking. “Your mother was a very talented mage. We were even friends at one point. She could have sat on this Council, but political power did not interest her. Her interest lay in magical power. She wouldn’t let anything distract her from her studies. Unfortunately, that focus drove her to madness.

      “Meglana began work in dark magic that has not been seen in many generations. She was not simply interested in strengthening her own magic; she was interested in stealing others’. We know that she operated on Earth without Council approval. We don’t know the details of what she was working on, and that’s what we hope to discover by examining the talisman. It is our belief that she was going to Earth to find latent mages to strip them of their spark.”

      I wondered if the Council knew that it was my spark she stripped to hide me away for my protection.

      “We had summoned her here many times, but she continually evaded us. Sending Marcus to retrieve her was a last resort. We did not order him to kill her nor did we sanction her killing. You have my sincerest apologies for what he did. However, you should know that while Marcus was not the most tasteful of mages, he would not have killed your mother unless necessary. We employed him because he was the best at what he did, and he was the only one who had figured out how to remove the talisman safely from Meglana.

      “Unfortunately, she got the talisman to you through this shifter. I swear on my magic that Marcus never intended to kill you. We sent him there simply to retrieve the talisman. We had hoped that you would remain on Earth and go back to your life. Unfortunately, it didn’t work out that way.” The slightest bit of emotion entered Calista’s voice.

      Thaddeus took over. “Now we’re left with the fact that Meglana’s daughter killed a mage representing the Council. That puts us in something of a predicament as far as how to judge you. You claim you are innocent, that you knew nothing of your heritage, that you were raised as a human, yet you bested a well-trained mage over a necklace.”

      “Over my talisman.” My anger propelled me a step forward. I pointed at Calista. “Are you saying that if someone were to take your bracelet, you’d be fine with it? You’d just hand it over? I killed Marcus because I had to. He was the one who used violence against me. I saw no other option for escape.”

      “And all we have is your word on that,” a woman two seats over from Calista said. “If you’re telling the truth, you should consent to questioning under truth potion.”

      The idea that Marcus wouldn’t have killed me didn’t sit well on my conscience. Doubt crept in. I had done the best I could given the situation, and I didn’t like the thought that I had killed an innocent man, but he wasn’t innocent. He had assaulted me; he had killed my mother; he had taken the last thing I had of her: my talisman that had become a part of me. What should I have done? Lie down and play the victim? I did enough of that after my parents died. I wouldn’t do it anymore.

      I didn’t fear the truth, but it didn’t seem wise to consent to questioning under a truth potion. Maybe it was my pre-law classes from back when I thought I’d be a lawyer, but you didn’t just blab to the justice system, no matter if you were innocent or not. There were other things at play here, other considerations to take into account. If I were in a courtroom back home, what would I do? I wouldn’t let myself be pushed into making a rash decision.

      “No, I see no reason to do any such thing. You’ve not given any compelling evidence to warrant it.” I hoped only I noticed the slight quivering in my voice.

      “That’s outrageous,” the woman who had made the suggestion exclaimed.

      “You do not speak to this Council that way,” said a man who sat on the farthest throne.

      The other Councilors made similar statements. This group was clearly used to getting its way.

      Calista raised her hand, and the room silenced. “What is it that you want, Kat? What is your ideal situation?”

      Her question took me aback. What did I want? I didn’t even know other than that I wanted to be alive and left in peace. Living on Earth with my talisman seemed foolhardy. But did I belong in Elustria? “What I need is time to figure that out for myself, time to learn who my mother was, who I am, and to discover more of Elustria.”

      “That is a reasonable answer,” Calista said. “However, I hope you can appreciate the precarious situation the Council is in. We do not know you, Kat Thomas. You are an outsider here. We don’t know your intentions. The story of your adoption may be a fabrication. Meglana could have raised you this entire time, indoctrinated you into her twisted beliefs about magic and power. We will need time to discuss this and come to our own conclusion.

      “In the meantime, I’m afraid we must confine you to your quarters. You’re a guest here, and we will make you as comfortable as possible, but we cannot allow you to roam freely when you may pose a threat to our people.”

      “I don’t pose a threat to anyone.”

      “Even if your intentions are pure, we are still unsure about the talisman you wear. It has attacked those who have come near it. Marcus reported its power to us. If you cannot control it, that presents its own risks. I can promise you that this Council will work swiftly to come to a resolution, but until then, you must remain in your quarters. The shifter is free to go.”

      “No, I’m staying with her.” Alex took a step in front of me.

      “You think it your place to make such demands?” A man sitting next to Thaddeus fixed a baleful stare on Alex.

      “I have always believed this Council to be a fair and just body. From the time I delivered the talisman to Kat, I told her that the smart thing would be to come here and surrender it to you. My interest is in protecting Kat, and I will remain with her until this matter is resolved, but if I were you, I would stop insulting me seeing as I’m your only ally in all of this.”

      Calista looked to the man who had spoken to see if this satisfied him. His face softened some, and Calista turned back to us. “You are welcome to stay with her. However, if you remain, you will have to be confined to quarters as well.”

      “That won’t be a problem as long as Millhook remains with us. He is our only assurance of safety.”

      “Naturally.” Calista nodded to Alex. Her entire demeanor was both welcoming and intimidating. It was an interesting combination that I wouldn’t have thought possible.

      Millhook crossed his arms over his chest. “You know, Millhook might have something to say about this. What a novel idea: ask the fae what he wants before just ordering him around. Last time I checked, I’m a free fae here, and I can come and go as I please. No one asked me if I wanted to stay with this Furball and the halfling.”

      “Millhook, don’t be rude. You are being paid, and that’s all you care about. Now be a good fae and try to be agreeable.” Calista shifted her gaze to me. “We’ll summon you when we have come to a decision. We’ll strive to decide quickly but will ultimately do what is in the best interest of our people, no matter how long it takes. Lilibet will teleport you back to your quarters.” Calista gestured behind us.

      “Right this way.” A plain-looking woman I hadn’t noticed before stood from a chair near the entrance. She stepped to the teleportation ring next to the door, and our little party followed. “Just close your eyes, and I’ll take us to your corridor,” Lilibet said.

      I decided not to reveal that I knew how to use the ring myself. Knowledge is power, and I needed to keep mine to myself for the time being. I closed my eyes and felt the familiar squeezing sensation, realizing too late that she could be taking us anywhere.
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      When I opened my eyes, I recognized the hallway outside my room. The abstract painting that hung on the wall opposite the ring gave it away. Despite the picture’s fanciful composition, it still appeared so real that I thought I might be able to step right into it.

      “If you need anything,” Lilibet said as she led us to our room, “you can use your communication orb to get in touch with me. The Citadel has a marvelous library if you want me to fetch some books for you.”

      Everything about her was soft, from her voice to the light coloring of her pale blonde hair and pink eyes to her plain, pastel green, floor-length dress with matching flat shoes. Her hands remained clasped in front of her, and I assumed she must be a servant. Regardless, it was difficult for me to engender feelings of goodwill toward her. Unfair as it was, in my mind, she was complicit with the Council.

      “Dress it up all you like, but I’m still being held here against my will. I’ve done nothing wrong, and there’s no reason for you to confine me here.” My tone sounded rough following her soft voice.

      “I’m sorry for the way you’re being treated. The Council is cautious, sometimes overly so. I’ll do whatever I can to make your stay as comfortable as possible. I think they’ll come to a decision quickly. No one wants to see a young woman confined. It’s not our way to be so punitive.”

      Damn her. She really had the whole “kill them with kindness” thing down pat. Guilt at speaking so harshly to her consumed me. “I’m sorry. I’m a little cranky is all.”

      “I understand. There’s no need to apologize. Please, let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Come to think of it, some books would be nice.” I needed a distraction.

      We stopped at the door to the room I shared with Alex and Millhook. “I’ll go pick some out now for you and send them through the teleportation ring to your room. I’ll also make sure some food is sent up. Any requests?”

      I knew without asking that I could have nearly anything, and this thought excited me. “I’d like to try whatever is a specialty here, the food you’re known for. Surprise me.”

      “I have just the thing in mind.” A gentle smile graced Lilibet’s lips. She opened the door and stood by while we entered. When she shut it behind us, the handle glowed red as it locked.

      Excitement over the impending food and books almost overshadowed my irritation with the Council. Almost.

      Millhook and Alex each took a chair at the table, and I lounged on the bed.

      “So this is the part where we tell each other our life stories, braid our hair, and become bosom buddies?” Millhook said as he eyed us both with disdain.

      Alex ignored Millhook and focused on me. “You should take the truth potion.”

      “But won’t that mean telling the truth about everything?”

      “Yes. So? You have nothing to hide.”

      “But I’m not a snitch. My mother enchanted Wizards and Fae for Casper. I’m supposed to tell them that?”

      Alex’s brow furrowed. “Did you hear what they said? Your mother was doing some bad things.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe them? It’s clear you do. This is my mother we’re talking about. You’re saying you think that someone evil gave birth to me? You think it’s so easy to believe that my mother was a bad person?”

      Alex shook his head. “I’m not saying this has anything to do with you.”

      “It has everything to do with me!” I sat up to face him head on.

      “No, it doesn’t. You said so yourself: Meglana is not your mom. Your mom and dad are who raised you. They’re the ones who made you the person you are today, not Meglana.”

      “You know this means your dad was in on it too, right? He protected my mother.”

      “Yeah, well, that doesn’t make it any harder for me to believe. My father was easily seduced. I loved the man, and I protected him as my sire, but we weren’t close. Your mother’s work excited him. After hearing the Council speak, I can understand why. My father didn’t like the way shifters are treated. You’ve heard the way Millhook talks about our kind.”

      “Hey, don’t bring me into this,” Millhook said. “You’re the one who’s been all shifty with me. I just call it like I see it. I got no problem with shifters in general. Know some great shifters myself. A good friend of mine’s a shifter. I’m saying you and that trick you pulled on me back on Earth, that’s shifty.”

      Before we could continue this “discussion,” food and a few books appeared in the middle of the table, and a truce was declared in the interest of eating. Or rather, the excitement at seeing such foreign cuisine forced my mind to abandon any reasonable argument to mount against Alex.

      Given how the meeting with the Council had gone, I had little hope that this would end well for me. They were right: they didn’t have any reason to believe me. While their accusations against me sounded outlandish, given the world they lived in and what I had seen of it, it didn’t seem such a stretch. Betrayal, murder, subterfuge: these had all become part of my life since I learned of my birth mother.

      The food tasted amazing. The meat had a flavor unlike anything found on Earth. Some interesting orange substance, somewhere between gelatin and pudding, had a surprisingly savory taste. A salad made of yellow mushrooms and a leafy, blue vegetable with little bean sprouts on it had a hint of sweetness. As worried as I was about the future, my senses danced with the new flavors and textures.

      There was so much more to discover outside of the Citadel. An entire world waited there, one that I wanted to explore. Not to mention that I had yet to plumb the depths of my magic. None of that would happen if I didn’t prove myself to the Council. If I didn’t trust them with the truth, they would never trust me with my freedom. That was all there was to it.

      “All right, I’ll do it.” I hoped whatever I said under questioning wouldn’t come back to bite me. I didn’t want to insult the memory of my mother, but she had also thrown me into this crazy situation. After the way Casper had treated me, I didn’t care what the Council learned about him. In fact, I could use protection from Casper, and the Council might help out with that.

      “You’ll take the truth potion?” Alex asked.

      “Yes. Is it going to put me out of it? Will I remember what I say?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never seen it used before, but Millhook and I will be there.”

      “Sure, sure, Millhook will be there. I have nothing else to do. No life of my own, no home to get back to, no friends or family. I’ll be happy to sit around listening to you all blab all day.”

      The thought of Millhook hearing everything I would say made me uncomfortable, but he was our assurance of safety. I would have to be all right with the trade-off. My first instinct was to have Millhook call Lilibet to conceal that I knew how to use a communication orb, but the Council would know soon enough, so I picked up the little marble and spoke her name.

      “Was the food to your liking?” Lilibet asked when her face filled the orb.

      “Yes, it was great, but I’m actually calling for something else. I was hoping you could get a message to the Council that I’m willing to take the truth potion.”

      Lilibet’s eyebrows raised slightly, and a little sparkle of pleasure lifted her lips. “I’ll tell them straight away.”

      Her face disappeared, and a sense of impending doom descended on me. It was done. I couldn’t take it back now, not without appearing as if I had something to hide.

      “Do you want to talk about anything?” Alex asked.

      “No, I’ll just read until they send for me.” Talking about the situation would only increase my nerves. What I wanted more than anything was to lose myself in a book. It would also feel good to continue practicing my magic.

      I went to the bed and levitated the stack of books off of the table. To my disappointment, they all appeared to be fiction. Of course, it wouldn’t make sense for them to give anything instructional or nonfiction to someone they didn’t trust. I wondered if Lilibet had chosen these titles because of their innocuous nature or if she thought they would be something I’d enjoy. It didn’t matter. Even fiction would cast some light on this unknown culture.

      “So, Furball, what are we going to do?” Millhook asked Alex.

      Alex’s jaw tightened for a split-second before he stood and shifted into his panther form, releasing a roar so loud that Millhook paled. He then resumed his human form and took his seat. “Don’t call me Furball.”

      I giggled behind the pages of my book, wondering if I would get a chance to read at all.
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      I had no concept of time. In the windowless room, no clocks ticked by the seconds. It didn’t look like an interrogation room, more like a small sitting room, comfortably furnished with thick carpet made from either dark blue fur or a pelt dyed dark blue. The walls, like most of the Citadel, were decorated with paintings and tapestries. The mages of Elustria really had a thing for surrounding themselves with beautiful art. I sat in an upholstered chair across from Calista, and Alex and Millhook sat in a corner out of the way.

      “Your parents died in an accident?”

      “Yes.” This was the second time Calista had circled around to the subject of my parents.

      “To be clear, was the accident caused by Meglana?”

      “No, I’ve told you they died in a plane crash along with over a hundred other people.”

      “How can you be sure that Meglana wasn’t responsible?”

      My mind wandered back to the day of the crash. I’d heard about it on the news as I left a coffee shop without even realizing it. It would take a couple of hours for the news to reach me that the crash was my parents’ flight. It hadn’t seemed real. Parents died of cancer or in car crashes or, if you were lucky, of old age. Nothing prepares a person to hear that their loved ones were a statistic, a sensational news story.

      “Kat?” Calista’s question pulled me from my thoughts. I searched my mind for the question I should be answering.

      “Uh, they died in a plane crash. That’s all I know. There was a malfunction. The pilot was exhausted. He shouldn’t have been flying that plane.” I’d gone through the sequence of events hundreds of times. Half a dozen things went wrong, none were fatal on their own, but together, in just that sequence, they had led to one of the deadliest plane crashes in recent history. If any of those things had been different, if the pilot had been a little more alert, if the man he was filling in for hadn’t gotten sick at the last minute, if the air traffic controller hadn’t been overwhelmed because of weather delays, if, if, if…

      “Did your parents ever indicate that they knew who your real mother was?”

      “My mom was my real mom. We were happy. If Meglana had shown up on my doorstep, I wouldn’t have even talked to her. I was happy. My parents were happy. Everything was fine.” My volume rose with each sentence until my emotions choked my voice.

      “Stop.” Alex came to my side, kneeling next to my chair as he rubbed my arm. “There’s no need to keep going over this. She’s told you everything you need to know. Stop bringing up her grief for your own amusement.”

      Even Millhook piped up. “Yeah, Calista, you’re just being cruel now.”

      “It is not my intention to be cruel, but I understand your concern,” Calista said.

      “I’ll be fine. Really.” I patted Alex’s hand where it rested on my arm. “And you know I’m telling the truth because I can’t lie.” I gave him a smile that he didn’t match, but he retook his seat in the corner.

      “And it was after this time that you immersed yourself in Casper’s game?”

      “Yes. After they died, I played Wizards and Fae a lot more.”

      “And how much did you play?”

      “A lot. I skipped class to play. Sometimes days would go by without me noticing.”

      “Was there some magic that compelled you to continue playing?”

      “No, it was just my way of coping with my parents’ death.” My lack of self-control put me to shame, and I didn’t appreciate Alex hearing it. But I had done the best I could. Sure there were people who had it worse than I did, but I never expected to lose both my parents at such a young age.

      “Moving on, if we allowed you to stay in Elustria and set up residence, would you swear allegiance to the Council?” Calista asked.

      “I don’t know.” This was how I knew the potion was working. I wanted to answer in the affirmative, because that was clearly the smart choice, but it wasn’t the truth. “I would need time to learn more about the Council. What are your aims? How are you governed? What do you advocate for? I thought Casper had been a good guy and look how that turned out. I’m clearly not a good judge of character.”

      “What about the panther shifter?”

      “You mean Alex.” It bothered me how no one addressed him by his name here. “He proves my point. I thought he was a creep when I first met him, and he’s proved to be the only person I can trust. He’s had only positive things to say about the Magesterial Council, so that’s a good start. It’s not that I don’t want to swear allegiance; it’s that I want it to mean something. If it turns out the Council is a just body as Alex has led me to believe, I should have no problem pledging myself to it.”

      Calista didn’t indicate whether she liked my answer or not. It didn’t really matter; it wouldn’t change anything. Nothing but the absolute truth came from my lips thanks to the potion. Not for the first time, I worried how long it would last. This interrogation had already gone on for hours, or so it seemed.

      Any concerns I had about Millhook listening to the interrogation were unfounded. Throughout the entire thing he appeared bored, only perking up when I recounted how I had killed Marcus. I have to admit, I kind of liked him having a little edge of fear around me. The unpredictable mage who could kill if provoked was a badass reputation to have.

      As it turned out, Alex’s presence made me the most uncomfortable. I appreciated his support, but he heard things about me, things that weren’t secret but were private. I should’ve been free to share them on my timetable or not at all. There’s a reason we let people get to know us by degrees. Most of life’s experiences sounded more palatable when revealed over time in a friendship. Spoken all at once, the same experiences weren’t quite as acceptable.

      “That concludes your questioning.” Calista stood and went to a small table where our words had been recorded onto parchment as we spoke them, magically appearing in ink without any writing device. Next to the stacks of parchment sat a small crystal vial. Calista removed the stopper and handed it to me. “This is the antidote to the truth potion. As soon as you drink it, you will have control over your words again.”

      I tossed the contents of the vial back as if I were shooting vodka. “That tastes awful.”

      A small smile formed on Calista’s lips, the first I had seen from her. “Testing it?”

      “Yes.” The liquid actually tasted quite pleasant. “How did you know?”

      “I’ve taken it myself. All Councilors undergo questioning before assuming their seat.”

      Wow, that could be considered either due diligence or building up one heck of a blackmail file. “So, theoretically, if someone took the truth potion and then didn’t receive the antidote, they would be forced to tell the truth for the rest of their life?”

      “Yes.” Calista nodded as if that weren’t the fucking scariest thing imaginable.

      “Good to know. So what happens now?”

      “I’ll present the results of the questioning to the rest of the Council, and we’ll deliberate. However, I have been authorized to exercise my discretion. Given the answers you provided, I see no reason to confine you to your quarters any longer. Instead, you may explore the Citadel with a chaperone.”

      “Who’s our chaperone?” Having a chaperone didn’t sound like fun, but this was at least a step in the right direction.

      “Someone you already know: Lilibet. She was sure you would pass the questioning, so she already received approval for where she can take you in the Citadel and on our grounds. She’s probably planning on introducing you to some of the other mages here. That’s fine, but we would ask that you not share the story of how you ended up here or talk about your life on Earth. We don’t like mages traveling back and forth for the reasons you’ve discovered dealing with Casper.”

      “I have no problem agreeing to that.” I didn’t mind not telling other people about Earth. It wasn’t in my nature to share with strangers anyway, but I found it fascinating that Calista believed that by me not speaking about it, people wouldn’t be curious. If nothing else, my clothes gave me away. Speaking of which, I needed to learn a spell of some sort that would clean my clothes the way Alex’s never needed to be washed.

      Calista went to the door and opened it to reveal Lilibet already waiting in the hallway. “It went as you expected. You’re free to take them around now.”

      Lilibet nodded her head in acknowledgment. “That’s good news.”

      “Yes it is. I’ll tell Thaddeus you won the wager.”

      The mention of a wager piqued my curiosity, but I didn’t fancy hanging around to ask Calista about it. I crossed the threshold, and Alex, Millhook, and I followed Lilibet away from the interrogation room.

      “You made a bet with Thaddeus?” I asked.

      “Yes, why?”

      I shivered. “He scares me.”

      A slight giggle escaped Lilibet’s mouth before she covered it with her hand.

      “What’s so funny? He looks like he could kill me with his little finger.”

      Lilibet laughed even harder. “He’s my father. The thought of him scaring anyone is amusing. And why’s he scary? You’ve killed a trained mage.”

      “Wait, he’s your dad?” I halted out of shock and stumbled as Millhook and Alex bumped into me. It took Lilibet a moment to realize I no longer followed her.

      “Yes,” she said when she looked back at me. “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      I made a little show of looking her over. “Maybe because you two are night and day.”

      Lilibet’s smile showed she didn’t take offense at my words. She turned and continued walking. “People say I take after my mother.”

      “I don’t know your mother, but I’d say that’s an understatement.”

      “She died shortly after I was born. A sorcerer killed her. My father was a general, but he came home to raise me and assume her seat on the Council.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Lilibet stopped walking and looked at me with her head cocked to the side in puzzlement. “What an odd thing to say. You had nothing to do with it. Must be a human thing.”

      “Mages don’t offer condolences?”

      “Ah, condolences. Yes, we do. It’s probably a language quirk.”

      “Your English is really good.” I had forgotten that English probably wasn’t a mage’s first language. Come to think of it, everyone had spoken English with me.

      “I don’t speak English. I’m speaking Common Tongue.”

      My brow crinkled in confusion. “Then how can I understand you?”

      “The short answer to your question is magic.”

      That was not at all satisfactory. “And what’s the long answer?”

      “Mages developed our own language because the ancient language Cadaran was too powerful. Ages ago the various races in Elustria held a summit to discuss trade issues, and it was decided that we would all adopt a common language to make communication easier. Each race still has their own language, but the Council prefers Common Tongue in a spirit of openness with the rest of Elustria.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “No,” Lilibet said. “I think Millhook is the better person to answer you.”

      “What do you mean?” I looked to the imp to find him shrugging.

      “I might’ve cast a language charm on you before you came through the portal.”

      “You can do that?”

      “On an untrained mage? Of course.” Millhook took my question as an affront to his magical skill. “I speak English, but most mages don’t. Seemed pointless to bring you here if you couldn’t understand anyone. People from Elustria can understand you and you can understand them as long as they’re speaking Common Tongue.”

      “So I won’t be able to understand the mage language?”

      “Not unless you learn it,” Lilibet answered. “I doubt you’ll encounter any of the racial languages. They’re rarely used.”

      In Wizards and Fae, the character pane had shown Serafina’s proficiency in each language: one common and a unique one for each race in the game. Yet another way the game mirrored reality. At least here I didn’t have to perform inane quests to unlock language skills.

      I turned to Alex. “Please tell me that at least you have been using English with me.”

      “Back on Earth, yeah. I slipped into Common Tongue when we first met with Calista and Thaddeus. Since you appeared to understand it, I’ve been using it ever since.”

      “Well, thanks for letting me know,” I grumbled.

      Alex mimicked Millhook’s shrug.

      “I thought I’d take you to the dining hall unless you’d rather eat in your room,” Lilibet said as she stepped into a teleportation ring.

      “No, the dining hall sounds great. I’m dying to see more of this place.”

      Lilibet suppressed a smile at my enthusiasm and teleported us to a ring outside a pair of ornate double doors that stood open, revealing what appeared to be a fancy restaurant. We joined a small queue of mages waiting to be seated. The mage in front of me did a double take when he saw my clothing and nudged his companion to look too.

      “That’s her,” the man whispered to his friend.

      The other mage glanced at me then stepped forward as the line moved. Whatever he said in reply was too quiet for me to hear.

      “Lilibet!” The host skipped over the line and came right to us. “I was wondering if I’d see you today. I’ve been keeping your table empty just in case.” The man eyed me and Alex. “Welcome to the dining hall. If you will all follow me right this way,” he said with a little bow of his head.

      As we made our way through the room, people whispered and stared. I’d spent most of my life happily invisible. If this was the reaction we’d get everywhere, I questioned my desire to see the rest of the Citadel. Maybe I could convince Lilibet to show us around tonight when everyone was in bed.

      “Here you are.” The host gestured to a table in the back corner. “Shanda’s on duty today, so avoid the soups. Poor dear thinks she’s making them correctly.”

      “Thanks,” Lilibet said as we took our seats. “The Council doesn’t want anyone asking questions, so could you keep everyone away?”

      “Sure thing.” The host nodded then looked at me. “Welcome to the Citadel.” I didn’t have time to respond before he left.

      We sat at a round stone table with a teleportation ring carved into it. Inside the ring sat a stack of menus.

      “What did he mean about the soups?” I asked as I looked over my options. “How can food that’s magically prepared turn out wrong?”

      “Shanda is an institution. She’s worked here forever and refuses to retire. We’re pretty sure she lost her sense of taste a while ago. She thinks she’s a marvelous cook and that she’s doing us all a great favor by staying on. The only reasonable explanation for her food is that she’s aiming for the wrong taste. I hate to think it’s possible for someone’s magical ability to atrophy that far. Besides, magic doesn’t make things perfect. When you perform magic, does it always turn out perfectly?”

      Fair enough.

      As I perused the menu, a surge of nausea overcame me. Without conversation, anxiety over my fate took hold. There was nothing more I could do, but that didn’t matter. Somehow, I knew the Council wasn’t done with me.
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      The sound of my heartbeat filled my ears as I waited for either Calista or Thaddeus to speak. We’d barely had time to look around before I was summoned to the same room Millhook had taken me to upon arriving at the Citadel.

      Across from me at the table, Calista held her mouth in a tight line pursed to one side. Her eyes revealed that whatever decision the Council had come to, she didn’t agree with it. Calista’s pissed off expression combined with Thaddeus’s foreboding appearance sent my nerves into high gear.

      They knew the truth now. If they were as just a body as they led me to believe, then I had nothing to fear. But my fate rested in their hands, and no matter how noble those hands may be, it was unsettling.

      “The Council has listened to Calista’s account of your questioning and confirmed with the transcripts.”

      This did not bode well. Between Calista looking pissed, and Thaddeus being the one to deliver the news, I was pretty confident the Council hadn’t bought my story of self-defense, or rather, chose to ignore that it was self-defense.

      “We’d like to thank you for your testimony. You’ve given us some valuable information that we wouldn’t have been able to get otherwise.”

      That I did not expect. There had to be a catch.

      “You’re welcome. What exactly did you find useful?” It was the only response I could come up with, and it seemed Thaddeus would not continue until I replied.

      “The information you gave about Casper Rothian or rather Casper Dinathion. We believe he’s working for an organization called the Directorate: a shadowy group of mages that is undermining everything we’re working for. They don’t want peace with the sorcerers; they want dominance.”

      I had no trouble believing Casper belonged to such an organization.

      “Rooting them out has been the Council’s top priority,” Thaddeus continued. “They are ruthless, and it’s been difficult for our operatives to survive any encounters with them. We also believe Meglana was a Directorate operative.”

      Despite all the evidence pointing toward that being true, it didn’t sit right with me. “Casper could have been lying about my mother helping him. Truth potion only makes me recount the truth of my experience; it doesn’t make everything I say the absolute truth.”

      “We understand,” Calista said. “The enchantment on the game that you described to us is a very advanced form of magic. I knew Meglana, and it sounds exactly like something she’d do. I don’t even think there’s anyone else with the ability to do it.”

      Calista’s expression showed the pain of mourning a lost friend. She didn’t want this to be true any more than I did.

      “While we are thankful for this information, we have concerns,” Thaddeus said.

      Ah yes, time for the catch. “Such as?”

      “The Council is still disturbed by your ability to kill Marcus. The level of skill involved would surpass most trained mages, never mind a latent mage who had only recently discovered her powers. If you’re that powerful, maybe you’re powerful enough to withstand truth potion. I hope you can understand our concern.”

      I probably should’ve taken a deep breath and considered my words, but I was having none of that. “No, I do not understand your concerns. I told you exactly what happened while under truth potion. I couldn’t have lied if I wanted to. What should I have done differently? You tell me. You tell me what you would’ve done in my situation.”

      “I’m not saying I would’ve done anything differently.”

      “Yeah, you don’t strike me as a guy who’d play dead while someone steals your talisman. I’m guessing had you been there, Marcus would’ve been dead a lot sooner than he was.”

      Thaddeus quirked the tiniest of smiles. “I believe what concerns the Council more is that you decided to fight back and had the power to defeat him. It’s your level of power and your apparent eagerness to use it that makes them nervous. The Council would’ve been more comfortable had you allowed Marcus to take the talisman then returned to your former life, especially since your power was so new to you.”

      “Oh, I get it. I was supposed to not put up a fight, not make a fuss, just lie down and take it? And since I’ve only had the talisman for a little while, it’s not really mine. Is that what you’re saying?”

      “I’d like to reiterate that I’m speaking on behalf of the Council and not from my personal opinion.”

      “As we both are,” Calista said. Hmm, so maybe her anger came at the catch the Council was proposing—the catch I still did not understand.

      “So you’re not an asshole, you’re just speaking on behalf of an organization that believes I should’ve just let Marcus take advantage of me, steal from me, while hoping he wouldn’t kill me after he had already killed my mother.”

      “I can’t say what you should’ve done; all I know is what you did,” Thaddeus said. “The Council is seeking assurances that you are on our side.”

      “Why should I be on your side? You’ve done nothing to endear yourselves to me.”

      “Kat, let the man speak,” Alex growled. What I said had been stupid, and Alex was right. I needed to listen.

      “We would like you to figure out exactly what your mother was working on,” Thaddeus said.

      “And how do you suggest I do that? I never even met the woman. I know hardly anything about her.”

      “We understand that might present some difficulties.”

      “Some difficulties?” These people were infuriating. “I’m supposed to divine from the universe what she was working on? Aren’t you supposed to be the best mages in Elustria? Isn’t that what the Council is? If you can’t figure it out, what makes you think I can?”

      “The talisman you’re wearing.” Thaddeus nodded to my necklace.

      “I’m not giving you my talisman. I didn’t give it to Marcus, and I haven’t changed my mind.” While the amber stone had done nothing but cause trouble since Alex delivered it to me, this was a matter of principle.

      “We’re not asking you to. I know you don’t have the highest opinion of the Council, but we don’t take talismans from innocent people.” Thaddeus’s mouth twisted as if he tasted something sour.

      “So you agree that I’m innocent?”

      “We agree you felt threatened by Marcus and acted accordingly.” Thaddeus really was a politician despite his warrior appearance and history. The way he sidestepped issues could put any politician back on Earth to shame. “We searched Meglana’s home and haven’t found anything useful. However, we have detected some enchantments—ones we can’t break. We believe the talisman may be the key to finding whatever she has hidden there. What we are proposing is that you move into Meglana’s home, which belongs to you now, and see what you can discover.”

      That didn’t sound so bad. I’d never been a homeowner before. “And what if I don’t want to?”

      “Then you’ll stand trial for the crimes your mother committed as a co-conspirator.”

      My strength slipped away. Had he really said what I thought he had? They were already convinced of my mother’s guilt, which meant I didn’t stand a chance.

      Thaddeus continued. “Since a warrant for Meglana was issued, justice must be served or the Council pays the price.”

      “What price?” I didn’t see why I should have to stand trial to bail out the Council.

      “One of us will be tribute for her crimes,” Thaddeus answered.

      I hoped it was the one who insisted I take truth potion. No, that wasn’t fair. “So it’s either me or some other innocent person?”

      “This is the way our laws work, and we are bound by our magic and our oath to uphold them,” Calista said. “Now you understand why we sent Marcus after your mother. We have a duty to dispense justice for mages, and there are consequences if we fail in that duty. You must make progress by the end of the fire moon’s cycle or you will stand trial.” Genuine sadness creased her face.

      I looked to Alex to clarify.

      “On Earth you have months. Here we judge time by the cycles of different moons. I don’t know where we’re at in the cycles.”

      “You have five days,” Thaddeus said without giving any indication of the craziness of this timeline.

      “That’s insane.” I had a good feeling I’d regret my next question, but I needed to know. “And what happens if I’m found guilty?”

      Thaddeus’s lips settled into a grim line. “You’ll be banished to the Vortex.”

      Millhook and Alex gasped.

      “What’s the Vortex? Prison?” I asked, not knowing if I wanted the answer.

      Thaddeus and Calista shared an uncomfortable glance, but Alex took my hand and spoke before either of them could. “Yes, it’s prison.”
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      I followed Lilibet to a teleportation ring in a haze of shock. My eyes automatically closed as we entered the ring. When they opened, we were outside.

      “I wanted to take you the long way so you can see some of the scenery.” Lilibet walked through a courtyard and Alex, Millhook, and I followed.

      While I was curious to see as much of Elustria as possible, I still reeled from the conversation with Thaddeus and Calista. “Did you know my mother?”

      Lilibet looked at me the way people do when determining if they’re going to tell you the truth or what they think you want to hear. “Yes, I knew her, but not well. I only met her a few times. I knew more of her than I did her.”

      My mind itched to ask, and it was out of my mouth before I thought better of it. “Was she capable of what Thaddeus said? Do you believe my mother was working with the Directorate?”

      “Yes, I do. It makes sense given her personality. I wouldn’t have guessed before your questioning but only because Meglana preferred to work alone.”

      Great, so the only reason my mother didn’t get caught earlier was because she was a loner. Like mother like daughter. “Just because someone likes to work alone, doesn’t mean they’re a bad person.”

      “I know. I prefer to work alone myself. Don’t worry though, no one here is judging you based on your mother. We don’t believe in judging people based on their parents. It’s why we don’t use last names often. The family you belong to has no weight on the merits of your actions.”

      “But it appears the Council is willing to judge me based on my mother.”

      Lilibet shifted uncomfortably. “I will admit that the Council’s overreaching here. It’s the circumstances that have them acting this way. The stakes are higher than they’ve ever been in my lifetime. Violence with the sorcerers is increasing, and the Council’s working constantly to prevent escalation, but the Directorate is doing everything they can to undermine those actions. The Council will do almost anything to stop it.”

      “Including blackmailing an innocent person.”

      “In this instance, unfortunately, yes.” The soft-spoken surety with which Lilibet stated the truth without apology or equivocation was strangely comforting. For the first time in a while, I felt myself trusting someone other than Alex. “I suggest you make the best of this situation. You’re in a new world now; this can be a fresh start for you.”

      “What are those people doing?” Alex’s question drew my attention from Lilibet and up to where he pointed in the sky. Overhead, a clear, open box floated above us carrying a group of maybe fifteen people, many of them shooting sparks from the tips of their wands and watching them strike what appeared to be a transparent force field protecting the Citadel.

      Lilibet appeared unperturbed. “Tourists. They never seem to tire of testing the shield.”

      “Wait, so they’re attacking the Citadel for fun?” Maybe the Council should focus on that.

      “No, they’re just shooting sparks. They like to see that the shield is intact. It’s the largest in Elustria, and it’s been operating continuously for longer than any other shield.”

      Her statement begged the question. “How long?”

      “At least three thousand years. I’m sure the tourist gift shop would have an exact answer for you.”

      I marveled at the world around me. From what I saw, Elustria looked nothing like steampunk as Mikael had said, but I couldn’t fault him for making the comparison, especially since he didn’t have a full understanding of Earth culture. This world was a strange blend of technology and magic, old and new.

      The Citadel itself was such a blend. The massive stone structure with its sea of domed rooftops stood on top of a mountain, lit by two suns high in the sky—which explained why the judgment room had light coming in from each window. It had clearly been built for protection first, with high walls constructed out of thick stone. But the grounds we walked through were beautiful rather than utilitarian. Manicured lawns and gardens surrounded the building.

      The inside of the Citadel held some of the most amazing art I’d ever seen. While the people dressed in clothes that clearly didn’t come from a time of factories and “made in China” tags, illuminator orbs floated above each person’s head and a copper-colored balloon equipped with propellers kept the box of tourists aloft.

      “I don’t understand. Why don’t they use magic to fly?” I asked.

      “Can you fly?”

      “No.”

      “Not everyone wants to learn. It’s a difficult skill to master. Even when one has mastered it, why not just float aloft in a machine made for the purpose and use your magic for other things?”

      “Such as shooting sparks against the shield.”

      “Exactly.” Lilibet resumed walking.

      Human nature didn’t change much whether on Earth or Elustria. People took the common and abundant for granted, even magic.

      Lilibet led us down through many levels of gardens. The only people I saw were gardeners lovingly tending their flowers and what I assumed were Elustrian vegetables. Many of them had wands out, pruning bushes and removing weeds. Some were even on their hands and knees digging in the ground. I supposed for someone who liked gardening, nothing beat the feel of earth beneath their hands. Magic couldn’t replace everything.

      The distinct lack of people was a little eerie. “Where is everyone?”

      “There’s a teleportation ring at the gate. Most people teleport straight there. There’s another ring outside the gate. The rings inside the Citadel cannot be accessed from the outside and vice versa for security, but I thought you might enjoy the walk.”

      “Well, not all of us delight in walking out in the middle the day, wasting our time,” Millhook grumbled.

      “No one is forcing you to stay, Millhook,” I said.

      “That’s not true. Furball here won’t let me leave.” Millhook pointed to Alex.

      “Ah, I think you like us more than you let on,” I said. “I doubt we could stop you from leaving if you really wanted to.”

      “Nope,” Alex replied, “not until I release him from his vow. He promised us safe passage, and we haven’t completed our passage yet.”

      Keeping Millhook against his will didn’t sit well with me. But the idea that this might all be a trap by the Council didn’t sit well either, and I appreciated the bit of security Millhook provided. If I had learned anything about the imp, it was that he was supremely self-centered. If his magic was on the line, he’d do whatever it would take to protect us.

      When we reached the gate, we queued up behind a few other mages who had teleported there to exit. Looking behind us, I saw the four levels of gardens we had walked through. The Citadel towered over us, and the tourists flying above were mere specs against the blue sky.

      Lilibet spoke with the guard stationed at the gate, and he waved us through. On the other side, we gathered in the teleportation ring. “We can go to the base of the mountain and walk through the city some, or I can take you straight to your house.”

      As much as I wanted to see Elustria, I wanted to see my mother’s home more. Hopefully, it would give me answers, though I hoped the answers pointed me to a different conclusion than the one the Council had come to. “Let’s go to the house.”

      “Very well. The teleportation rings inside the house have been disabled. I’ll take us as close as we can get.”

      I blinked, and we were on the outskirts of a small village. In the distance, I could make out the Citadel atop the mountain.

      “Your mother liked her privacy,” Lilibet said. “The house is a bit secluded.”

      A man waited for us, one Lilibet appeared to know.

      “Greetings, Gareth.”

      “Greetings. So this is the girl?” Gareth appeared about Thaddeus’s age, with blond hair and pale sea-foam green eyes. An easy smile graced his face, and he looked relaxed in a pair of well-worn brown leather pants and a smart shirt and waistcoat with the sleeves rolled up. I noticed he kept his wand at his hip in a small leather holster. The friendly openness of his expression made it easy to forgive him for calling me “the girl.”

      “This is Kat, Meglana’s daughter. Kat, this is Councilor Gareth.”

      Gareth nodded. “It’s a pleasure to meet you. While I serve on the Council, I feel the need to apologize for the position you’re in. We don’t relish placing so much pressure on you, but it’s essential to the security of our people that we know what your mother was doing.”

      Before I could respond, Lilibet motioned to Alex. “And this is her companion, Alex. He’s a panther shifter.”

      “It’s a pleasure. Will you be joining Kat at the house, or do you have a pack to get back to?”

      “No, I’m staying with her for the foreseeable future.”

      “I thought that might be the case given her testimony. I have a carriage waiting for us.”

      “Sure, don’t say hello to the fae. I might as well not even be here,” Millhook groused.

      “I know who you are, Millhook, and you’re just as annoying and ornery as ever. If you want people to speak to you, try being more pleasant,” Gareth said without looking in Millhook’s direction.

      Gareth led us to a carriage that a horse might pull, but there wasn’t a horse. When we climbed in, Gareth pointed his wand to a little contraption in the front where a horse’s reins would lay. It appeared to be a miniature wheel, and as soon as the spell touched it, it began to turn, and the wheels of the carriage followed suit. That done, he focused his attention on the conversation as the carriage drove itself.

      “We’ve been through the house inside and out. The teleportation rings have been disabled for security. We haven’t found any traps or anything of use. It should be safe for you. However, we have sensed a muted enchantment, but no one has figured out what it is or how to break it.”

      “So how do you know it’s safe?” Alex asked.

      “If it were dangerous, it would’ve done something to us with all the poking around we’ve been doing. She had traps set, but we disabled them without doing much harm. Now, I’ve stocked the house with food and everything you should need. We’ll also have someone stationed outside the door at all times, should you require anything.”

      I couldn’t help wondering if the guard was to keep me in or to keep intruders out. Not to mention that he would probably report back to his superiors on all my activities.

      Despite its appearance, the carriage we traveled in sped down the dirt road without bouncing or jostling at all. I wondered if the smooth ride was due to enchanted suspension or if the carriage hovered. A few minutes later we turned round a bend in the road and saw a quaint little cottage at the end of a long driveway.

      The cottage looked like something out of a fairytale, complete with a thatched roof, brick chimney, and cute windows framed with shutters and flower boxes in full bloom. The flowers must be enchanted since my mother had been dead for quite some time, too long for untended flowers to still be alive. Or maybe she had a gardener.

      As we approached, a man exited the cottage and waved at us. Gareth returned his greeting.

      “That’s Simon, a Citadel guard stationed here.”

      “Is a guard really necessary?” I asked.

      “Yes, at least until we know more of what’s going on.” Gareth’s tone brooked no argument.

      When we hopped out of the carriage, Simon met us and led the way into the cottage. “It’s all checked out clean. There’s nothing here that’s going to do anyone any harm.”

      Stepping over the threshold, the first thing I noticed was how comfortable and lived-in the place looked. It seemed so at odds with the distant image of my mother, a woman whom I had no real memory of. It felt as if she might walk in right behind us.

      “As you can see, there’s not much to it,” Gareth said. “I want to show you around, and you tell me if that talisman of yours perks up at anything. We think it’s the key to the last enchantment that we can’t figure out.” Gareth led me to the left into the little living room area. “Do you feel anything?”

      “No.” I shook my head. I wanted to go through everything on my own. Threadbare carpet covered the uneven wooden floors in the living area. A giant chest acted as a coffee table, and a few comfortable looking chairs circled it, none of which matched. The green velvet one with the matching ottoman was well-worn in the center, and it was positioned perfectly in front of the window and by the fireplace, providing lots of natural light to read by and a cozy spot on a cold night.

      “And what about over here?” Gareth took me to the right of the front door to the small kitchen area. It looked nothing like a kitchen on Earth except for all the cabinets and a sink. There were no appliances or anything else I recognized.

      “No, there’s nothing.” The only thing I felt was curiosity and a desire to be left alone in my mother’s home.

      “Well, you’ll find all your food here. It seems Meglana was quite a fan of ordering delivery, but since the teleportation rings inside the cottage have been disabled, that’s not an option anymore. If you need anything else, you can ask Simon for it.”

      If I had it my way, Simon wouldn’t be staying.

      Gareth led me through a doorway to the back of the cottage where a giant bay window housed a cozy reading nook. Cushions and a knitted throw rested on the window seat right where my mother must’ve left them. Shelves were built into the walls and filled with books around the little nook. I already knew that for however long I stayed here, this would be my favorite spot in the house.

      As I took a step closer to get a better look, the magic in my talisman leapt, and it took all my self-control to not betray this new development on my face. I had already decided that I wouldn’t be sharing my discoveries with the Council until I investigated myself.

      “Do you feel something here?”

      I shook my head and took a breath to make sure my voice was steady. “No, nothing.”

      The same pattern continued in the two bedrooms and bathrooms, one on the left side of the living room, and one on the right off of the kitchen.

      “I had hoped your talisman would react to something, give us some clue to what the enchantment is.” Disappointment filled Gareth’s voice.

      “I’ll keep looking. I’m sure my mother wouldn’t make it too obvious.”

      “Gareth, it’s getting late and they still need to get settled in. Perhaps we should leave them to it,” Lilibet said, and I wanted to kiss her I was so grateful.

      “I suppose you’re right. If you find anything, tell Simon, and he’ll get word back to us.”

      “About that, I’d much prefer Simon not stay. I don’t need his protection.” Judging by the look on Gareth’s face, I came off more cocky than intended.

      “She’s right. There’s no need for him to stay for her protection. That’s what I’m here for, and we have Millhook who has sworn to protect us,” Alex said.

      “I don’t see any harm in leaving them alone,” Lilibet said. “We’ve searched the house. They’re not going to find a hidden danger that eluded us.”

      “Besides, you said yourself the teleportation rings aren’t active in the house.” I tried to sound as reasonable as possible. “So you don’t need to worry about me wandering off. Even if they were active, I’ve never been to Elustria. The only place I could teleport to was the Citadel. The Council is asking a lot of me, and I’ve agreed to it. I’m entitled to a little respect in return, and that includes privacy.”

      Gareth looked between me and Alex. Respect shone from his eyes when he sized Alex up. It seemed he didn’t hold the same prejudices against shifters that other people in Elustria did.

      “Very well. I’ll leave you with this communication orb. You can use it to reach anyone you’ve been in contact with at the Citadel. Someone will be by tomorrow to check in on you, make sure everything’s all right. Know, though, that if you get in trouble, it’s unlikely someone will get here in time to help you.”

      “I understand.” What could go wrong?

      “We’ll leave you to it then. Come on, Simon.”

      Lilibet approached me. “Call me tomorrow when you’re settled in. If you have any questions or need anything, don’t be a stranger.” Lilibet leaned in and kissed me on each cheek and did the same to Alex. “Millhook.” She gave a little nod to the imp and then left.

      When the door shut behind Simon, Gareth, and Lilibet, only Millhook remained. I had become fond of the imp in our time together, but what I wanted more than anything was privacy. He no doubt wanted to leave, as he never tired of telling us.

      “See you two later,” Millhook said as he made his way to the door.

      “I haven’t released you from your vow yet,” Alex said.

      “I know you think I vowed to give you safe passage, but I didn’t. I’m not foolish enough to step into that loophole. What I actually vowed was that you’d be safe as long as I was with you.”

      “So why did you stay?” I asked.

      “Eh.” Millhook shrugged. “The pay’s good.”

      “Well, thank you.” He didn’t have me fooled. I knew he cared more than he let on.

      I stared at Alex expectantly until he got the point.

      “Yeah, thanks.” Alex nodded to Millhook.

      “Aww, you’re welcome, Furball. I can’t say I agree with what the Council’s doing. It’s mighty strange how they’ve handled all this. If you find yourselves in trouble or if you need me, just carve my name into a tree. I’ll get the message, and I’ll come wherever you are. I hope it doesn’t come to that, so good luck, and keep yourselves safe.” With that, Millhook opened the door and walked down the long driveway. As soon as he got to the street, he vanished. There must have been some enchantment that prevented him from disappearing while on my mother’s property.

      I closed the door and leaned against it as I looked at Alex. Millhook’s concern didn’t worry me, because now the fun could finally begin.
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      On my way to the reading nook, an oddity stopped me. Embedded in the wall was an eye about the size of a giant gumball. When I stopped to stare at it, the milky-white iris turned to me, and I let out a yelp of surprise. I’d seen one of these in each wall of the cottage but hadn’t gotten close enough to tell what they were.

      “What on earth is this?” I supposed the correct terminology would be “what on Elustria,” but old habits die hard.

      “It’s the security system,” Alex said.

      “Security system? How does it work?” I peered at the eye, searching for a clue to how it operated.

      “The eyes scan for any intruders. They’re on the outside of the house as well. If they see a threat, the iris will change color. The color will correspond to the threat.”

      My paranoia set in. “Can the Council use this to spy on me?”

      Alex’s mouth twisted as he tried to suppress his mirth. My ignorance of even basic Elustrian things must be quite amusing. “No, it doesn’t work like that. Besides, I don’t think the Council wants to spy on you. It’s not in their nature.”

      “How do the eyes know we’re not a threat?”

      “Magic.”

      I supposed I’d have to get used to that explanation for most things. Satisfied that it was all right for me to proceed, I went to the reading nook, and Alex followed. My talisman leapt once again.

      “I think something’s here,” I told Alex. “Help me look.”

      I tore the cushions from the bench to see if it could somehow be opened. No luck. Alex helped me fling the books to the ground. With each book I pulled from the shelf, I expected a secret door to open, but nothing happened. This wasn’t how it was supposed to work. In the movies, you got a hunch, and it always panned out. That’s what intuition and following your gut were all about.

      After a few minutes, we stood amid an array of books and cushions with nothing to show for it.

      “What drew you to this spot?” Alex asked.

      “When Gareth brought me in here, the magic in my talisman responded. I thought for sure there’d be a secret passage.”

      “Why a secret passage?”

      The knowledge was as strong as the certainty that my magic had surged. “I can’t explain it. I just do.”

      Maybe it was wishful thinking that my mom was that cool. Everyone knew that if you had magic or became rich, you must get a house with a secret passage. Anything else was just a waste.

      “I’m glad to see you’re taking the Council’s directive so seriously.”

      “Only because I’m determined to prove them wrong.” Alex would think I was stupid, but I didn’t care. My mother couldn’t be the woman everyone assumed she had been. No one was left to fight for her, so I would.

      “I think you need to come to terms with the fact that your mother was an agent for the Directorate,” Alex said.

      “I know it appears that way, but we’re basing all of this on my testimony, which is based solely on what Casper told me. We have no proof she worked with him. In fact, we have no proof they ever even met.” Alex’s expression said he didn’t believe in my mother’s innocence and pitied me for keeping faith. “Look, I don’t need you to believe me. It doesn’t hurt my feelings.”

      “I don’t want to see you disappointed.”

      “I know.” I gave him a little smile and squeeze of the arm for reassurance then focused on the issue at hand.

      I stood back from the mess we had created and tried to figure out where I had gone wrong. Had I imagined the magical feeling? It didn’t seem likely since it had taken me by surprise. I walked backward, staring at the nook as if something would come to me, and my magic jumped to the ready.

      “What’s happening?” Alex asked.

      “My talisman’s responding. But I don’t understand. If it’s not a secret passage in the nook, what is it?”

      “It won’t be that simple.”

      “You’re right, my mother would make it more difficult. Plus, if the Council hasn’t found it—”

      “That’s not what I mean. You need to think about this logically and in terms of magic. Imagine Meglana were here. It wouldn’t be practical for something to happen every time she walked across her floor wearing her talisman.”

      “Makes sense.” I felt dumb for not having realized that sooner.

      I took a few more steps back, and my magic subsided. Curious, I walked slowly around the spot and noticed that only a small, specific area caused the talisman to perk up.

      Standing in the epicenter of the magical surge, I closed my eyes and reached out with my mind, letting the magic guide me. A buzz of energy surged through me. My intuition surged with my magic, and I knew I was standing at the entrance to a secret room. The power from my talisman danced at the tips of my fingers, antsy to be put to use, but I didn’t know how to direct it, which way to bend it, what command would bring about a result.

      I sighed in frustration and opened my eyes to see Alex focusing on me.

      “You don’t need to solve it right now. Get settled in, and we’ll eat dinner. Then you can explore and discover all of your mother’s secrets. This is home for now.”

      Home. At the mere mention of the word, my entire body relaxed as if I’d been holding it stiff ever since the night I first met Alex. A home meant reprieve, rest. My life on Earth was nothing but a distant memory, and I imagined what it would’ve been like to grow up here with my mother, learning magic.

      “That sounds good.”

      “I’ll go fix something to eat, and you can have a look around.”

      Alex retreated to the kitchen, and I headed in the opposite direction to the guest room. I was lucky to have Alex with me. As difficult as it had been to adjust to the strange direction my life had taken, I didn’t think I’d be up to doing it without him. It felt good to be taken care of for a change.

      In the guest bedroom, it occurred to me that at one point this must’ve been meant to be my bedroom, but it held no sign that a little girl had ever lived here. Sitting on the bed, my hand gliding over the patchwork quilt, I searched my brain for any lingering memory of my first two years of life that might’ve been spent here, and I came up empty. It wasn’t likely I’d ever remember so far back.

      “Can’t you give me something?” I asked to no one in particular. If only my mother could answer.
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      “Come, I want to show you something.” A woman smiled at me with a twinkle of mischief in her blue eyes. She turned, her dark purple, waist-length hair whipping around her body in her excitement as she led the way to the reading nook. When we stood on the spot that had tickled my magic earlier, the woman looked back at me with a giddy expression on her face, and I knew: this woman was Meglana, my mother.

      “This is my secret place. No one knows it’s here. It’s why I chose this place as my home. This land sits right on top of abandoned elf caves. I don’t know how long ago they left, but traces of their magic remain. It’s perfect for my work.”

      She faced the window and held out her hand in front of her. A ruby ring rested on her middle finger. It reminded me of Casper’s even though it was oval instead of pyramid shaped. She must’ve had more than one talisman. Casper had mentioned something about that. In this dream, she didn’t wear the amber necklace.

      With a swipe of her hand, the window seat rotated ninety degrees, sunk into the floor, and transformed into steps leading downward. The first step started right in front of the magical spot where I stood.

      “Come, follow me.” I watched my mother descend the first few steps, but before I could follow, I woke with a start.

      The dream remained vivid in my mind, but I couldn’t count on it staying that way. My talisman glowed, and an illuminator orb lit the way from the bed to the reading nook. Having seen how the entrance to the passageway worked, I should be able to replicate it. Like my mother, I reached out my hand and commanded the magic to turn the window seat. I held my breath, certain the dream had been correct but uncertain I could perform the magic.

      When the stairs appeared, excitement ran through me. The illuminator orb only lit a few steps. Beyond that, they descended into darkness. Despite my mother’s explanation, I had no clue what to expect. Elf caves sounded cool, and if I were sitting in my Montana apartment playing Wizards and Fae, I would definitely want to check them out. But these were real elf caves, and my mother had said a trace of their magic remained. I didn’t think she’d lead me astray, but the practical part of my brain said the wise choice was to get Alex.

      “What are you doing?”

      Alex’s voice startled me. If I hadn’t been in that hazy space between sleep and wakefulness, I would’ve known to expect him. No amount of sneakiness could get by him.

      “I don’t know. A dream showed me what to do. I did it, and here I am.” I gestured to the stairs in front of me as if he couldn’t already see them. “Where were you?” If he had been inside the cottage, he would’ve come much sooner.

      “I was patrolling outside and doing a little hunting.”

      The image of Alex stalking his prey filled my mind. I’d like to see that someday. I always enjoyed seeing him in his panther form.

      “Tell me more about this dream,” Alex said.

      Right. Focus. “My mother was in it. I don’t know how I knew it was her; I just did. You know how dreams are like that sometimes? Anyway, she said this cottage is built on top of an abandoned elf cave and that the magic still lingers.”

      Alex’s eyebrows raised in surprise. “So privacy wasn’t her only reason for living out here.”

      “Exactly. She showed me how to open this passage, and I was just about to go down when you showed up.”

      “Oh no you don’t.” Alex blocked my way with his arm as he placed his foot on the first step. “Let me go first. If there’s something dangerous, I can heal better than you.”

      I couldn’t argue with that. Besides, as tough as I wanted to be, descending a dark staircase into the unknown was a little spooky, even if my dead mother did direct me there.

      “Follow a step or two behind.” Alex descended, his body taut, eyes scanning for any threat. With his night vision, he could see beyond the little bit of light provided by the illuminator orb following him.

      After a few steps, about the length of the window seat, the stairs curved into a spiral. My hand groped for a rail to hold onto but found nothing. The stairs floated in midair and gave a little underneath my weight as I followed Alex. Once he reached the bottom, he held out his hand and helped me down the last few steps.

      As soon as my foot hit the cave floor, illuminator orbs lit throughout the cavern. My lips parted in awe. Light danced across the blue rough-hewn stone walls. I turned to see a pool of golden water against the wall. A little stream running from the pool bisected the room, disappearing into the caved-in entrance to the cavern.

      “I’ve never seen gold water before.”

      “It’s not. It looks like it’s taking the color from your talisman.” Alex nodded to my chest.

      I covered the stone with my hand, and the water took on the gray-blue hue of the room. “It must be the light reflecting off of it.”

      On the other side of the stream sat my mother’s office. A red carpet with golden embroidery, resembling Casper’s robes, covered much of the floor. A simple chair and desk littered with papers stood at one end. Trays and cabinets overflowed with scrolls, and a myriad of chests and jeweled boxes were stacked haphazardly. Apparently, I’d inherited my mother’s lack of organizational skills. Though I was sure if she were here, she would know exactly where everything was.

      Tiny white translucent fish glowed in the water. “What are those?”

      At the edge of the water, I crouched down to get a better look. They reminded me of the kinds of fish that lived in the deepest parts of the ocean that you only saw on documentaries.

      “Spectral fish. They won’t do you any harm. They might nibble at you, but they haven’t any teeth.”

      Before I touched the water, Alex stopped me with a hand on my arm. “You forget you’re not on Earth anymore. Let me check the water to make sure it’s safe. Spectral fish can live in water that would be deadly to you and me.”

      He shifted right before my eyes and sniffed at the water. Seeming satisfied, his tongue darted out for a taste. He shifted back. “It’s plain fresh water, perfectly safe.”

      I put my hand in the water, and the fish swarmed around it, nibbling just as Alex had said they would. It made me think of those fancy pedicures that had become popular on Earth. I could now have them for free if I wanted, right in my basement.

      I hopped over the stream and went to my mother’s desk. Something there would vindicate her. I wish I hadn’t woken up as soon as I did. I felt sure my mother would’ve led me to exactly what I needed had I just stayed asleep.

      The portfolios sitting on my mother’s desk revealed dozens of loose-leaf pieces of parchment with notes all over them. The words rearranged themselves into English, but that didn’t help my understanding at all.

      
        
        If they did it then, we should be able to do it now.

        

      

      That was the only sentence scribbled on one piece of paper. The next one had some type of recipe.

      
        
        Found this recipe that should make it safer.

        One vial of mermaid tears (do mermaids even have tears?)

        Hair from the underbelly of a golden monkey

        One dragon scale

        Three ghost mushrooms

        One ounce shade of death

        Mix and consume immediately.

        

      

      The individual words made sense, but they were incomprehensible when put together. I closed the portfolio hoping to find something a little easier to tackle.

      “What is it you’re looking for? Maybe I can help,” Alex said.

      “I haven’t got a clue. I woke up too soon.”

      “Meglana didn’t say anything about what we need to find?”

      “No. Is that even possible? I mean, I know it was her in my dream. She didn’t say her name, and I know I’ve never seen a picture of her, but I just knew, you know? But how does that even make sense? She’s dead.”

      Alex shrugged. “That doesn’t come in even the top dozen weird things I’ve heard in my life. It probably has something to do with the talisman. I just blame that for everything we don’t understand.”

      It certainly felt that way.

      Bundles of scrolls sat next to the portfolios. They appeared to be a long treatise on the nature of magic with notes scribbled in the margins. I sat in her chair, and my tiredness caught up with me. This wouldn’t be an easy task, not that it should be, but I had hoped it wouldn’t be quite this tedious. It would take weeks to scour all the material in the cavern.

      “I’m afraid I won’t be much help to you. I can’t read any of this,” Alex said as he returned a book to its place.

      “Of course my mother would have to leave all of her writings locked so only mages can read them. I’m sure you’ll be helpful in other ways. I can read this, but none of it makes any sense. You’ll probably understand it better than I do.”

      “I can try, but I only know the basics about mages. I can help you with generalities as far as Elustria goes, but I’m not sure how much help I’ll be in other areas.”

      “How can I possibly do this in five days?”

      “Go back to bed. We’ll get a fresh start in the morning. I’ll even make you breakfast.”

      Surveying the clutter surrounding me, I had to agree. There was no use exhausting myself tonight when weeks of work lay ahead. I wondered what my chances were of getting an extension with the Council.

      “That sounds lovely,” I said in response to Alex’s plan, and I led the way out of the cavern. Once we were clear of the stairs, I waved my hand as I commanded the nook to set itself to rights. I was too tired to even be impressed that it worked.

      Back in the bedroom, a disconcerting shiver sent goosebumps down my arms, making my hair stand on end. I turned around, expecting to find Alex standing in the doorway, but he was nowhere to be seen. A few inches to the right of the door, the security system stared at me. I released a breath of relief. It was the eye watching me and not an intruder. It might be there for safety, but the eye still freaked me out.

      Yet, as I drifted off, I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching.
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      The cavern both amazed and overwhelmed me. Sitting at my mother’s desk, dread overcame me at the impossibility of the task at hand.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” I said to no one in particular.

      “Well, whatever was on her desk is what she was working on last,” Alex said as he placed a cup of hot tea in front of me. “I’m not sure how recently she had been here before she died. She spent a lot of time on Earth from what I understand.”

      “I guess I need to bite the bullet and start somewhere. I can’t believe I have to read through all this and try to make sense of it. You should find something to do for a while. I need to get a grasp of what I’m working with before I’ll know what questions to ask you.”

      Alex nodded. “I can search the house.”

      “Thanks, but I doubt you’ll find anything. If there were something, the Council would’ve found it, and she wouldn’t keep anything upstairs when she had this room available to her. Do you have family or friends here you want to visit? Today might be a good time.” In all our time together, Alex had said hardly anything about his family. All I knew was that he hadn’t been tight with his dad who had died protecting my mother.

      At the mention of family, Alex’s face closed off immediately. “No, I don’t have anyone I need to visit. I’d rather be here with you. If I can’t help with the research, I can patrol the area. I’ll also catch us more meat. Gareth didn’t leave much.”

      “Oh yeah, Gareth. He and Lilibet will probably want to hear from us today. I need something to report to them. Do you think there’s a chance they can get me an extension?” At the moment, an extension was my only hope. My heart rate quickened every time I considered the consequences if I didn’t get results at the superhuman speed the Council demanded.

      “No, and if you tell them about this cavern, they will want to come down here. They’ll find what you’re looking for themselves.”

      “I don’t want them knowing about this place, not until I’ve had time with it. I guess I’ll just see what progress I can make today, and we’ll reevaluate later. Please, don’t say anything to them.”

      “Of course not. If there’s nothing else you need, I’ll leave you to it.”

      “Thanks.” I watched him go upstairs. Even though he couldn’t be much use down here, I still missed his companionship. I had gone from being a virtual hermit to being with him almost constantly. It turned out I wasn’t as much of a loner as I thought.

      Alex’s suggestion to start with Meglana’s desk was a good one, but so far, everything there had been nothing more than fragments. Underneath a pile of portfolios sat a leather-bound book. Inside, my mother’s handwriting filled the pages. Thank goodness for the magical enchantment that not only translated the words for me but arranged them in a handwriting that was easier to read than my mother’s.

      
        
        I hope this journal will be useful to whoever comes after me to finish this work. I’m close enough now to know it’s possible but also close enough to know it’s still a far ways off. With the turmoil growing ever greater, I fear something may happen to me before I can finish. Should that be the case, I’ve taken measures to make sure this journal does not fall into the hands of anyone who is not my named successor. I’d rather this work be lost to the ages than passed to someone whom I do not approve of. I have my suspicions of who you may be, but no certainties. People who I once thought would be loyal friends have long since left me. And other people who are new acquaintances are becoming fast friends and allies. My greatest hope is that this passes to my bloodline, but no one in my line has the discipline to see this through. I can’t blame them. I wish I could go about my life not worrying about the nature of magic. But I know it’s out there, the ability for mages to be as powerful as and even surpass sorcerers. Only then will our races be equal. Only then can there be a lasting peace between us.

        

      

      “Yes!” My excitement echoed back to me in the cavern. This was exactly what I needed.

      Even with the illuminator orbs, the cavern was dim, probably a result of the blue walls. I took the journal with me up to the reading nook, and I imagined my mother often did the same. Sunlight poured through the windows and made for a perfect reading experience.

      I arranged the cushions to be as comfortable as possible and dug into the rest of the book.

      Even though this journal was my mother speaking to me, it was only slightly more coherent than the scraps of paper I had read the night before.

      My optimism was short lived. As soon as I finished the first entry, Meglana delved into the history of the creation of Elustria. Nothing seemed less relevant. My eyes glazed over, and I wondered how much of this I could skim. Given the wording of the first entry, my mother knew this book would be an important resource for the person who came after her. I doubted she’d waste anyone’s time with a bunch of fluff, so I resolved to read every word.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My head bobbed forward, jerking me awake. What was the Elustrian equivalent of espresso? I needed to find out and get some.

      A chill ran down my spine, and the hair on my arms stood on end, the same as it had last night. I looked out the window to see if Alex was there. Nothing but green grass sat outside my window until the tree line started about one hundred yards away. Must be my imagination messing with me, probably a result of all the stress.

      I read a few more paragraphs, but the feeling didn’t go away. Bored, I looked around the room and noticed the security system. The iris of the eye was red—red as in danger. I stuffed the journal underneath a cushion and ran through a defensive rotation of spells in my mind, readying to use one should the need arise.

      Creeping from room to room, my eyes scanned the cottage, looking for any sign of an intruder. I half expected to find a tracker orb like the one that had attacked me in my apartment back in Montana. Nothing in the house seemed out of the ordinary. The security system was worthless. It didn’t make a sound or outline the location of the threat.

      Outside, I didn’t see anyone. Perhaps the eye had malfunctioned, but since last night, some sixth sense of mine had tingled. Someone was watching. Holding my magic at the ready, I ventured into the forest. I don’t know why I expected to be effective given all my tracking experience. This wasn’t a computer game with a mini-map and a flashing red dot leading me to my target. But doing something seemed better than waiting for someone to appear.

      I paused, listening for any sound that would indicate someone lurked nearby. The sound of my breathing and the calls of birds and different creatures surrounded me. Had I imagined it? The iris had confirmed what I already knew in my heart. Someone was here; I just couldn’t see them. My mind couldn’t handle an invisible threat.

      “Why are you here?”

      At the sound of Alex’s voice, I nearly jumped out of my skin and whirled on him. “Holy shit, you don’t just sneak up on someone like that.”

      Alex raised his hands in surrender. “I wasn’t sneaking. What’s wrong?”

      “Ever since you left, I’ve felt like I was being watched. Then I noticed that the iris on the eye had turned red, so I ran out here to see what triggered it.”

      “Did you check the house first?”

      “Obviously. I’m not completely stupid.”

      Alex eyed me in a way that let me know he seriously questioned that point. “I’ve been tracking this area and didn’t see anyone. There’s no way someone approached the cottage without me knowing.”

      “Come see for yourself.” I led the way back to the cottage, but much to my dismay, the iris had gone back to its eerie white color. “I swear it was red. I didn’t imagine it.”

      Alex placed a comforting hand on my arm. “I believe you. It couldn’t have been a person, but it could’ve been a good tracker orb. They’re silent. Unless I happened upon it, I wouldn’t have noticed it.”

      “But doesn’t a tracker orb need to get close?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t stay right here. I wanted to make sure no one snuck up on us. Oh, and I got a rabbit for dinner. I have to go back and get it.”

      “Dammit, what security system doesn’t even make sound?” This whole situation frustrated me. “Last night I felt someone watching, but the eye was white.”

      “You should have told me. It’ll only change color if one of the eyes can see the orb at that moment. And it doesn’t make sound because eyes can’t make a sound.” His brow furrowed as if that were the most obvious answer in the world.

      Great. A security system that relied on my ability to keep an eye on it. I couldn’t work like that. I needed the freedom to explore and discover my mother’s work for myself without being worried about who was watching. This needed to end and end now. “What do we do?”

      “I’ll stick closer to home. I won’t let one get close enough to spy on you again.”

      That didn’t satisfy me. Only one person could be spying on us. Only one group knew I was even here. “No, that’s not all we’re doing.” I summoned my communication orb. “Lilibet.”

      “Kat? Maybe we should talk first.”

      I should have probably consulted with Alex, but I already knew he wouldn’t approve of what I had planned. I ignored him as Lilibet’s face appeared.

      “Kat, how are you doing?”

      “Not good.” I tried to remind myself that my issue wasn’t with Lilibet. She didn’t deserve my anger. “I need a meeting with the Council, and I need it now.”

      “Why? Is something wrong?” Genuine concern showed on her face.

      “You bet your ass something’s wrong. They know what it is. I want to meet with them within the hour.”

      “All right, I’ll come get you.” Lilibet disappeared from the orb.

      “And what are you going to do?” Alex asked, looking peeved at me for taking the initiative.

      “I’m going to tell them to fuck off.”
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      “You called for this meeting, Kat. What can we do for you?” Calista took the lead. Thaddeus and Gareth sat with her across from me at the ever familiar table where I’d met with Calista and Thaddeus two times prior.

      Lilibet had explained that the Council couldn’t convene. I guess I understood. There must be more to being a member of the Magesterial Council than dealing with me. Besides, these were the three I dealt with most.

      “I want to know why you’re spying on me.” Before we had arrived, Alex had cautioned against losing my temper. I tried to hold onto it, but I didn’t know how long that would last.

      Thaddeus looked from Gareth to Calista and shifted in his seat. “Why? What do you have to hide? Have you found something? Are you continuing your mother’s work?”

      Oh yeah, I would not be holding onto my temper in this meeting.

      “Excuse me? That’s complete bullshit. Either you trust me or you don’t, and if you don’t, you shouldn’t have me on this mission. I’m an orphan who just found out her mother is suspected of being pretty much pure evil, and you expect me to figure out exactly what she did when I haven’t even had time to come to terms with all of this. I’m in a new world with new rules and new ways of doing things, and you want me to come in and solve your problems for you.” It was the first time I’d ever used the orphan card in my life. I didn’t like using it now, but hell, these people needed to get a grip.

      “I can assure you the Council is not spying on you. We take these allegations seriously. What proof do you have of this?” Calista asked.

      “There’s a security system inside the cottage,” Alex said in that annoyingly calm and even tone of his. “It alerted us today to someone watching.” I supposed I should’ve been grateful to him. His reasoning sounded better than my ranting about feelings and suspicions.

      “Yes, my men noticed the security system. It didn’t give us any trouble when we were there. I thought it might be broken. It’s a high-end system, and it wouldn’t alert you unless something was wrong. It wasn’t us, and that only leaves the Directorate.”

      “And how would the Directorate know I’m here?” I’d made sure that Alex and I had lost Casper back on Earth. Since then we’d only dealt with Millhook and the Council.

      “There’s no telling. I think the best course of action is to send you back with a guard. We’ll return to the original plan to station someone there at all times,” Gareth said.

      “Whoa, no, I don’t think so. Have you been listening? I need my space, privacy to deal with all this.”

      “Your safety comes first.”

      “Gareth’s right,” Calista said. “We’ll send one of our best mages back with you. He won’t let any harm befall you. This mission is too important to jeopardize. We all wish you were here under better circumstances. I knew Meglana, and I wish we could grieve her together, but these are the circumstances we find ourselves in. If anything, that should impress upon you the gravity of the situation. We must get our hands on Meglana’s work before the Directorate does.”

      “If she was working for the Directorate as you guys claim, they should already know what she was working on.”

      “They’ll know the general direction of her research, but not the specifics. She wouldn’t have been ideologically aligned with the Directorate, only interested in their pursuit of power. She worked alone and would only share her knowledge as needed.” Calista’s words echoed what Alex had already told me. Apparently, my mother was a bitch, and everyone knew it.

      “There has to be a better way than sending a guard. Maybe you can send a tracker orb.”

      “A tracker orb won’t be any help. At best, it will give us great footage of how you died,” Thaddeus said.

      I had kind of painted myself into a corner here. “Fine, we’ll accept the guard.”

      The three Council members looked among themselves as if to say, “How amusing the little girl thinks she has a say in this.”

      “We understand this is a difficult time,” Gareth said. “I’ll arrange for family members to come visit you tomorrow. You have a right to know your family.”

      “I disagree. There’s no time to waste, and their presence opens up security concerns,” Thaddeus said.

      I was actually on Thaddeus’s side on this one. I didn’t enjoy going to my extended family reunions back on Earth. I certainly didn’t look forward to meeting a bunch of strangers when I still had no idea who my mother was. Sure I would love to pick their brains, but it seemed like a supremely awkward social situation to be thrust into.

      “I think Gareth is right. We’ve been one-sided about this. She deserves to know her family, and they might help her. At the very least they’d show her the other side of Meglana,” Calista said.

      What a big day for me: I was getting a bodyguard and a family.

      “Now that that’s settled, we’ll leave Lilibet to take you back. You can start toward the gate. We’ll have your guard meet you there,” Calista said as she stood from the table.

      We took the long way to the gate while Gareth appointed a guard.

      “I don’t like this. I wish they’d leave us alone,” I grumbled.

      “I promise you, it’s not the Council who’s watching,” Lilibet said. “If the security system went off, then someone who’s a threat to you was there. It’s most likely someone from the Directorate. They won’t want you to discover what your mother was doing. If you ask me, more than one guard should be going back with you.” Her impassioned tone, a marked difference from her usual soft-spoken manner, reminded me that she and the others here knew better than I the dangers I faced. I’d already fought for my life once, and if I wasn’t careful, I’d find myself in the same position again.

      “She’s right, Kat,” Alex said. “Whoever was there, even if it was just a tracker orb, it got past me. We’re not in a position to be turning away help.”

      Whatever. I couldn’t wait until this whole thing was over.
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      “This is ridiculous,” I said as I ran my hands through my hair for the umpteenth time. “I need to be down in the cavern going through my mother’s journals, not entertaining family members I’ve never met.” Flashbacks filled my mind of family reunions where I was forced to meet great-aunts and second cousins whom I hadn’t seen in ages and would never remember.

      “You’ll be fine,” Alex assured me. “This will do you good.”

      I didn’t appreciate the insinuation that up until now I’d been doing badly. For someone who’d only recently discovered she had a fugitive mother and might go to prison for her mother’s alleged crimes, I thought I was doing remarkably well.

      The table was set with a spread of pastries, cheeses, and cured meats that our guard had provided. My mind already raced to figure out how I could make this meeting as short as possible. From what I understood, my mother’s sister and two of her aunts would be coming. I didn’t know where my male relatives were. I counted the places set at the table and only came up with four.  “Hang on, there’s a place missing at the table.”

      “No, there’s not. I’m giving you some privacy. They’re coming here to meet you, not me.”

      I shook my head. “Oh no you don’t. If I’m suffering through this, you’re going to suffer right next to me.” I grabbed another plate from the kitchen.

      Alex followed me. “I really don’t think that’s a good idea. I don’t know how your family will react to you having a shifter staying with you.”

      “If they’re bigots like that, I don’t even want to know them.”

      “Are you sure you want me here?” Alex raised his eyebrows uncomfortably, and I could see right through him. He wanted out for the same reason I did.

      “Let me put it to you this way: if you leave me alone with these women, don’t ever come back, because we’re through. You said you’re here to protect and help me. This is it.”

      Alex smiled, and that did more to ease my nerves than anything else had. “Fine, I’ll stay.”

      “This could even turn into an advantage. We should come up with a code phrase that means ‘get me out of here.’ When I say it, you shift and go berserk, and they’ll run off.”

      Alex laughed until an illuminator orb floated down in front of me and revealed our guard. “Your family’s here, ma’am.”

      The guard’s face disappeared, and I looked at Alex. “Ma’am? Am I really that old?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it. They’re here.”

      I rushed to the table to set Alex’s plate down and moved everything to make room. It would’ve been more graceful to move the place settings with magic, but in moments of high stress, I still defaulted to my more human habits.

      Before Alex could reach the door, it opened, and in walked a short, round woman with a toady face beneath thick tufts of dark orange hair that stuck out from beneath a little green hat. “Oh there you are! Come and give your great-aunt Matilda a hug.”

      And the nightmare began.

      Matilda squashed me to her bosom so tightly I could barely breathe. As soon as she released me, a thinner woman with violet eyes and a long narrow face took her place.

      “I’m your great-aunt Lucinda, dear. You’ll have to excuse Matilda. She’s a little pushy.” In my opinion, Lucinda was equally pushy, just not as loud about it. When she released me, I saw the third visitor, and my breath caught in my throat. Before me stood a replica of my mother.

      “And I’m Marguerite.” She stepped forward and cupped my cheek with her hand, searching my face, probably for any sign of her dead sister. “And you’re Meglana’s little girl. How I’ve waited for this day.” She kissed my cheek and hugged me the way a normal person does: without the intent to suffocate.

      “So are you sisters to my grandmother or my grandfather?” I asked as I looked between Matilda and Lucinda.

      “Your grandfather. He was one of the brightest mages of our age. In fact, he sat on the Magesterial Council. Never did understand what he saw in that wife of his,” Lucinda said.

      “You know I won’t tolerate that kind of talk about my mother,” Marguerite eyed Lucinda with scorn.

      “You’re not a mage.” Matilda’s words stopped my heart. What scared me most about this meeting had been my feelings of being an imposter. They would see through me—that I didn’t belong in their world. When I turned to Matilda, she was peering at Alex with squinted eyes. “What are you?”

      “I swear, Matilda, don’t be so daft. He’s clearly a shifter,” Lucinda said in a tone of voice that led me to believe she spent most of her life exasperated with her sister’s stupidity.

      “Oh, I see. Like mother, like daughter.” Matilda gave Lucinda a knowing look.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked, defensive without knowing why.

      “Your choice of mates, my dear,” Lucinda said.

      Until that moment, I’d never heard a word about my father. “You mean my father wasn’t a mage?”

      “We don’t talk about your father, dear,” Lucinda said.

      “And what about my grandparents? Why aren’t they here?”

      “We don’t talk about them either.” Lucinda’s non-answers grated.

      “Then why are you even here? You’re supposed to be giving me information about my family. If you’re not going to, then I don’t see the point in continuing with this.”

      “I see you inherited your mother’s rude and impetuous nature,” Matilda said with her nose held in the air.

      Alex stepped between us, probably sensing that I was going to attack her. “Why don’t we all take a seat and eat something?”

      Matilda eyed the table, and her expression softened. “Yes, something to eat would do quite nicely.”

      I reached for a plate of pastries and felt my aunts staring at me as the rest of the food levitated. They all had their wands out lifting the food they wanted to their plates. I wondered what would happen if they tried to levitate the same food. Strange that none of them had a talisman. At least I wasn’t the only one not levitating their food: Alex ate like a normal human.

      “So tell me about my grandparents,” I said once I had a plate of food.

      “As I said, darling, we don’t talk about them,” Lucinda said as she lifted a delicate pastry to her mouth.

      “Oh stop it, Aunt Lucinda. We don’t speak of it because it’s uncomfortable, but Kat here is family. She deserves to know.” Marguerite turned to me. “My parents were killed by a sorcerer.”

      Being murdered must run in my family. Did anyone die of old age? “But how? Why?”

      “The thing of it is, no one really knows,” Marguerite said. “We don’t even know for sure who the target was. Perhaps both of them, though it seems unlikely.”

      “But if my grandfather was on the Council, wouldn’t it make sense that he was the target?”

      “Mother has been the assumption. Despite what Matilda and Lucinda think, my mother was a genius. She studied magic and the differences between mages and sorcerers. Meglana took up Mother’s work after her death, but I didn’t want anything to do with it.”

      “And nor should you. The way that woman acted like being a mage wasn’t something to be proud of. Hmph. We don’t want to be sorcerers. We are who we are, and if you ask me, that’s much preferable to being an arrogant, bigoted sorcerer,” Lucinda said.

      Pieces started to fit together in my head. If sorcerers killed my grandparents, then it would make more sense for my mother to align herself with the Directorate. But if it was known that Meglana continued her mother’s work, why didn’t the Council tell me?

      “Did they ever find the sorcerer who killed my grandparents?”

      “No, they didn’t. The Council didn’t want to cause any more trouble. They let it go, much to their shame,” Lucinda said.

      It was no wonder that there was no love lost between my mother and the Council. What did they expect? This information would prove useful when I went back to the cavern. “But I thought the Council had to serve justice? I’m in this situation because if justice isn’t served, the Council has to pay.”

      “It was deemed in the best interest of mages to not pursue it. Bunch of spineless nitwits.” Finally Matilda said something I agreed with.

      “Their death must’ve hit my mother hard.”

      “Oh it did, it did. Sibelius was the only person who could reach her. He had a calming influence on Meglana. They were so good together.” Matilda got a faraway look in her eyes, as if she were gazing on happier times.

      “Yes, that they were. All this would’ve been avoided if they had just stayed together. Meglana never knew what was good for her. She’d still be alive today if she had stayed with Sibelius like we told her to, mark my words,” Lucinda said, making it clear that the world would be a better place if everyone heeded her advice.

      “So Sibelius isn’t my father?”

      “No, unfortunately,” Lucinda said with the weary look of someone who always knows best but is rarely listened to. “He should’ve been. Your mother was madly in love with him, and he with her. Who knows why it didn’t work out between them? Both strong personalities, but each intelligent in their own right. I never understood what went wrong between those two.”

      “Yes, Auntie, we all know what a disappointment it was that she didn’t marry Sibelius,” Marguerite said. “They wouldn’t have been good together in the long run, and you know it. Sibelius was too ambitious. It doesn’t do to have two ambitious people like that in a marriage. She needed someone to temper her.”

      “So that’s why she ended up with my father?” Getting the facts interested me more than delving into family squabbles.

      Marguerite opened her mouth to reply, but before she could, Lucinda spoke up.

      “No! I will not have talk of that man in my presence. I’m sorry, Kat, but I cannot condone talk of him. He’s the reason your mother’s dead, my brother’s daughter. You’re better off not knowing anything about him. From what I understand, the Council wants you to look into your mother’s research, and talk of your father won’t help that. It brings nothing but shame to our family.”

      And that was the end of that conversation. I felt like a little girl being reprimanded instead of a woman with guests over to her house. I wanted to press the issue, but nothing good would come of it. This conversation had still been a wealth of information that would help me in my research. I had dreaded this visit, but now that it was here, I might as well see it through to the end.

      Alex broke the awkward silence. “Kat would love to know more about her mother. Why don’t you tell us about her?”

      I smiled my thanks to Alex and did my best to listen politely and glean any helpful information from the rest of brunch. Having been told not to ask about my father, I naturally couldn’t stop thinking about him. As the missing piece, a part of me thought he might be the key to everything.
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      “Well, that was…interesting,” Alex said after he shut the door behind the last of my aunts.

      Following such a stressful meal, I had no choice but to laugh. “Yes, I’d say so.”

      “You have quite the colorful family.”

      “That’s one word for it.” Colorful came nowhere close to describing it. I couldn’t have imagined a wackier family if I tried. “Finding out how my grandparents died was helpful.”

      “I picked up on that.” Alex’s tone said he wanted to say more, but he intended to proceed with caution.

      “You think this confirms that she worked for the Directorate.”

      “I think it provides good motivation. If I were in her position, I can see doing something similar.”

      “I’m more interested in the work that my grandmother was doing. I think Aunt Marguerite was right. It’s more likely that she was the target. Given what I know of the Council, they seem pretty ineffective. I don’t understand why someone would target one of them.”

      “You have a one-sided, jaded view of the Council. Not everyone shares it.”

      Yes, this made it seem like my mother worked with the Directorate, but I wasn’t ready to give up on her yet. If she was working for the Directorate, she had a damn good reason. That didn’t make her a bad person. It made the Council bad for not getting justice for her.

      I used my magic to stack the dirty dishes on the table. “What about your family? Mine’s colorful; what’s yours? When do I get to meet them?”

      Alex shifted uncomfortably. “Colorful isn’t the word I’d use to describe my family. They’re more plain, and they like to fight. As to when you’ll meet them, if I have my way, never.”

      “Don’t you at least want to see them while you’re here? They must miss you. Or is all your family on Earth?”

      “No, my father was the only person in my family on Earth. My mother lives in Elustria.”

      “We should go see her. Trust me, you should savor the time you have with her.”

      “I appreciate your concern, but I have no desire to see her. It would only complicate things, especially since I need to be here with you. Maybe when this is all over.”

      The last was clearly tagged on for my benefit. It didn’t seem fair that he saw me vulnerable in front of my relatives and didn’t reciprocate. But I could sense there was something more to this attitude toward his family. As much as I focused on the death of my mother, I often forgot that he had lost a father. “Does your mom even know that your dad died?”

      Alex shrugged. “Probably not. She and my dad weren’t together. It’s common among cat shifters. People get together to have a child then go their separate ways.”

      “So was it your mother who raised you?”

      “Yeah. I’d really rather not talk about this right now. You should be in the cavern going over your mother’s work while the information your aunties gave you is fresh in your mind.”

      I studied him for a second, wondering if I should push the issue of his family. But his objections didn’t appear to be just on the surface. He was right, I had a lot of work to do and not a lot of time to do it. “I’ll go downstairs as soon as we’re done cleaning up.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I can do the cleaning. Since I can’t read your mother’s writings, you’re the only one who can do that work.”

      “I’ll take the dishes to the kitchen for you.” With a flick of my wrist, the stacked dishes floated into the air and made their way to the kitchen counter. Checking over the table to make sure I’d gotten everything, I saw a note where Marguerite’s plate had been.

      
        
        You aren’t wrong to want to know more about your father. Meet me behind the cottage at sunset, and I’ll tell you more away from your eavesdropping guard.

        

      

      “Alex, I don’t think we’re quite done with my family yet.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      With Aunt Marguerite’s clandestine meeting looming, I went back to the cavern to catch up on the time I lost that morning. The more I found out before I met with Marguerite, the more intelligent questions I could ask her. She was the only person in my family who seemed willing to talk, and I couldn’t waste that opportunity.

      My mother’s journal took on more meaning now. I looked for the influences of my grandmother among her writings. She mentioned something that was done in the past, something that would make mages more powerful, but she never came right out and said what it was. I tried to determine if the omission was a result of her being careful or if she just assumed that whoever read this would know what she was talking about. It seemed a reference to whatever creation myths existed on Elustria. I needed to ask Alex for more information.

      A tone of revenge infused the different musings about how to strengthen magic. This was a woman who didn’t want power for power’s sake. She wanted justice for her family. Why would that surprise anyone? I flipped to the back of the journal, searching for conclusions.

      
        
        I can’t include everything here. I’ve taken great measures to protect my work, but as much as the Council shuns power, they will not hesitate to employ it to discover my secrets should I ever be caught or found out. This work is too important to stop with me. I wish I could make them understand that. I wish we had a Council full of members willing to stake a claim to our birthright. We were never meant to have power secondary to the sorcerers. They have grown to be lazy, taking for granted that which I fight for every day. That is their weakness, and it will be their undoing. So you who read this now, if you expected to find my knowledge, you are sorely mistaken. I have locked it away. The only way it will be known is to pass down through my blood.

        

      

      “Well, shit.” Great, Mom, way to screw us there. Maybe you should’ve made sure you had a chance to pass on your knowledge to your daughter before you decided to lock it away. Prior to meeting my aunts, I would have been tempted to take the journal to the Council, show them in my mother’s own hand that there was no way for someone else to find out where her research led her, but Gareth had achieved his purpose. I now felt part of the family. This had become more than fulfilling the Council’s request. I was ready to do what they had feared: continue my mother’s work. They had looked the other way at my grandparents’ murder and sent an assassin after my mother who also tried to kill me. I was done playing their game.

      Given everything in the cavern, I had a hard time believing it was all worthless. My mother wouldn’t have kept anything here unless it was important. No one hid junk in an enchanted cavern. But the good stuff also wouldn’t be out in plain view in case someone breached her defenses.

      I’d rummaged through her desk so many times that I knew by heart everything that was there: nothing but a bunch of loose-leaf papers and scrolls and a few leather portfolios full of the same. Nothing interesting. Nothing helpful. For the next hour, I turned the cavern upside down searching for anything that might prove of use. I came up empty-handed. Defeated, I flopped down in the chair and closed my eyes, going over every inch of the cavern in my mind’s eye.

      My mother had written that she would pass her knowledge down through her blood. In my mind, I searched every nook and cranny for something I’d missed. I even saw the pool of water reflecting the color of my talisman like liquid gold flowing through the cavern.

      My eyes opened, and I shook my head at the crazy thought. Standing at the edge of the stream, I looked at the spectral fish. True to memory, the water looked golden from my amber talisman, but in the visions of my mother, she hadn’t been wearing an amber necklace. She had a ruby talisman. When she came down here, the water might’ve looked like blood.

      The stream wasn’t wide enough to accommodate a person, but the pool it came from was. With nothing to lose, I stripped out of my clothing and entered the water. Running my hands across the jagged wall, I searched for any indentation where something may be hidden. At the bottom of the pool, the familiar, excited tingle of my magic rushed to my fingertips. I pushed it outward, and the rock wall gave way to a little compartment. I grabbed the contents and surfaced.

      The stone box resting in my hands was made of a material I’d never seen before. The gray stone was luminescent, and green jewels dotted the lid and sides. Naturally, when I tried to open it, nothing happened. I gripped the lid and pulled with all my might.

      Nothing. Not even enough movement to prove that this was a box and not an ornate paperweight. My mother’s paranoia was beginning to annoy me.

      Each discovery seemed to lead to another dead end. I yanked on my clothes and snatched the box. The light was better in the reading nook. Up there I might find a clue on the box.

      “Why are you wet?” Alex came in just as I put the window seat back in its place.

      “I found this in the little pool of water downstairs.” I handed the box to Alex. “I’m fairly certain that whatever’s in there is the key to my mother’s work. I’m also fairly certain there’s zero chance I’ll be able to open it.”

      Right on cue, Alex attempted to pry the box open without success. I made a mental note to let him open a jar for me later so he could reclaim his tough-guy standing.

      “Yeah,” Alex said as he handed it back, “it’s magically sealed.”

      “I figured. I’m hoping the better light up here might reveal some writing or something that will give me a clue. I’m not holding my breath though. Mom apparently believed in making me work for it.”

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. What about the cavern? The Council searched the house, and no one found it. You’re here for less than a day, and you get inside.”

      “I wish I could take credit for that, but it just came to me in a dream.”

      “See if a dream will give you the answer to that box. I’m going to make us something to eat. Then we should go over how things are gonna go with your aunt tonight.”

      “Thanks.” My attention was already focused back on the box. There had to be a way into it. I curled up on the window seat and tried to clear my mind, to summon whatever had come to me in my sleep and provided the answer to the secret passage. “Come on, I know you’re in there.”

      Trouble was, I didn’t know whether I was summoning my mother’s ghost or accessing information buried deep in my mind, maybe memories from my first two years of life. If I understood how this worked, I’d have a better chance of making it happen at will.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the box in my hands. The magic in my talisman jumped to life. The amber stone grew warm against my chest, and a picture appeared in my mind’s eye. My mother sat where I was now. Only, I was peeking around the corner, watching her without wanting to get caught. She sat with the box in her hands, facing away from me. She whispered something I wouldn’t have made out had I not heard the word earlier. “Sibelius.”

      Inexplicable anger surged through me. Perhaps it was from my mother, anger at not having ended up with the man whom she had been madly in love with. After uttering the word, she lifted the lid from the box, and the vision left as quickly as it had come.

      I opened my eyes and whispered, “Sibelius.” To my utter amazement, the lid lifted as easily as if it had never been locked. Given the difficulty of getting into the thing, I half expected light to shine forth and angels to sing from the heavens.

      Inside sat one item: an identical container the size of a jewelry box.

      “Dammit.” They were like little matryoshka dolls. It would be stupid to have the same password open the smaller box, but I couldn’t resist trying.

      “Sibelius.” No luck. My mother’s paranoia had gone from annoying to downright aggravating. All I wanted was the truth. What would warrant this level of protection?
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      As the first sun set and the second sunset approached, I couldn’t wait for my meeting with Marguerite. If nothing else, it would prove a great distraction from trying to figure out the damn box. No matter how many times I tried, I couldn’t summon the same type of vision that had given me the answer to the outer box. If my mother’s ghost provided the visions, she’d gone silent.

      After I tried every magical trick and password I could think of, I’d resorted to physical violence against the container. I knew it wouldn’t work, but it served as a great release for my frustrations. Unfortunately, it left a sizable dent in the wall.

      There was one obvious possibility: the password for the smaller box was my father’s name. She had used her ex-lover’s name for the outer box, so it made a weird sort of parallel sense for her to use my father’s name for the inner. At this point, all I wanted from Marguerite was a name. The rest of it could wait until later.

      “She’s here,” Alex said, his chin lifting slightly as he either heard or smelled her. “I’m going to shift. If you need anything, call my name. I’ll make sure the guard doesn’t disturb you.” Alex assumed his familiar panther form and headed to the cover of the trees. We decided that he would observe the meeting in secret. I needed as much information from Marguerite as possible, and given how hesitant my family was to speak about my father, it would be easier to get her to talk without anyone present.

      A few minutes later, Marguerite walked toward me from the back of the property. “Good, the guard isn’t here.”

      “You asked for privacy.” We embraced in a perfunctory hug. I liked her better than my great-aunts, but I still barely knew her. Though the similarity in appearance to my mother made me feel affection toward her that wasn’t totally warranted.

      “I’m sorry for the way Matilda and Lucinda acted earlier. They’re insufferable. People only tolerate them out of respect to my father.”

      “So a sorcerer really killed him, and the Council did nothing about it?”

      “No, I wouldn’t characterize the Council’s reaction that way. They never caught who did it and decided that catching his killer wasn’t as important as avoiding war. It was a precarious time. The people loved your grandfather. Most mages wanted to see us go to war over it, and it took all the diplomacy in Elustria for the Council to avoid it. I agreed with them at the time, and I still do. As much as I’d like to see justice for my father, I want peace between our people more. He would’ve felt the same way.”

      “I take it my mother didn’t agree.”

      “No, temperamentally she took after our mother where I took after our father. Meglana was always inquisitive, intelligent, interested in power, but it changed after our parents died.”

      I could relate. It was impossible to escape the death of both parents without bearing a few scars.

      “It caused something of a rift between us. She didn’t understand my desire for peace, and I didn’t understand her thirst for vengeance. I thought the way she behaved dishonored our parents’ memory, and she thought the same of me. Looking back now, I wish I would have done things differently.” Marguerite’s gaze shifted. She stared behind me into the past.

      As much as I enjoyed learning this, there were more pressing matters at hand. I didn’t know how long we’d have our privacy. “You said you’d tell me about my father.”

      “Oh, yes, what do you want to know?”

      “For starters, what was his name? I’ve never heard it.”

      “I think his name was Marty.”

      “Marty?” Lame. In this land of interesting names, I had a dad no one talked about except to call him Marty.

      “I think it was short for something, but I’m not sure what.”

      “So he wasn’t close with the family?” How was it possible she didn’t know his name?

      “Oh no. I never even met him. The only reason I know his name is because I stumbled upon Meglana talking to him through a communication orb. He would’ve never been welcome in our family home. When Meglana took up with him, she retreated from the family more than she already had after our parents’ death. I only saw her a few times after that.”

      For the first time, I realized I didn’t know my father’s fate. “When did he die? Or did he? Is he still alive somewhere?”

      “I have no idea. If he is alive, no one in our family has heard from him. I assumed he must’ve died with Meglana.”

      “There was no mention of him.” I caught myself from revealing too much. I didn’t know what the Council was making known about the assassin and my mother’s death. Preserving the Council’s reputation didn’t concern me, but I didn’t want to reveal something that might make life more difficult for me.

      “I have no reason to believe he’s dead then,” Marguerite said. “He wouldn’t seek us out, regardless.”

      “Why? I don’t understand why he wasn’t part of the family like anyone else would’ve been. Is it just that he wasn’t Sibelius?”

      Marguerite laughed. “Oh, no! Sure, whoever Meglana ended up with was going to be ‘not-Sibelius,’ but that wasn’t the issue with your father. The issue there was that he was a sorcerer.”

      “What the…?” How had I never known this? In a matter of weeks I had gone from being human, to being a mage, to being half mage half sorcerer.

      “That’s why we don’t talk about him.”

      My mind whirled with this new information. How did that fit into the picture of my mother I had drawn? “I don’t understand where this prejudice comes from. Sure you might not like sorcerers, but wouldn’t that have been the best way to heal the rift? I mean, the fact that my mom fell in love with a sorcerer after what happened to your parents is amazing. Is the hatred between mages and sorcerers really so deep that you’d ostracize a member of your family over it?”

      “Mages and sorcerers don’t mix. It’s a matter of great shame when they do.”

      I remembered back to my conversation with Mikael at the Armory. He had said something similar. “I just don’t get it. I mean, there’s racism on Earth, but we’ve pretty much moved beyond outlawing mingling.”

      “You don’t understand, and this is another reason we were hesitant to say anything in front of you. The children of mages and sorcerers can’t produce children with magic. To mate with the other means never having magical grandchildren, and people without magic can’t survive in Elustria.”

      “All right.” My mind tried to adjust to the fact that I would never have magical children, not that I had thought about it much before, but it still shocked me. “I understand it would be difficult to live here without magic, but billions of people live without magic on Earth just fine. It isn’t something that would make a parent love their child any less.”

      “You misunderstand.” Marguerite shook her head. “Non-magical beings literally can’t live in Elustria. They will eventually wither and die. To have a non-magical creature here is a death sentence. So falling in love with a sorcerer means ending your family. It’s selfish and cruel to bring a child into this world who can never have children of their own.”

      Marguerite’s words knocked the wind out of me. I didn’t even know if I ever wanted children or if I’d settle in Elustria, but I couldn’t help a deep sense of loss. “Wait, so she was madly in love with Sibelius, and you all made it sound like he was in love with her, but then she breaks that off to have a child with my father which she knows means ending her family line? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Welcome to the family. We’ve been trying to figure it out for ages.”

      “Did any of you search for me? Did you wonder what happened to me?” Had they written me off as the daughter of a sorcerer?

      “We didn’t know you existed until the Council informed us. All we knew was that she broke off things with Sibelius to be with a sorcerer. She retreated afterward. Any time we tried to talk to her, she got angry and lashed out at us. She became obsessed with her fanatical research.”

      “You said she continued your mother’s work.”

      “Yes and no. My mother was an intellectual. Her pursuit was academic in nature. That’s not how Meglana operated. She took everything in life to the extreme. The intricate differences between our races didn’t interest her. She wanted to be as powerful as the sorcerers, and she wanted it now. I hate to cast aspersions, I loved my sister, but the Council has given you this task, so you need to know what you’re dealing with. Whatever you find of hers, take it to the extreme because that’s what she did. Don’t back off or shy away. Don’t think that anything she studied or wrote down was confined to the theoretical. My sister did not deal in theoreticals.”

      I wanted to ask if she suspected Meglana was part of the Directorate, but again, I didn’t know how much the Council had made known. “Thanks. That helps.”

      “I’m glad. My sister may not have been a model citizen, but I don’t see why the Council insists on dredging this all up. She’s dead. That should be enough for them. They’ll use whatever you find to throw dirt onto her grave.”

      That much I knew. “That’s the last thing I want. I’m doing this to vindicate her. I don’t believe she’s the monster they say she was. I’d rather not give them anything.”

      “You can’t do that.” Panic entered her eyes, and she grabbed my hand in alarm. “Don’t go to the Vortex for my sister’s sake. It’s sweet what you’re trying to do, but you’ve already been through enough. I’ve got to get going now, but I’m here for you. I’ll take your call any time. I understand you’re busy, but hopefully this will all be resolved soon, and we can take a stab at being a proper family.”

      “Yeah, I’d like that.” To my surprise, I didn’t need to lie.

      She embraced me again before leaving. When she pulled away, she said, “And don’t worry. If you and that panther who’s watching us now end up together, you’ll have a warm welcome in our family.”

      I didn’t have a chance to tell her that Alex and I were just friends before she walked away.

      Less than ten minutes and I’d gained a father, lost a future, and opened the door to a family.
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      Even though Marguerite had acknowledged Alex’s presence, he waited until she was out of sight to walk to me in human form.

      “That was enlightening.” He sounded as surprised as I felt. “Do you want to discuss it? What you found out is a big deal. I didn’t even know non-magical humans can’t live in Elustria.”

      “So I won’t be able to have little magical children. I’m not worried about that right now.” I waved off his concerns with my hand and rushed back to the cottage. “If my theory is right, my father’s name opens the inner container.”

      Alex followed me to the cavern and watched as I picked up the little jeweled box. Having an audience didn’t make this any easier.

      “Marty,” I whispered as I held the box. The lid didn’t budge under my hand. “Dammit.” I threw it as hard as I could against the ground, hoping it would crack open. Of course, it didn’t.

      “Hey, we know that’s not going to work.” Alex handed me the box and met my eyes with his. The yellow irises had ceased to be alarming a while ago, and now they communicated strength, comfort, steadiness. All the things I needed. “Take a deep breath and think. You can do this. You wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t.”

      The idea of using my father’s name seemed sound, and I wasn’t willing to give up on it yet. “Isn’t Marty short for something?”

      “Sure. I don’t think anyone names their kid Marty.”

      Thank god. I couldn’t handle my dad’s actual name being Marty. There were enough weird names floating around as it was. Then again, if I had grown up with him, if I had cousins—did I have cousins?—I could imagine my father as someone loving and kind. With a nickname like Marty, he’d have to have a great sense of humor. I could see my cousins loving their uncle Marty, and me loving my father.

      Grief at a missed life dissolved into grief over my real parents who had raised me. I hadn’t missed a thing growing up with them. Mom and Dad had loved me in the unwavering, unconditional way of good parents. They didn’t have magic, but their devotion to me had given me more strength growing up than any talisman or wand could.

      “What is it?” Alex’s forehead crinkled in concern as he looked at me. Only then did I notice the mistiness in my eyes. I must’ve gone quiet there for a minute.

      “Nothing, just thinking through all of this. So what are names that Marty is short for?”

      “Well, there’s Martloeb, Martista, Martholomew—”

      Martholomew. That was it. The stone on my chest warmed against my skin in recognition. I looked at the small box and whispered, “Martholomew.”

      Just as with the larger box, the lid lifted easily. Alex circled around to peer over my shoulder into the box. I reached inside and lifted out a single, ordinary key. It could’ve come from my key ring back home.

      “Great, what am I supposed to do with this?”

      Alex took the key from me and examined it. “What were you expecting? A miniature book containing all your mother’s secrets?”

      “Well, yeah.” Saying it out loud made me feel foolish, but at some point these clues had to lead to something.

      Alex handed me the key. “Do you have any idea what that would go to? It’s definitely from Earth.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “People don’t use keys like that in Elustria. They’re quaint in a world of magic. It seems odd that your mother would’ve left anything of value in a place so easily opened with a key.”

      Understanding dawned, and I smiled. “No, she was a genius. If you wanted to hide something from a mage, where better than in a human place? A mage would never think to look on Earth. If she had hidden her secrets here, someone might’ve found them, even stumbled upon them given enough time. There’s no chance a mage would just happen upon whatever this key unlocks.”

      Despite all the negative things I’d heard about my mother recently, my respect and admiration for her grew. If a mage opened the cavern, found the chest, opened the chest, opened the box within, they would still be stumped upon finding this key.

      “So where do we start? Your mother’s plan didn’t just cleverly stop mages; it’s also stopped us.”

      I held the key up to the light, looking for any engravings or markings. It was smaller than a house key. “It looks like it belongs to a mailbox or a locker of some kind. Maybe a safe-deposit box?”

      “Your guess is better than mine. I wouldn’t know anything about that. Remember, I spent most of my time on Earth as a panther.”

      That was hard to believe given how good he was at being human. “We’re not going to figure this out here. I need to get back to Earth. This place may be full of magic, but what I need is a good Internet connection.”

      I’d need a lot more than that, but I did have one friend I could call.

      “How do you propose we get to Earth?” Alex asked. “We don’t have access to a portal.”

      “The Council will have to get me one if they want me to deliver my mother’s research.”

      “I don’t see that happening. At the very least, they’d want us to take someone appointed by the Council with us to Earth.”

      That didn’t sound like a good idea. While I wanted to help the Council, and I was realizing from what my family told me that my mother most likely worked for the Directorate, I still wouldn’t give them everything I found. I wanted to control who knew what.

      “Maybe I should talk to Marguerite about it.” My aunt had seemed willing to help.

      Alex frowned. “Whatever the plan, you need to get some sleep. It’s late, and you’ll think more clearly after you’ve rested. I’ll patrol outside to make sure nothing gets past our guard.”

      “No, stay inside tonight. The guard’s here, and nothing’s going to happen. I’m starting to think that whole security system thing was a fluke. This way you’ll be well rested tomorrow and be more help to me.” I could tell Alex wanted to refuse, but after a few seconds of internal deliberation, he nodded.

      “All right. Though I don’t think I’ll be much help.”

      “You can think of a way for us to get to Earth without the Council sending a babysitter. You’ve done a decent job of getting them to trust you. They might let me go on your word that we’ll return.”

      “I doubt their trust extends that far, but I do seem to be a little more diplomatic than some people.” Alex eyed me.

      I couldn’t help laughing at that. He had a point. Confident that one enchanted container was enough security for the key, I put it back in the more portable smaller box. Although I was eager to return to Earth to solve this, the chances were slim I’d find the door that key opened before Casper got wind of my return.
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      “Kat! Wake up!” Alex’s warm hand on my arm shook me awake.

      “Stop. That’s not how you wake someone up.” I grabbed a pillow and rolled over, hugging it as I tried to fall back asleep. Before I got comfortable, my body was lifted from the bed by my arm.

      “Kat, you have to wake up now!”

      I scrambled to get my feet under me and wiped the sleep from my eyes. “What is it? What’s going on?”

      “The guard is dead.”

      That worked better than a bucket of cold water to perk me up. “What do you mean? How? Where?”

      “I did a patrol when I woke up, and I came upon his body. There’s no sign of how he died. Definitely not a shifter—something magic.”

      I fiddled with my talisman to reassure myself that it still sat around my neck. Fidgeting with the stone had become something of a habit during moments of stress. “So what do we do now? Is the killer still here?”

      “There’s no one here. My theory is that the guard found the person who’s been watching you. Whoever it is doesn’t want you dead because they want the same thing you do, and they intend to follow you to get it.”

      My mind raced through dozens of different paths this morning could take. I kept circling back to one thing. “We need to get back to Earth.”

      “The Council won’t let you go. Despite your recent experiences with them, they don’t like violence. They won’t risk your life, no matter how big the gain.”

      My mother had been the exception because they viewed her as a threat. I had wanted to exonerate her, to prove that her death was an atrocity, but now I wanted the truth more than anything. It appeared I was the only one holding onto any hope that Meglana had been a good woman. I still wanted that to pan out, but there were other things in the equation now: a father and extended family. I needed the truth even if that truth led me to unpleasant conclusions about my mother.

      “Whatever we do, we need to do it quick,” I said. “The Council will notice sooner rather than later that the guard is dead. If we can’t use the Council, are there shifters you can contact to get us a portal?”

      Alex shook his head. “I could find someone given time, but time is something we don’t have.”

      “Then what? If we don’t get to Earth, we’ll never find out what this key goes to, and whoever killed that guard isn’t going to stop if I stay here.”

      “My guess is once the Council finds out their guard is dead, they’ll take you back to the Citadel. You’ll be safe there.”

      “Safe and a prisoner. This has gone beyond fulfilling the Council’s wish and trying to exonerate my mother. I need to know the truth, Alex. If I let the Council take me to the Citadel, that’ll never happen. And they don’t have the best track record for catching people, so I’ll be a prisoner there indefinitely. I have quite a bit of experience being hunted. Hunters don’t give up.”

      “Then there’s one option: Millhook. Let’s hope he was serious when he told us to summon him if we needed help.”

      Brilliant. I had forgotten about the imp’s offer. “Can we summon him using one of the trees here, or do we need to be off the property?”

      “He won’t be able to appear here. We need to go outside the property line to call him. Grab everything you need to take with you.”

      I was already ahead of him. I grabbed a satchel I had found in my mother’s closet and stuffed her journal, the box with the key, my dead cell phone, and some clothes into it. One last check to make sure my medallion was still on, and I nodded to Alex. “Let’s go.”

      Alex shifted, and I rode on his back to the road. It was the only firm boundary line for the property we knew of. As soon as my feet hit the ground, Alex shifted to his human form. “We don’t have much time. I think I heard someone on this road.”

      I carved Millhook’s name into the first tree we found, hoping that this strange tree teleportation messenger system could read sloppy English handwriting. “So how long should this take?”

      “I have no idea. I’ve never done this before.”

      “Great. You know, you might want to think about staying in one world long enough to become an expert in it.” My tone was more acerbic than I wanted. Constantly being hunted did that to a person. Before I could apologize, Millhook appeared before us.

      “This better be an emergency. I was just getting ready for my bath. Can’t take a minute to myself without being summoned by mages, shifters—”

      “Millhook, we don’t have time,” I said. “It is an emergency. Can you get us to Earth?”

      “Eh, what now?”

      Alex grabbed the imp’s shoulders. “Focus. We need to get to Earth, and we need to get there now. There are people coming down this road who will lock us up if you don’t get us out of here.”

      Millhook looked over Alex’s shoulder, and I followed his gaze. A cloud of dust moved toward us on the dirt road, likely caused by a vehicle full of Council guards.

      “Well I’ll be. You two just can’t stay out of trouble, can you? Thought that’d be the case when I met you. That’s why I told ya how to get a hold of me.”

      “Millhook. Earth. Now,” I said.

      “Hey, you! Stay right there,” a guard called from the open-topped vehicle.

      “That’s her, Kat, Meglana’s daughter. Get her to safety!” mages from the wagon yelled. Lilibet’s worried face peered around them. She’d likely insisted on coming along to provide moral support for me. A twinge of regret at leaving her without a word momentarily distracted me, but not long enough to miss a spark of magic building inside a wand pointed at us.

      I grabbed Alex’s hand and Millhook’s, determined that we wouldn’t be separated, and shouted, “Millhook, now!”

      The cottage and road disappeared, and in their place, fire surrounded us.
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      Even though flames engulfed the world around me, no heat touched my skin. Fire consumed trees that appeared unburned. Up above, two suns shone brightly. “This isn’t Earth.”

      “Well that’s obvious, now isn’t it?” Millhook said. “Of course we’re not on Earth. Did you see me make a portal? No, you didn’t. That’s because despite popular belief, imps are not just tools of mages to be summoned and ordered about on a whim. We’re in the Flamewood Forest.”

      I should have known.

      “Thought the trees would have given it away, what with them being in flames and all,” Millhook said.

      “But I don’t feel any heat.” I stretched my hand toward one of the trees, but the air temperature didn’t change.

      “Why would you? These ones aren’t mature yet. Once they’ve lived out their life, they’ll burn up and their ashes will produce more trees.”

      “Oh, like a phoenix.” The parallels between Earth mythology and Elustrian reality fascinated me.

      “What’s a phoenix?”

      “A bird that rises from the ashes.”

      Millhook scrunched up his face and shook his head. “No, nothing like that. I’ve never heard such a ridiculous thing. A bird rising from the ashes? Nonsense.”

      “As educational as this is, we need to get going,” Alex said, gesturing with his hand to hurry it up.

      “Right. I’m sorry, Millhook, but we didn’t know what else to do, and you did say to contact you if we got into trouble.”

      “Yeah, yeah, that I did. Moment of softness on my part. Won’t let it happen again. What kind of trouble are you two in?” Millhook narrowed his eyes and looked between me and Alex.

      “The kind that needs us out of Elustria,” Alex said.

      “I can get you to Earth, don’t you worry about that. I just needed more than a few seconds to conjure up a portal. Did the Council turn on you? Bunch of two-faced mages.”

      “It’s not that simple.” While I appreciated Millhook’s enthusiasm, I didn’t want him getting the wrong idea. “The Council assigned a guard to us, and we found him dead this morning. Someone’s been watching me. If we had stayed, the Council would’ve taken me to the Citadel for my safety, but we need to get to Earth.”

      “Ah, the Council wants to keep you safe. Can’t have that, now can we? You two have a mighty odd definition of the word trouble.”

      “Can you help us or not?” Alex asked. The imp always wore on his temper.

      “Don’t get your fuzzy little head in a tizzy over it, Furball. I’ll have your portal ready in just a few minutes. Where exactly on Earth am I sending you?”

      Alex and Millhook both looked at me expectantly. It was a great question that I didn’t have an answer to. I no longer had a home on Earth, and I’d need more than an unreliable car to find my mother’s secrets. There was only one person on Earth whom I could count on: my gamer friend GreyMist, or rather, Nicole. She’d been my best friend for years even though we’d only met in real life a handful of times. It didn’t seem fair to pull her into this, but I had no other choice. “Do you know how to create a portal to Portland, Oregon? I have a friend there. She might be able to help us.”

      “Not familiar with that name. Which landmass do you want me to take you to?”

      Hell, this could take a while. “The same one you came to when you got me.”

      “And whereabouts on it are you going?”

      “How about I draw it for you?” I picked up a stick and drew a rough sketch of North America then stuck the stick into the ground where Portland would be.

      “I can do that.” Millhook got to work using magic from his hands to conjure a portal. At first, it was tiny, too small for even him to fit through. The first picture we saw through the portal was the west coast of the United States. I pointed to Portland.

      “Yeah, yeah, I see it.” Millhook zoomed in on the cityscape then manipulated the portal until it showed us a wooded area near a road. Satisfied, he pulled his hands apart, and the portal grew in size. “There you go. Don’t want to just appear out of nowhere in the middle of town.”

      “Thanks, Millhook. You’re the best.”

      “Course I am. Now I’ll be coming with you. You’ll need a way back once you’re done with whatever it is you’re doing.”

      Despite what he would like others to believe, Millhook was all soft and sweet in the center. “I don’t want to put you at risk like that, but thanks for offering.”

      “Did I say I was offering? No, I’m telling. You’ve got more magic in that talisman than you know what to do with. It’s like watching a toddler try to operate a cannon. And this one here”—he pointed to Alex—“has about the most useless form of magic there is. What’s he gonna do? Catch some mice for you? Nah, I gotta come along to keep you safe. Won’t have an innocent girl like you dying on my watch. Besides, the Council will figure out that I helped you. They’ll find me, and if you end up dead, it’s me they’ll blame. No siree, I’m not going in for that kind of trouble. Better to stick with you and make sure you get back here in one piece.”

      He had a point about the Council, but we both knew that wasn’t why he was doing it. “Thanks. We won’t take it as a sign that you like us or anything.”

      “Quit your gabbin’. I finally get a portal for you and you’re sitting here talking instead of going through it. Get on with you. I’ll be right behind.”

      I suppressed a smile and stepped through the portal. Alex followed and then Millhook, and the portal vanished. There we were, a half-mage half-sorceress, a panther shifter, and an imp standing by the freeway without a working cell phone, money, or a clue what to do.

      The only option we had was to either walk or hitchhike to some place where I could charge my phone.

      “How are you going to get around, Millhook? You kind of stand out.” I had grown accustomed to Millhook’s appearance during our time together, but I still remembered how much it had shocked me the first time we met.

      “You let me worry about that.” With a snap of his fingers, his hair and skin smoothed out to look more human, the color of his skin lightened from the faint purple to more of a pinkish tone. Clothes covered his body. At a glance, he was passable for human, though he most definitely still looked like Millhook.

      “I didn’t know you could do that.”

      He shifted his shoulders and fidgeted around. “Yeah, I don’t like it. It’s itchy.”

      “Let’s go,” Alex said.

      Our little party stepped onto the shoulder of the freeway and started our walk. The signs for the nearest exit said it was two and a half miles away. That wasn’t so bad.

      It took a little while for Millhook to stop jumping at every car that sped past. The fact that no one stopped to offer us a ride left me a little disheartened. The feeling quickly fled in favor of dread when a car with flashing lights pulled up right behind us, and a state trooper stepped out. This couldn’t end well.
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      Whatever the trooper wanted, it couldn’t be good. That wasn’t the sort of luck I had. Before I could warn Millhook to keep quiet, the little imp strode up to the state trooper and went right in.

      “Hey, thank you for stopping. Might you give us safe transport to where we’re headed?”

      Astonishment rendered me speechless. Alex, seeing the frozen state I was in, intervened.

      “Excuse my friend here, sir. We’re just walking to the next exit.”

      “You know,” the trooper said, “you’re not supposed to be walking on the side of the freeway. It’s dangerous.”

      It was my turn to step forward. “Oh, we know, Officer. We were just stranded and my cell phone died. We’re looking to get somewhere I can charge it and call a friend for a ride.”

      “Hmm, I didn’t see any cars broken down.”

      “That’s because we were out hiking in the woods over here and got separated from our friends. They have the car. Like I said, my cell phone died, and we’re just hoping a gas station up ahead has someone with a charger who will loan it.”

      The trooper narrowed his eyes. “There’s no hiking trails in those woods.”

      I shrugged. “We’re adventurous like that.”

      The officer looked at each of us. “And you don’t look outfitted to be hiking.”

      “Sheesh with all the questions.” Millhook pushed his way past me. “We require your vehicle and that’s all you need to know.” He furrowed his brow and stared into the trooper’s eyes until the man visibly relaxed.

      “I’m happy to take you anywhere you need.” He stepped aside and gestured toward his car.

      “What the…” I couldn’t believe what I’d just seen.

      “Don’t worry, it only works on humans. Creatures without magic have very weak minds indeed. Go on, get in. I’m sitting up front, you two can take the back.”

      The trooper took us to the next exit, though I had no doubt he would’ve taken us anywhere we wanted, no matter the distance. I didn’t want to press my luck, though, and I wasn’t even sure where GreyMist lived.

      When the officer let us out at the truck stop, Millhook said, “Thank you. Now sit here for a few minutes and ponder your life, the world, everything. In two minutes, you’ll drive off with no memory of this encounter.”

      “You’re a funny little man,” the trooper said.

      “Humph, that’s offensive. I’m not little, you’re just big and oafie.”

      While I trusted that Millhook’s magic would work, I still wanted to get away from the officer before trouble came calling.

      “Come on, let’s go inside.” I pulled Millhook inside the truck stop.

      It didn’t take long to find someone who let me borrow their charger. I didn’t have any money with me for food, but at least the Wi-Fi was free. If all went well, and there was no reason to believe it would, we’d be with my old guild mate GreyMist soon, and she’d be able to help.

      As my phone turned on, I marveled at both how foreign and how familiar this felt. It seemed as if it had been ages since I last used this technology, but at the same time I slipped right back into it as if no time had passed.

      “All right, I’m going to call Nicole, and if I get a hold of her, I’m pretty confident she’ll come pick us up.”

      “Let me talk to her.” Millhook held out his hand.

      “No! Let’s get one thing straight, Millhook. Under no circumstances are you to do that magical brainwashing thing on my friend.”

      Millhook crinkled his brow and waved off my concern. “What’s the harm? They don’t even remember it afterward. It’s so much easier.”

      “I don’t care. You don’t go around messing with people’s free will like that, or at least not the free will of my friends.” I had to admit, his trick had come in handy, and I didn’t want to be too rash and rule it out for all future circumstances. “Are we understood?”

      “Yeah, yeah, that’s the problem with you people raised on Earth. You never take advantage of what’s rightfully yours. Always want to make things more difficult for yourselves. But then it’s me you send to run all your errands. Oh, the Council, they don’t like what I do either, but that sure doesn’t stop them from hiring me to be their little errand boy anytime they need it. Millhook, go here, Millhook, go there. Millhook, fetch the crazy mage who killed our assassin. On and on, nothing but orders and no thanks.”

      “Shut up,” Alex said between gritted teeth. If it weren’t for the seriousness of our situation, watching Alex and Millhook argue would be entertaining.

      I clicked on Nicole’s picture in my phone and waited as it rang. I didn’t know where she’d be at this time, and I hadn’t checked what day of the week it was. If she was raiding with our guild, she wouldn’t answer the phone for anyone.

      “Hello?” Nicole’s voice was hesitant on the other end of the line. I had called her from this number before, but I doubted she had saved it to her phone.

      “Nicole, it’s Kat. Serafina.”

      “Kat!” I had to hold the phone away from my ear to escape her high-pitched squealing. “It’s really you. Where have you been? You said you wouldn’t be online that much anymore, but I guess I didn’t believe it. I’ve been worried about you. You could’ve at least let me know you’re okay.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’ve been somewhere where I haven’t been able to contact anyone. It’s nothing bad or anything, but I could use your help now. I’m stranded at a truck stop outside of Portland. I was wondering if you’d come pick me and my friends up?”

      “Of course, that’s not a problem. But are you sure everything’s all right?”

      “That’s a complicated question. And it’ll be easier to answer in person. I’m safe right now. That’s really all that matters. I promise we’re not bringing any trouble to you.” That was a half-truth, but I wouldn’t let any trouble befall her.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m here for you no matter what. But who’s we?”

      “My friends Alex and Mil…ford.” Millhook sounded too strange, but I had already committed to his name, so it morphed into Milford. Millhook glared at me and I gave him an apologetic shrug.

      “Is this the same guy who came over to your apartment? The one who you were telling me about before?”

      “Yep, that’s him.”

      “All right, I’m on my way. If nothing else, I want to meet this guy who finally got you out of your shell. Text me the address.”

      I sent her the location from my phone’s map program. “Did you get it?”

      “Yeah. It should only take me about thirty minutes to get there.”

      “We’ll be waiting outside for you.”

      As soon as I hung up, Millhook started in. “Milford? My name is not Milford. It’s Millhook. Hook, as in I’ll hook anyone who dares to call me Milford.”

      “I’m sorry, but that name just seems a little too weird. I didn’t want to freak her out. We really need her help.” While I intended to keep her safe, I already felt a little guilty for overstating the safety of our situation.

      “Besides, Milford, you shouldn’t have a problem with being called something other than your actual name,” Alex said as he glared at Millhook.

      “Ah, Furball’s a cute pet name. You see what I did there with the word pet?” Millhook grinned at his joke for a second before frowning. “It’s nothing like Milford.”

      “You two can sit here and argue all you like; I’m going to go hitch a ride.” My phone was far from fully charged, but I had enough juice to take a call or text from Nicole if she needed to get a hold of me. When she got here, I’d be able to use her charger.

      While we waited on the sidewalk outside, I laid down some ground rules.

      “Millhook, under no circumstances are you to perform magic on Nicole. You’re incapable of being normal, so in lieu of that, at least be silent.”

      “That doesn’t seem like very good thanks for saving you. I’ll say what I like, when I like, and you can’t stop me.”

      He had a point, but I really didn’t want to drag Nicole any further into this than she already was.

      “Please, Millie.”

      Millhook jumped in shock and twisted his face as if he tasted something sour. “Millie? Definitely not.”

      “That’s what I’m calling you unless you behave.”

      Millhook narrowed his eyes at me. I met his gaze until he humphed and looked away.

      “How much are you going to tell her?” Alex asked.

      That was the question of the day. I’d been firm in my stance from the beginning to not tell her about Elustria. She’d want to see it for herself, and I couldn’t take her there. “I don’t know. As little as possible, but we’ll need quite a bit of help from her. She’s our best chance at figuring out what the key is to. I can’t ask her to do all that and give her nothing in return. If she found out about Elustria, it’s not as if anything bad could happen to her because of that knowledge.” I looked between Alex and Millhook for confirmation.

      “You’re right,” Alex said. “The Council wouldn’t be too happy if they knew, but I doubt they’d be upset enough to do anything about it unless she posed a threat.”

      “And I don’t see how she would, what with her being a non-magical human.”

      “I’d just like to point out that this is something you don’t need to worry about,” Millhook said. “If you end up telling her too much, I can take care of it with just a little wave of my hand.”

      I refrained from admonishing Millhook on this one because he had a point. Her safety was the only reason I would condone such an act.

      A little while later, an old forest green Taurus pulled into the parking lot. Nicole’s purple hair was impossible to miss. “This is her. Be on your best behavior, both of you.”

      I couldn’t contain the grin on my face. She pulled to a stop in front of us, and I climbed into the passenger seat and gave her a hug. As much as I liked Alex and Millhook and even Lilibet, nothing beat having my best friend back.
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      During the drive, we kept the chitchat light. I could tell she wanted to ask more but knew to wait until we got back to her place.

      “I hadn’t eaten yet when you called. Do you want me to fix some breakfast?”

      Wow, breakfast. Was it really still morning? Then again, I didn’t know what the time difference between Elustria and Earth was, but it still hadn’t been long since Alex had shaken me awake to tell me of the corpse in the yard.

      “If you don’t mind, I can make everyone something to eat, and that way you and Kat can catch up.” Alex made his charming offer, and I could practically see Nicole melt.

      But she played it cool. “I don’t know. Kat, can I trust his cooking skills?”

      “They’ve kept me alive so far.”

      “Not exactly glowing endorsement from someone who lived off toaster pastry.”

      “That’s fair, but give him the chance to prove himself.”

      “Very well. I challenge you to make a meal out of whatever you can find in this kitchen.”

      “Milford, want to come give me a hand?”

      I could kiss Alex for his thoughtfulness. The last thing I needed was the imp staring at me and Nicole as we talked. He’d be staring or talking, and I didn’t know which was worse at this point. Besides, I wondered if he would lend a “helping” hand in a magical way. Magic that resulted in me being fed, I approved of.

      “So what’s going on?” Nicole asked as soon as the guys were in the kitchen and we were alone on the sofa.

      “I’m researching my birth mom, and I need your help. She left me this key.” I fished the box out of the satchel I still carried, whispered Martholomew to it, and retrieved the key. “She left this for me, but no note as to what it goes to. It’s kind of urgent that I find whatever it is. I was hoping you could help me with that.”

      Nicole snatched the key and examined it. “Um, it looks like it goes to maybe a post office box or safe-deposit box.”

      “Yeah, I was hoping you could narrow it down a bit more than that.”

      “Sure. Let’s see what we can find out.” She grabbed her laptop from the bedroom. “I don’t mind helping, but I would like to know what’s been going on. You go off the radar and then I get a call from you needing me to rush over to a truck stop to pick you up. No mention of how you got there or why this is so urgent.”

      “You know I would never put you in harm’s way, and I worry that I might be doing that if I tell you too much.”

      Nicole’s eyes dimmed as a shade of hurt overcame them. “I get it. It’s just strange. We used to tell each other everything.”

      I did miss having my best friend. Millhook had made a good point. Anything I told her, he could make her forget. Even if I didn’t tell her anything sensitive, it would probably still be best to make her forget this entire encounter. I made the decision so quickly that I think a part of me had known all along that it would come to this.

      “You’re right. I’ll tell you everything as soon as we find what this key goes to. That’s too important, and afterward we’ll have all the time we need for us to get caught up.”

      “All right then. That’s even more motivation for me to figure it out.” She examined it again for any engravings. Then, using a digital camera with a lens longer than any I’d seen in person, she took pictures of it from every angle. She uploaded the pictures to the Internet to do an image search.

      I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought to do that. I swear, sometimes the easiest answers eluded me.

      “So let’s have a look here.” There were over ten thousand hits on the picture of the entire key, so she cropped it to just show the distinctive markings on it including the number eleven eighty-nine, which I assumed was the box number. Going through all the results manually to find one that was a match was tedious. After clicking through to a lot of worthless pages, we finally found something.

      “I think this is it,” Nicole said as she clicked on an image to see the original page it came from. It was a blog by a privacy nut who was convinced the governments of the world were interested in whatever he owned. Judging from the paw prints following the cursor on his website and the black background with twinkly stars and bright green text, I was guessing that what he had were a lot of cats and a massive Blu-ray collection. Hate to break it to you, buddy, but the government’s not coming after your movies.

      The specific post was on the best places to store things you wanted to keep private, options like safe-deposit boxes, lockers, safes, etc. The gold standard, according to him, was an anonymous vault service in Vienna. It was the only option to receive his prestigious five-key rating.

      “There you have it. It appears your mom left you the key to an anonymous vault. That works out well since I doubt she listed you as a cosigner.”

      “Yeah, pretty lucky.” According to the blog, these vaults were completely private, requiring no ID or anything to access them other than a key. Since even the company itself didn’t know who they rented to, it was impossible for any government to get a warrant to search them. This was, without a doubt, what the key went to.

      “Thank you so much, Nicole. This went a lot faster than I thought it would.”

      “I always told you to learn how to do more with the computer than just game. Now, time for you to fulfill your part of the deal.”

      “You’re right. Let’s go eat and I’ll tell you all about it.” I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when I told her what had been going on in my life. She wouldn’t believe it. But a pang of guilt stabbed at me as I already thought ahead to how quickly I could get away from here and to Vienna.
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      An hour later, I sat stuffed with food I felt sure hadn’t existed in Nicole’s kitchen before we got there, and Nicole was staring at me in shock.

      “There’s no way. You’re shitting me.”

      “I promise I’m not. Would I seriously lie to you about something this big?”

      She sat back in her seat and shook her head. “I can’t believe it. You have to take me. I have to see this. I mean, are there dragons?”

      “What is it with you two and dragons?” Alex asked.

      Seeing a dragon was still on my to-do list, though I increasingly felt like I would never be free from this new rhythm my life had taken of either being on the run or performing some task in exchange for my freedom. “I can’t take you to Elustria. I would if I could, but non-magical creatures can’t come.”

      “That sucks. Can you at least take pictures to show me?”

      Surprisingly, I hadn’t even thought of that. My phone had been with me the entire time in Elustria. Even though the battery did drain, I could take it with enough juice to snap a few shots. I wondered how that would work, if the pictures would even be visible.

      “I didn’t even think to take pictures. Maybe I’ll bring you back some next time.” I knew very well there wouldn’t be a next time. The only reason I could tell her any of this was because Millhook would erase it from her mind.

      “I might not be able to go to Elustria with you, but I can at least go to Vienna. We should see when the next flight is.” Nicole pulled out her laptop and looked up airfare.

      Even if we wanted to travel by plane instead of just having Millhook port us, we didn’t have the appropriate identification papers. Nicole seemed oblivious to this as she started rattling off flight times.

      “Ooh, there’s one leaving at eight o’clock tonight. Perfect. We can sleep on the plane and go right to the vault when we land.”

      I let her buy the tickets, figuring she could get a refund or dispute the charge with the credit card company later. A twinge of guilt stabbed me, but I squashed it down.

      “What’s your last name for the ticket, Alex?” Nicole asked.

      “Wilders.”

      “I didn’t know that.” I looked at Alex, surprised that it had taken this long for me to learn something so basic about him.

      “And you, Milford?”

      “It’s Millhook. That’s what most people call me.” He glared at me and Alex.

      “All right, we’re all set. This is exciting!” Nicole grinned.

      “Kat, can I have a word with you in the kitchen?” Alex asked.

      “Sure.” I turned to the imp. “Millhook, behave yourself.”

      “Oh, I’m sure we’ll amuse ourselves,” Nicole said, a twinkle in her eye. I could only imagine the questions she’d ask him about Elustria.

      Nicole’s kitchen was separated from her living room by a long hallway. There was no chance she’d overhear me and Alex.

      “What are we doing, Kat? We can’t fly to Vienna.”

      “I know. Before it’s time to leave for the airport, we’ll have Millhook wipe her memory and then port us to Vienna.”

      “We should leave now. Have you forgotten that you’re under a deadline?”

      “No, I haven’t.” Frustration boiled to the surface. “Have you forgotten that my life has been turned upside down too many times to count, and I haven’t been able to talk to my best friend about any of it? Ever since you showed up at my door, I’ve been running from one thing to the next. I haven’t had time to process any of this. All I’m asking for is a few hours. This is my one chance to talk to someone. Don’t take that away.”

      “You know, you can always talk to me. I know things were a little weird between us after the attraction I felt toward you because of the talisman, but I had hoped you’d at least consider me a friend.”

      “I do, but it’s not the same. Maybe we’re more than that, and maybe we’re not. I don’t think we’ll have a chance of knowing until after this is all over, but I do know you’re a friend, probably my best friend now. But this might be the last time I ever see Nicole. And I’m aware that if I don’t meet my deadline, it definitely will be. I don’t need any reminders. What I need is to talk to someone who gets how weird this all is.”

      “I understand. I do. But just so you know, this is weird even for a shifter.”

      For the first time it occurred to me that he might need to talk about what was going on. After all, his dad had died and there was something up with his family that made him not want to visit or even inform them that he’d returned to Elustria. Before I could say anything, he smiled.

      “Go. You shouldn’t waste any time with me when you have so little with her. Do you want me to get Millhook out of your way?”

      “No, that’s okay. Both of you can answer questions Nicole and I might have. I want a few hours of normal; that’s all.”

      Alex nodded and gestured for me to lead the way back to the living room.

      Nicole had her laptop out, and I recognized the account screen for Wizards and Fae.

      “What are you doing?” I asked. It seemed odd for her to log in and play.

      “I’m deleting my account. I haven’t been playing much anyway since the guild booted you.”

      “What? They actually deleted me?” The last few years of my life had been wrapped up in that group of people. It shouldn’t matter since I’d never play again, but it did.

      “Yeah. I argued that we should keep you on the roster in memorial since you were a founding member and a Hades Killer, but they were insistent that if you weren’t active, you had to go.”

      That hurt. I would have expected more from the people I considered friends. “You don’t have to delete your account for me. That’s years of work.”

      Nicole shrugged. “I’ve moved on. After what you told me about Casper, I don’t want to be associated with Wizards and Fae at all.” She confirmed the account deletion then closed the laptop. “So you finally met your birth family? That had to have been weird. Did they tell you a lot about your mom?”

      “Not really. They didn’t want to talk about much except about the mage they all think my mom should have ended up with. I got an earful about what a disappointment she was. They wouldn’t even tell me about my dad. My mom’s sister had to come back and tell me that in private.”

      A spark of intrigue entered Nicole’s eyes. “Why? Who is he? Is he alive?”

      “He’s a sorcerer. Apparently that’s verboten. I don’t know if he’s alive.” So far, finding my family hadn’t been a wholly positive experience. It might be best to not go looking for my father. Family was overrated. I’d had a great one, but they were dead now. Time to move on.

      “So you’re not just a mage, you’re half-sorcerer too?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That is so cool.” Awe filled Nicole’s face.

      “It doesn’t seem to be much different from just being a mage. I don’t have any other cool powers, at least that I’m aware of. What has been made clear to me is that I can’t have magical children.”

      “You never wanted children, anyway.”

      True. Losing my parents had tainted my view. I’d never thought about being a mom before they died, but afterward I didn’t want to have a child. It didn’t seem right to put them through the pain of losing me someday. That feeling might have changed, but now it was best if it didn’t.

      “This is exactly what I was saying back in the Flamewood Forest.” Millhook interrupted my thoughts. “You don’t even know what makes you different from mages. You can practically smell the sorcerer magic on you. That talisman has more power in it than any mage has a right to.”

      Shocked, I looked at Millhook. “Wait, you knew?”

      “Of course. Why do you think I called you ‘halfling’ back at the Citadel?”

      “I thought that was because I was half-human or something, having been raised on Earth. Does the Council know?”

      Millhook shrugged. “How should I know? Mages are shit at detecting magic the way the fae do. It wouldn’t surprise me if they didn’t know. And that’s why mages shouldn’t be toying with so much magic. They don’t understand it.”

      “But you called me a ‘halfling’ in front of Calista.”

      Millhook waved his hand dismissively. “She doesn’t listen to anything I say. Besides, that’s not the term they use for it. They’d call you a pidge.”

      “Pidge?”

      “It doesn’t have the nicest connotations,” Alex said. “It’s kind of like the word pariah.”

      “So they don’t know then.” That was a relief. I didn’t need anything else counting against me.

      “It’s not exactly the kind of thing your family would want people knowing about,” Alex said. “They probably worked hard to keep it quiet.”

      So I’d gone from being a loner, to being rejected at the Armory, to being a pariah in the mage world. Great. I had hoped I’d find a place in Elustria among the mages. Maybe I still could once this was over. If my family had kept the secret this long, perhaps I could too.

      “Enough of that,” Nicole said. “You’re a kick-ass magic wielder living in an alternate dimension. There are more important things to focus on, like the food. Do you have to cook? Or does it just kind of magically appear, Star Trek: The Next Generation style?”

      I could always count on Nicole to bring me out of dark thoughts. Before I answered, a knock sounded at the door. Nicole automatically rose to answer it, but Alex stopped her.

      “Millhook, is it a mage?” Alex asked.

      “Oh yeah.” Millhook nodded. “Definitely a mage.”

      I met Alex’s eyes in a panic, and as always he stayed calm and collected. “Come look out the peephole and see if it’s someone from the Council.”

      “Hee hee, peephole.” Millhook jumped off his char and headed toward the door. “What a funny word.”

      Alex rolled his eyes at Millhook, and I lifted him up to the peephole.

      The knocking continued, and Millhook gave us his verdict back at the table, out of earshot of the door. “Never seen him at the Citadel. He’s not one the Council’s mages.”

      “Shit.” A few hours apparently had been too much to ask for. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      “What? Where are you going? What’s going on?” Nicole asked.

      “If that mage isn’t from the Council, then we have to assume he means us harm. Grab your purse. We’re leaving for Vienna now.” It looked like Nicole got to come along after all. There was no question of leaving her to face that mage alone. There was about a fifty-fifty chance that whoever it was would leave her alone since she was human and of no use, but it wasn’t a chance I was willing to take.

      The banging on the door intensified. “Nicole,” the mage yelled through the door. “I only want to talk to you.”

      The doorknob jiggled as the mage tried to get in. The next step would be for him to use magic.

      “Come on, Nicole.” She retreated to her bedroom, and we followed to find her rummaging through things. “You just need your purse, your phone, some credit cards, that’s it.”

      “No, I need my passport. I can’t find it. It’s been forever since I used it.”

      “Trust me, you do not need your passport.”

      “Got it!” She held it up triumphantly.

      “Come on.” I grabbed her hand, and Alex got the other one. Together with Millhook we formed a circle, and I nodded to the imp. The front door crashed open, and we were gone.
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      We appeared in the middle of a train station. No one seemed to take notice of the group of four people who had magically appeared. Everyone was too absorbed in their own business. I didn’t know how Millhook got us there without landing on top of someone else.

      “Oh my god, where are we?” Nicole looked around herself in a panic.

      “Vienna, like you wanted,” Millhook answered and walked off as if he knew exactly where he was going.

      “How’d you know how to get here?” I asked as I followed him. Portland had thrown him, but he didn’t need directions for Vienna.

      “Been here before,” Millhook said without looking back at me.

      Interesting. It was strange to think of Millhook traipsing around Earth running errands for the Council. At my side, Nicole appeared slightly shaken by what had just happened. “Since he was a mage and not a sorcerer, we have some time,” I assured her. “We should use this head start to open the vault.”

      “Exactly what I was thinking. That’s why we’re headed toward the exit.” Millhook pointed up to a sign with an arrow pointing in the direction we are walking.

      “Wait a minute, how do you know we have time? Couldn’t this other mage get here just as fast as we did?” Nicole asked.

      “No, mages can’t do that kind of magic. Millhook here is the only one in our group who can. He can get here quickly, but the mage’ll have to find teleportation rings he’s used before that connect to rings nearby.”

      “I’m guessing that won’t be hard,” Alex said.

      From the look in his eyes, he was thinking the same thing I was: Casper was on my tail again. He was the only one who knew about Nicole. We wouldn’t have been able to be traced or followed just from Millhook’s portal. Whoever found me at Nicole’s apartment had to know I was friends with her. That left only Casper.

      “Nicole, does your credit card work internationally?”

      “Yeah, it should work just fine. They might freeze it since I just bought plane tickets back home and now I’m using it in Vienna, but other than that, it should work.”

      “Good, we need a cab to the vault.”

      A line of cabs waited outside the train station, and we climbed into the first one we saw. Nicole pulled up the address on her phone for the driver. I bounced my knee, willing the cab to go faster. This bastard following us had gotten too close for comfort. The threat felt more real now than it had when a guard I didn’t know showed up dead.

      Alex put a hand on my knee, and I stopped the bouncing. “It’s going to be all right.”

      “How are you so sure?”

      Alex shrugged. “Seems like a waste for you to survive this long only to have it end now.”

      I covered his hand with mine. The physical contact went a long way to calming me down. I needed to think straight. Whoever that mage was, he had changed his approach for a reason. I had to assume he had heard and seen everything. That meant he knew I had the key, and he knew where it went. Once he found teleportation rings, he would know exactly where to find me. I needed to get that vault open, grab whatever was inside, and get out of there.

      The cab stopped in front of a grand white stone building, exactly the sort of place you’d expect to find anonymous vaults used by the super wealthy. I had no idea how my mother had paid for it, but according to the company’s website, vaults could be purchased instead of just rented. That must’ve been what she’d done.

      While it was possible to walk straight to your vault since everything was anonymous and all you needed was a key, a receptionist waited at a desk to help anyone requiring it. Since time was not on our side, I approached her for directions. “Excuse me?”

      “How may I help you today?” She was polished and formal, clearly used to working with a higher-end clientele.

      We must’ve looked an odd bunch in front of her between Millhook’s strange appearance, and the other three of us in jeans and T-shirts.

      “I need directions to my vault.”

      “Certainly. Would you like me to show you on a map or would you like me to take you there directly?”

      “It might be better if you take us there.” I handed over my key for her to read the number on it: eleven eighty-nine.

      “Right this way please.”

      Despite the urgency of the situation, I couldn’t help but wonder what treasures we were passing. People didn’t get these vaults to store humdrum things such as insurance papers, deeds, things of that sort that would normally appear in a safe-deposit box. This was where people stashed things they didn’t want anyone to find out they even owned, much less where they hid it. Jewelry, art, stolen goods, blackmail material. It could all be here.

      “Here is your vault. Would you like a private room in which to view the contents?” The receptionist handed back my key.

      “No, I’ll be taking everything with me.”

      “Very well then. Are you able to find your way out, or would you like me to escort you?”

      “No, you’ve been wonderful. Thank you. We can find our own way out.”

      “It’s been a pleasure to serve you.” She gave a little nod and walked back to the reception area.

      “Maybe we should have taken her up on the private room,” Alex said.

      “No, we’re not looking inside it here.” I used the key to unlock the door. The box inside had a little handle on the end. I pulled it out and handed it to Alex. “There, you can carry it. If something happens, run with it. Millhook, you try to teleport us all if someone gets too close, but the priority is making sure that box stays safe. We should go get a hotel room or something, and we’ll look inside it there. I don’t want to risk leaving anything behind for someone else to find. While my mother might’ve been clever hiding this stuff in such a human way, I don’t doubt that it won’t take a mage two seconds to get into this vault if they wanted to.”

      Out on the sidewalk, Alex and I scanned the crowds for any sign of the mage pursuing us while Nicole flagged down a cab. I hadn’t gotten a look at him, but I felt certain with the help of my talisman, I’d know him when I saw him.

      “Do you speak English?” I asked the driver when a cab pulled up to the curb.

      “Yes, where can I take you?” the man answered in thickly accented English.

      “We’re looking for a hotel room and we don’t have reservations. If you can take us somewhere out of the way, that would be great.”

      “I know the perfect place.” He pulled away from the curb, and I relaxed in my seat. At least we had the box. The cab felt strangely safe since I didn’t think a mage would find us there.

      “How long do you think it’ll take that mage to find us?” Nicole asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It depends on who he’s working with or if he’s on his own.”

      “There’s no need to guess. He’s right there.” Millhook pointed out the window on his right.

      “Oh, shit. Everyone, duck down.” The mage was looking down the street, and I didn’t think he’d spotted us. At least now I knew what he looked like. “Do you think there’s any way he can track us right now?”

      “If he could, we wouldn’t have seen him,” Millhook said. “He looked confused.”

      I agreed. Hell, American tourists often get confused when traveling to another country. Unless this mage worked on Earth often, he wouldn’t be used to it. Having to interact with humans enough to find the vault would be even more disorienting. It wasn’t as if he was simply looking for us to kill us. He was hunting my mother’s vault. The brilliance of her plan saved us. Had she hidden whatever was in that box in a more conventional manner for a mage, we likely wouldn’t have made it this far.

      Paranoid, I didn’t give the go-ahead for us all to sit up until a few miles down the road when I had Millhook sneak a peek and give us the all clear.

      “You hiding from someone?” the driver asked.

      “Yeah, just some stalker who keeps trying to harass us,” Nicole said. “That’s why we asked for a hotel out of the way.”

      “I understand. We’ll be there in a few minutes.”

      The hotel the cab driver took us to was more of a bed-and-breakfast, well away from tourist areas in what looked like more of a residential area. Only a tiny sign even indicated what it was.

      Inside, Nicole paid for the only remaining room. The gentleman at the front desk handed her an actual metal key unlike the ubiquitous plastic cards places used these days. I kept a running tally in my head of all the money Nicole spent. I wasn’t sure how, but I’d pay her back with interest—though no amount of interest could make up for leading a murderous mage to her door.
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      Our room only had one bed, but none of us cared. It was far from the mage hunting us, and more private than a hostel.

      Everyone gathered around on the bed to watch me open the box. Given the way my mother had left her clues so far, I wanted to lower everyone’s expectations. In all likelihood, whatever was inside would be an irritatingly difficult clue to something else.

      When I lifted the lid, everyone leaned in even further to see what was inside. Would it be a magical object? An actual riddle to decipher?

      “It’s another box?” Nicole asked.

      Not just any box. I recognized the material. “It’s made out of the same stone as the other boxes. Casper used one for his ring. Cloakers are made from the same material. It blocks the magic inside from being tracked.”

      Nicole’s eyes lit with the expectation of seeing an actual magic object. The lid lifted off the container easily and inside was…a portfolio of papers.

      Nicole deflated. “That’s it?”

      I pulled out the leather portfolio and laid the pages on the bed. A few small sheets of paper were blank, but the rest had the now familiar handwriting of my mother on them. I read aloud.

      
        
        Since my enemies draw closer every day, it has occurred to me that I must start thinking of the future. For that reason, I’m writing this letter for my heir.

        

      

      A swell of pride rose in me at being her heir. This was the first thing my mother had written directly to me. She didn’t name me because my parents had named me Kat, but she couldn’t be talking to anyone else. I had the talisman, and it had helped bring out my memories that had been the key to getting this far.

      
        
        My research has been a success. I had hoped to join the artifacts I’ve found to form a talisman, but other ways presented themselves and proved more fruitful. I’ve moved far past the theoretical and actually created several talismans. Make no mistake, these are not magical objects I’ve found on Earth that other beings from Elustria left in the past. I have been able to take a regular object and infuse it with magic. The applications are endless.

        For the time being, I’ve hidden the talismans throughout this world, all encased in tellenium to protect them from being found. I plan to combine them to see how much magic one talisman can hold. This means we will be able to give our mages even more magic than the sorcerers have.

        I’ve enclosed more of my notes including clues that my heir can follow to locate the other talismans. Continue my work as I did my mother’s before me. Everything I’ve done has been to protect this legacy. There are those who would kill for this knowledge—I assume they have succeeded in killing me. If you’ve gotten this far, then do not doubt your abilities. You possess the strength and wisdom to continue on. My only regret is that I am not there with you.

        

      

      Emotion overwhelmed me. Until now, my mother had been a person who other people knew. I had heard memories of her, read her private writings, but I’d never had any concrete evidence of my existence in her life. For the last twenty years, I had lived without any knowledge of my birth mother. While my parents had always taken care to make sure I felt loved and never abandoned, there was no getting around the fact that my birth mother had given me up when I was two years old. For the first time, I saw that I had a place in her life, that she thought about me, that her giving me up had been for my own good and not because she didn’t love me or think me worthy.

      “Are you all right?” Alex dipped his head to make eye contact with me.

      I nodded, not trusting my voice at first. “Yeah, I’m fine. It looks like I have a lot of reading to do. Maybe we should plan to stay here for the night as long as that mage doesn’t show up again. After I’m done reading all this, I think we’ll have a better idea of what to do next.”

      Alex straightened up. “Next we go to the Council. This is exactly what they asked for. It will satisfy them.”

      “You don’t understand, Alex. This is the quest my mother sent me on. I can’t turn my back on that request the same way you couldn’t when your father asked you to deliver a necklace.”

      Alex shook his head. “This has gone way beyond any of that. Your mother worked for the Directorate. You have to understand that. Everything you’ve been told has pointed toward it.” He stood as his voice rose in volume. This was the most animated I had ever seen him. “How many more people is it going to take telling you she worked for the Directorate? Casper told you she worked with him and enchanted his code. The Council. Calista, a friend of your mother’s. Your aunt. Your two great-aunts. Everything everyone has said about Meglana points to her being in the Directorate. Not to cast aspersions on my father’s memory, but the fact that he was with her isn’t exactly a point in her favor.”

      “You gave up your parents voluntarily when you left them. I didn’t. You don’t know what that’s like. If it’s true that she worked for the Directorate, it will be just as true tomorrow, and it’ll be just as true when I go through this material and find what she wanted me to find. She wouldn’t lead me this far just to trap me. What would be the point in that? What’s the harm?”

      “What’s the harm? We are being hunted, yet again. You have a deadline to meet or you’ll be banished to the Vortex. She might’ve loved you, but she certainly had a knack for putting you in situations where your life is in danger. I know you think you can handle yourself because you killed the last mage sent after you, but that was luck. We can’t expect your luck to hold. That’s foolish.” He turned away from me to look at Millhook where he sat next to Nicole in a state of shock at what they were witnessing. “Make us a portal to Elustria. We’re going back now.”

      “No, we’re not,” I said firmly.

      Alex whirled back to me. “Yes, we are.”

      I shot to my feet holding the papers in my hand. “You might not think I’m much of a mage, but I know how to create fire. We’re staying, or I’m burning all of it.”

      “You wouldn’t. You want to know what’s in there just as much as the Council does. Maybe even more, for some unknown reason.”

      “Don’t test me, Alex.” My chest rose and fell with shallow breaths. Adrenaline raced through my veins, and I had to restrain my magic or there was a very real possibility I would accidentally burn the papers.

      Alex didn’t back down. His yellow eyes stared into mine with a ferocious intensity.

      “Guys, let’s just take a minute here.” Nicole stood between us, physically forcing us to step back. “I don’t know about you, but it’s been quite a while since we ate. Never make a decision on an empty stomach. You all know better than that. What we have here are a bunch of hungry people. So here’s what we’re going to do. No decisions need to be made now. Alex and I are going to go grab us some food. Whoever’s after us doesn’t care about the human and the shifter. Kat, you and Millhook stay here, and if the mage shows up, Millhook can make you a portal out of here. If we come back and you’re gone, we’ll assume that’s what happened and we’ll figure something out. Sound good to everyone?” She looked between all three of us and didn’t wait for an answer. “Good. Now come on.” She took Alex by the wrist and marched him to the door. I didn’t resume my seat on the bed until the door shut behind them.

      When I could no longer hear them walking down the hall, I gathered up the papers.

      “You two shouldn’t be fighting like this,” Millhook said. “The cat has a good point. I might not always like them, but the Council’s good people. You’d be safer there.”

      “I know you’re trying to be helpful, but this is something I have to do. Maybe you can help me understand her notes. You know more about magic than I do.”

      “I know about fae magic but hardly anything about mage magic.”

      “Well, I’m sure there are some universal principles at play. Besides, you have to know more than the girl who didn’t even know she was a mage or that mages existed until a few weeks ago.” Dear god, had it really only been a few weeks? What madness was that?

      “All right, I’ll help, but don’t expect too much.”

      As I reached for the notes, a movement to my left caught my attention. A little marble rolled across the floor. It must have entered the room when Nicole and Alex left. Other than an actual marble, there was only one other thing it could be. As soon as I took notice of it, it floated up into the air and expanded to reveal the face of the mage Millhook had pointed out on the street.

      I scrambled to hide the notes underneath the bed sheets. I didn’t want anyone knowing anything about what had been in my mother’s vault.

      “Ah, Kat Thomas, we finally meet.”

      My first instinct was to run and my second was to glean as much knowledge as I could. That second instinct won out when the man spoke again.

      “Allow me to introduce myself. I’m Sibelius Sydarthan.”
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      For a moment, I forgot to breathe.

      Nothing could have prepared me for this. When my aunts had told me about Sibelius, I had assumed I would never meet him.

      “Judging from your reaction, I take it you’ve heard of me,” Sibelius said, his voice amused.

      “Oh yes, I’ve heard of you.”

      “From your great-aunts, no doubt. I hope they were complimentary.”

      “You might say that.” I spoke slowly, wary of his intentions.

      “I loved your mother very much. Her family saw that. Hopefully you’ll trust me, just like your family does.”

      “I don’t see how I can trust someone who’s been hunting me.”

      Sibelius laughed. “Hunting you? I’m afraid you’ve misunderstood. If I were hunting you, I’d be there right now instead of using this communication orb.”

      “I thought a communication orb only worked between people who know each other or who have given their consent.”

      “This is a modified tracker communication orb. That’s how I was able to get to you. All I want is to talk. I’m sure you have many questions about your mother. She was an extraordinary woman. I promise, I’ll answer any questions you have for me. I’ve waited a long time to meet you.”

      Of course I wanted to talk with him. The desire had to be written all over my face. That I wanted something from him and didn’t know anything about where he was or what his intentions were put me at a disadvantage. He came at this from a position of power, and my sincere desire for what he offered left me vulnerable. The worst thing I could do was blab to him, get caught unawares and give him too much information. He wasn’t seeking me out from the goodness of his heart. He wanted something from this, and I didn’t want to unwittingly give it to him. I needed to take control of the situation, set my own terms.

      “I’m willing to talk with you, but not now.”

      Sibelius’s face registered surprise at my response. “Why not now?”

      I needed to come up with a reason that didn’t make me appear uncooperative and also didn’t reveal too much about my situation. I didn’t want him to know that I was here alone with Millhook. “We don’t have any privacy. I can slip away from the others later.”

      “And when do you think you’ll be able to get away?”

      I needed time for Alex and Nicole to get back, time to talk with them to develop a plan, and time to eat. “Let’s meet for coffee in the morning.”

      “I don’t want to wait that long.”

      “You said you’ve been waiting a long time to meet me. Surely one more night is nothing. I want to talk freely without any interruptions. Right now everyone’s in the next room. They won’t like it, me talking to you.”

      Sibelius’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. My heart banged in my chest. If he got too suspicious and came here now, my only hope would be for Millhook to port me to safety, and that would mean being separated from Nicole and Alex for who knew how long.

      “I suppose you’re right. I’ll see you at eight o’clock tomorrow morning at the café on the corner.”

      Sibelius’s face disappeared. The orb went dark and fell to the ground. I snatched it from the floor and looked for a place to put it. My eyes caught on the tellenium box on the bed. He wouldn’t be able to use the orb if it was in there. After I put the orb in the box, I shoved it in the dresser for good measure. With that done, I sat on the bed, but I couldn’t keep my hands from shaking a little.

      “Furball isn’t going to like this,” Millhook said.

      “That’s his problem. I bought us some time, and I wasn’t stupid enough to talk to him on my own. When Alex and Nicole get here, we’ll come up with a plan. You start thinking of what you can do to help. In the meantime, I’m going to go through these and see what I can find.” It would be more dangerous to meet in person than to talk through an orb, but I had done the best I could on the spot. I picked up the papers next to me and thumbed through them, but my eyes wouldn’t focus on the writing—they kept darting to the clock on the bedside table. No matter how mad Alex was, he wouldn’t stay away for long. It wasn’t safe.

      After another ten minutes of obsessively checking the clock while trying to ignore Millhook’s annoying humming, it occurred to me that Alex and Nicole might have been caught. They didn’t have the information Sibelius or anyone else wanted, but they were vulnerabilities that could be used to get to me.

      “Millhook?” I turned to look at the imp, and his humming mercifully stopped. “Do you think—”

      The door to the room opened, and in walked Nicole followed by Alex carrying bags of food.

      “We found this great takeout place. Or at least this lady on the street told us it was great, and it smells pretty good. Given that we haven’t eaten anything since breakfast, I’m guessing it’s awesome. Also,” Nicole said once Alex set the bags down on the table, “Alex has something to say.”

      Alex glared at Nicole for a moment before turning his attention to me. “It was explained to me that since you’re the one whose life is being threatened, I should be more understanding of your irrational ways. I’m sorry I wasn’t aware of this rule earlier.”

      Millhook howled with laughter. “Oh, Furball, stay single all your days or you’ll end up dead.”

      It wasn’t the best apology in the world, but I had to give him points for effort. Besides, given what I was about to tell him, I couldn’t be too judgey. “I accept your apology.”

      Alex huffed, but before he could say anything, Nicole said, “What did you two get up to while we were gone?”

      The smells coming from the food containers Nicole was unpacking made me consider putting off telling them until after we had eaten, but we didn’t have much time to figure out our next course of action.

      “Sibelius contacted me through a communication orb. Turns out he’s who we saw earlier today.”

      “That’s him?” Alex asked.

      “Sibelius?” Nicole’s forehead crinkled at the unfamiliar name.

      “Sibelius is the mage my mother and the entire family was in love with. The one who got away.”

      “Why is he following you?” Alex asked. “I don’t understand why he wouldn’t just come and knock on your door.”

      I didn’t understand it either. “That’s a great question, and I can ask him. He wants to talk. He could tell I wanted answers from him, so I decided to delay. I wanted a chance to develop a plan with you guys first, but he’s planning on meeting me at a café in the morning.”

      “You agreed to talk with him?” Alex’s question came out equal parts angry and perplexed.

      “Yes. He’s the one person who could have answers for me.”

      “And you trust him? What reason would he have to tell you the truth?”

      “What reason would he have to lie? I may have started to come around to the fact that my mom wasn’t the best person, but everyone I’ve run into sings the praises of Sibelius. He knew my mother in a way no one else did. I can’t pass up an opportunity like that. Sure, every word that comes out of his mouth might be a lie, but I’ll hate myself if I don’t at least listen.”

      “This is an insane risk.” Alex’s anger mounted. “He wouldn’t be doing this unless he wanted something from you. He wants to continue whatever work your mother was doing.”

      “That’s why I had the good sense not to talk to him right then. I’m telling you guys so we can work out a plan. I have no intention of giving him any information he doesn’t already have. I’m in control here. And I bought us a few hours, so if it turns out it is an insane idea, then we can run again. But I think it’s worth taking the chance. If he meant us harm, then he’d be here already.”

      “Meant us harm?” Alex’s eyebrows shot up almost to his hairline. “He’s already killed a guard tasked with protecting you.”

      “We don’t know that it was him. And we’re certainly not going to find out just sitting around here talking when I could be discussing this with him. Now, let’s eat and come up with some ideas.”

      I hoped that eating would calm Alex down a little. I had never seen him so frazzled.

      “Have you been able to get anything from the notes?” Nicole asked.

      “Not really. I’ve only glanced over them.”

      “We should take the notes and go back to the Council,” Alex grumbled.

      “I told you, I’m not ready to do that yet. There’s a chance my mother hid a talisman or something else here. I want to stay in Vienna at least until the deadline to see if I can find anything else or if her notes lead us in a different direction.”

      “I don’t know that I can protect you here.” Alex got to the root of his problem. “Sibelius found you despite our best efforts. I know you say he doesn’t mean you any harm, but that might not always be true.”

      “And how am I any safer in Elustria? As you so aptly pointed out, my guard turned up dead. That’s not what I’d call a safe environment.”

      Nicole played referee again. “How about you two eat? Let the food help you think of something to improve our situation, because right now the two of you are going at it like cats and dogs in one big circle, and you’re not helping anyone. You’re just bothering me and Millhook, who are trying to have an enjoyable meal. I understand it’s a stressful situation, but letting your food get cold won’t improve it.” Nicole glared at me until I raised a forkful of noodles to my mouth. Then she turned her attention to Millhook. “And what do you think about all this, Millhook?”

      “Thank you, Nicole. Finally, someone asks for Millhook’s opinion instead of just ordering me around like I’m here for your convenience. I’ve got lots of thoughts of my own, you know.”

      After a beat, Nicole urged, “And they would be?”

      “Oh, I agree with Kat.”

      A bigger woman than I might’ve suppressed the self-satisfied smirk, but I was no such woman. I let Alex have the world’s smuggest smirk.

      “Don’t look so proud of yourself,” Alex said. “He’s only siding with you because he hates shifters.”

      “I take offense at that statement.” Millhook puffed up his chest. “I have no problem with shifters. I’ve been consorting with you, haven’t I? Just because I come in with both eyes wide open and take proper precautions around your kind doesn’t mean I have a problem with them.”

      Nicole’s eyes widened as she looked between Millhook and Alex, shocked at this blatant prejudice. “Well, Millhook, do you have any ideas on how we should proceed?”

      “I don’t see the harm in having her meet with this Sibelius character. I’m curious myself as to what he has to say. If I sit still, I can make myself invisible. I can port her out of there at the first sign of trouble.”

      “Can he track you if you port?” Nicole asked.

      “No, the teleporting I do isn’t traceable.”

      Having cleared my plate, I felt it safe to jump back into the conversation. “I think we should find another hotel or somewhere else that we can meet up. You and Alex go there and wait for me and Millhook. We’ll port to you after the meeting, and if there’s trouble, we’ll port a little early.”

      “No, I want to be there.” Alex was back to his calm yet firm demeanor. “If this crazy meeting is going to take place, I want him in my sights the entire time.”

      “That makes no sense.” I appreciated his protectiveness—it had kept me alive this long—but his presence would only endanger me. “He’ll know something’s up. I delayed him by saying that I needed privacy and you were in the next room. Plus, I need you to take all of my mother’s things. I don’t want them with me at the meeting. I’m not going to give him a chance to snatch them.”

      “I still don’t like it.” Alex sat back in his chair and crossed his arms.

      “You don’t like it because you’re not in control of it. There’s nothing wrong with this plan, and you know it. This is my best chance to get information, which means it’s my best chance to fulfill the Council’s orders and live a free and happy life in Elustria. The sooner all of this is done, the sooner you can go back to being a panther with a giant stick up your ass.” Everything Alex did seemed to get under my skin. Why couldn’t he be on board with this?

      “Whoa, let’s all just calm down.” Nicole spread her arms out between me and Alex as if we were on the verge of lunging at each other. “You’ve both brought up very good points, but I think we should go with Kat’s plan. If Millhook can teleport her in the blink of an eye and this Sibelius guy won’t be able to trace it, I don’t see what the harm is.”

      “The harm is she can give him information that can be used against us.” Alex spoke as if I were an ignorant child.

      “Oh, thanks for the confidence. I wasn’t a bumbling idiot before you found me. I was about to graduate college.” I stopped myself before I went into detail about how I was also our guild’s raid leader and managed to juggle the complexities of a forty-man raid just fine. That might not help my case here.

      “Let’s come up with the questions you’re going to ask him, and the information you’re willing to give him,” Nicole said. “We can probably figure out what he already knows and have you not reveal anything else.”

      With that, Alex and I entered an uneasy truce.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next morning we had a list of questions and safe topics to talk about, and we’d found a suitable hotel to meet at on the other side of Vienna. Nicole had the satchel full of my mother’s things, and we were ready to go. Alex opened the door and Nicole and Millhook filed out. But when I moved to exit, he shut the door.

      “I don’t want you leaving with things the way they are between us.”

      “Then pull the stick out of your ass.” It wasn’t just that he was annoying, it was that I needed him, and I hated not having his full support.

      “I’m sorry I’ve been difficult, but I only want you to be safe. You’ve kind of grown on me. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to you.”

      “I’ll be fine. In this case, Millhook can do a better job protecting me than you can. I need you to protect Nicole. None of this is her fault, and I shouldn’t have dragged her into it. She’s my best friend. My only friend really, besides you. It’s hard enough having to cut her out of my life. So that’s what you can do for me right now.”

      “All right. Stay on alert, remain calm, and think everything through. And remember: you’re a mage, think like one. If worse comes to worst, if Millhook becomes incapacitated, you know how to throw fire from your hands. Do it. We’ll worry about the consequences later.”

      I nodded. “Thanks. And I forgive you for being such an ass. I’m sorry I haven’t made things easy on you either.”

      “Well, I did sort of start this whole thing. We’ll say we’re even.” Alex pulled me into a hug that smoothed the tense line of my shoulders. I could take care of myself, or at least I liked to believe that, but I still felt safer when he held me.

      “I can’t be late. I need to get there before he does.” We’d decided that would give me a necessary advantage.

      “You’re right. I’ll see you at the rendezvous point.” He opened the door, and we joined Nicole and Millhook in the hall.

      “Finally. Can we get a move on now, please? It’s rude to keep people waiting. Quit your worrying, Furball. I’ve lived longer than you, and I’ve gotten out of more hairy situations. One little mage is no match for me. I was saving little mages like this one”—he pointed his thumb at me—“when you were still a twinkle in your momma’s eye.”

      We all laughed at Millhook’s antics, but it couldn’t erase the tension. Once we got to the lobby, we went our separate ways. As I watched Nicole and Alex disappear down the street, I hoped it wouldn’t be the last time I saw them.
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      The table in the back corner of the café gave me a clear view of the door and ensured that no one could come up behind me. Millhook sat to my left, invisible.

      The waitress seemed to take forever to get my coffee. My eyes scanned the room, making sure Sibelius wasn’t lying in wait. All around me were humans oblivious to the magical creatures sitting in the corner. The hope was that Sibelius wouldn’t do any magic in front of all these humans. I blocked out the low hum of chatter around me and focused my sight on the door, so much so that when the waitress set down my coffee, I jumped in my seat.

      “I understand why Furball is worried about you now. Hate to break it to you, but this Sibelius is capable of a lot more than the waitress.”

      “Oh hush, Millhook. I don’t want him to surprise us.”

      “I got the—what d’you call it, rendezvous point?—firmly in my mind. First hint of trouble, you grab me, and I’ll get us out of here.”

      Just moments after the waitress delivered my coffee, Sibelius walked through the door and headed right toward me. His actions left me with the distinct feeling that he had gotten here before us and had been observing from outside.

      Sibelius exuded a nervous energy as if he was more excited about this meeting than I was. As he strode to our table, it was not with the confidence I’d expected from the mage who had commanded such love and respect from my family. Nothing about his looks indicated he was a heartbreaker. While he wasn’t fat, he had an oval face lacking any definition. Long, thinning hair hung in waves to his shoulders. Instead of a powerful mage, he appeared to be a college professor.

      As he sat across from us, a wide smile split his face. “Kat, I presume. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person. Thank you for obliging me with this meeting.”

      “I figure we both have questions we want answered. My family speaks highly of you.”

      A wistful smile appeared on Sibelius’s face. “Ah yes, your aunties are quite the bunch. I honestly don’t know who was more tore up when Meglana and I didn’t work out: me or them.”

      According to the sad, faraway look in his eyes, he knew the answer was him.

      “Why did the two of you break up?” I wanted to get him talking, and the question had been bugging me since meeting my family.

      “That has a long and complicated answer. The short version is that our work got in the way. We made a great team in the beginning. Together we discovered the secret to making talismans. I couldn’t have done it without her, but she also couldn’t have done it without me. Eventually the work wore on us and our relationship suffered. Toward the end, we lost touch. Her life was in danger. I wanted to help her, to keep her safe and work together, but that wasn’t her way. I’ve never stopped thinking of her, though, and of the greatness we could’ve achieved together, the greatness we did achieve.”

      A genuine longing appeared in his eyes as he gazed past me into memories. He absentmindedly fiddled with an emerald earring that I assumed was his talisman. The moment passed, and he focused back on me.

      “It was Meglana’s greatest wish that you continue her work, just like she continued her mother’s. The Council wants only to destroy it. They are so interested in maintaining peace that they’re beholden to the sorcerers. They’re no longer interested in protecting and helping the mages. To find proof of that, one only need look at how little they did to capture your grandparents’ killer.”

      “Is it true what they’re saying? Was my mother part of the Directorate?” I caught the surprise in his eyes as I mentioned the Directorate.

      “If there’s one thing you need to know about Meglana, it’s that her only allegiance was to knowledge. At times, the Directorate served that allegiance better.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Meglana was in pursuit of knowledge, no matter the costs or outcome. The Council didn’t like that because the sorcerers are threatened by mages learning more about magic. The more we know, the more powerful we become, and the more threatening we are. The Council wants peace even at the expense of our own growth. The Directorate is not restrained by such beliefs. Your mother didn’t have any ideological leanings toward the Directorate, but she believed they were right in wanting mages to expand our knowledge of magic. They encouraged her inquisitive pursuit.”

      That seemed to be the most flattering thing anyone had said about my mother. Sibelius painted her as more of an agnostic scientist than a villain. Then again, he may be a villain. There was a body outside my mother’s house attesting to that.

      Sibelius continued, “She would have wanted us to work together. As soon as I heard of her death, I knew I needed to seek you out.”

      This was where the conversation got tricky. I needed to keep him talking without revealing too much information myself or creating a dangerous situation. “I think my mother intended me to find them on my own. Everything she left has been specifically for me.”

      “So she was successful in creating more? I thought there was only the one.” Sibelius eyed the amber stone around my neck. It took all my self-control to not lift my hand to it to reassure myself of its presence. I wanted to kick myself for revealing so much.

      Sibelius didn’t move to ask me a question, so I pressed onward. “What do you know about my father? All I know is that he was a sorcerer. Everyone seemed reluctant to talk about him.”

      Sibelius’s eyebrows shot upward. “Oh, you don’t know where he is? That’s interesting.”

      I couldn’t tell if he answered that way because he knew where my father was or if he was as clueless as I was. “Maybe my father will know something that can help us. Can you tell me where he is? Or how to get in touch with him? Who were his family?”

      “No, he can’t help us. We need to find the other talismans. It’s incredibly important. If we can get them, not only will I be able to improve the process, but their power will open entire new realms to us. Kat, your mother meant for you to be great.” He reached across the table and grabbed my hand. I pulled back, not knowing what kind of magic he might be able to perform if he had physical contact with me. The last thing I needed was for him to somehow teleport me away. Even though that should be impossible for a mage, I didn’t want to take any chances.

      I tried to backpedal. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My mother didn’t leave me anything about any others. You know more about it than I do.”

      “No, Meglana wouldn’t want them to get into the wrong hands, but she would’ve never ended her work there. Nothing would’ve hurt her more than to know that all of her study went to waste. This is generations in the making. You know it’s true. You’ve spoken to your aunts. They’ve told you what we meant to each other. They told you about your grandmother. Don’t let your mother’s death have been in vain.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and placed the cup between us. “I didn’t even know her. I wasn’t raised as a mage.”

      “Maybe not, but you are a mage. And that’s a powerful talisman you wear. Your mother made more like it. We have to find them. Do you know the destruction the wrong person could wreak with those? We’re talking about power unlike anything the Council has ever seen. You need to come with me. We’ll go to Elustria and do this together.”

      “No. We can talk more another time, but I don’t have anything else to say to you right now.” I pushed my chair back, preparing to leave.

      “At least let me examine your talisman. It’s more perfect than I would’ve thought. I knew the process would work, that’s why I had to let your mother go, no matter how brokenhearted it left me. That stone is the reason I let her go. Just let me touch it.” He reached out his hand, and a feverish obsession consumed his eyes.

      “No!” I closed my hand around the amber to protect it from him.

      “Give it to me,” he snarled.

      I took hold of Millhook’s leg. In an instant the café vanished. We landed on our butts in the middle of a busy street on the other side of Vienna. A horn honked, and wheels squealed beneath straining breaks.
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      My heart pounded in my chest. Human instinct took over, and I couldn’t reach for my magic fast enough. Every part of my brain said to run, but my body wasn’t capable of rising fast enough to get away. I closed my eyes and braced for impact.

      It never came. After a few seconds, I opened my eyes to see Millhook next to me on a crowded sidewalk.

      “You don’t think I’d let you get hit by one of those things do you?”

      My entire body shook from the adrenaline. There was no way to play it cool or be witty. “Thanks, Millhook.”

      “Of course, that’s what I’m here for. A regular taxi service. Now come on, let’s meet up with the others.” He had taken us directly in front of the hotel we had agreed to meet at. Inside the lobby, Alex paced while Nicole tried to talk to him. It looked like she was trying to convince him to settle down. Alex raised his hand to rebuff her concerns, and that’s when he saw me.

      He covered the floor faster than I thought possible, and my nerves finally relaxed. I was back with my friends, safe.

      “What happened?” Alex peered at me with a fierce intensity as if he’d be able to discern the truth from my eyes.

      “Nothing. Let’s go to the room and talk.”

      Alex merely shifted his gaze to Millhook, demanding a more satisfactory answer.

      “He got a little grabby, that’s all. Figured better safe than sorry. Isn’t that a human saying? Anyway, I got her out of there with plenty of time.”

      If Millhook didn’t feel the need to mention the incident with the car, then neither did I.

      “Come on,” Nicole said. “We need to get to the room. It’s more private up there.”

      Alex nodded, and Nicole took my arm as we preceded the other two up the stairs to the third-floor room.

      As soon as the door shut behind us, Alex got started in on his questioning again. “So what do you mean he got grabby? What happened?”

      “He’s obsessed with finding the other talismans my mother made.” I conveniently left out that I had let that bit of information slip, but I already felt horrible about it, and I didn’t need Alex’s condemnation.

      “Obsessed?” Millhook said. “He looked more possessed to me. His eyes went mad, and he tried to grab her necklace. I was worried he’d start trying to use force to get it from her, so I ported us out.”

      “That’s it,” Alex said as he grabbed my satchel from where it sat on the bed. “This is a bad idea. We need to go back to Elustria and to the Council.”

      “No, we’re staying here.” I hadn’t changed my mind.

      “If he found you at the last hotel, he can find you here.”

      “I don’t think he used magic to track us there,” I said. “I think he saw us when we spotted him in the cab. He won’t follow us here.”

      We both looked to Millhook, who knew more about these matters than we did, for clarification.

      “He won’t be able to figure out where we ported to. He’ll have to find us another way. I agree with Kat on this one, but I don’t care whether we stay or leave.”

      I wondered if Millhook’s ass chafed from straddling the fence so much.

      “Kat,” Nicole said, “you know I want you to stay here as long as possible because I’ve missed you, but if it’s not safe, you should go back to Elustria. You can come back later when it’s safer.”

      She didn’t know it, but the sooner this was all over, the sooner Millhook would tamper with her memory so that none of this ever happened for her. She wanted what was best for me, and there was no way for her to know that as soon as I returned to Elustria, it would mark the end of our friendship. Maybe there was a way out of it, a way to keep her memory intact and keep this friendship alive. The only way I could see that happening was if I proved myself to the Council.

      “My mother might’ve hid something else here for me. Why would she get a safe in Vienna? It’s good for privacy, but there might be more to it. Maybe she hid a talisman here as well. If so, it seems a lot safer for us to find it than for Sibelius.”

      “You’re due to report to the Council tomorrow,” Alex reminded me.

      “Exactly. If I go back now, to them I’ll be the girl who killed a guard and then fled. I have to have something definitive to give them, not just the ramblings of my mother.”

      “The Council is not going to believe you killed the guard, especially if you go back willingly,” Alex said.

      “My experience with the Council leads me to believe they don’t assume the best of anyone. All I’m asking for is one more night. If I don’t discover anything, we’ll report back to the Council and go from there.”

      I wasn’t completely stupid. Missing the deadline with the Council would only dig my grave deeper, but I couldn’t give up on this so quickly. This might be my last chance to find out what my mother thought was worth giving her life for.

      “Fine, but we’ll leave in time for you to meet the Council’s deadline.” The concession from Alex was quite a sacrifice on his part judging from the concern in his eyes and his grudging tone.

      “I promise. I’m not stupid enough to cross them that much.”

      “What can we do to help?” Nicole asked.

      I took the satchel from Alex’s hand and spread everything out on the bed. “Can you read any of this? I’m guessing only mages can.”

      “Yeah, it’s nothing but gibberish to me, sorry,” Nicole said.

      “Don’t worry about it. I can still use your help. Just talking it through, we might make sense of it.”

      “I can also help in other ways, like providing food. I’ll go grab us some now.”

      I smiled my thanks to Nicole as she left the room. “All right, let’s get to work.”

      I picked up the first sheet of paper and started reading aloud.
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      “Millhook, do you have any idea what the source could be?” All throughout my mother’s notes she kept referencing “the source.” The source was drained of its magic. She drained magic from the source and placed it in the talisman.

      “I have no idea. Mages have always needed something with magic in it, like wands. The trees the wands come from get their magic from Elustria itself. I don’t know where else someone would get magic from.”

      “What about you, Alex?”

      “Shifters know less about magic than the fae do. We shift, we shift back, and we can heal, not much to it. Mages are the only ones who concern themselves with this stuff.”

      “Sibelius said he had helped my mother figure out how to make talismans. He probably knows what the source is.” As stupid as it was to want to see him again, I wished for another encounter so I could get more answers to my questions.

      The notes also said some containers worked better than others for the magic. Apparently Sibelius had suggested amber, and according to the notes, that seemed to be the preferred substance. Perhaps that was the only contribution he had made to the project. Ancient stones worked best, but amber was particularly receptive to the magic. Diamond proved difficult to get the magic into, but worked well once it was achieved.

      “It says here that efforts to preserve the source were universally unsuccessful. So I guess she was trying to take the magic from the source while also leaving the source intact? If that didn’t work, then magic must be a finite thing.”

      “You’re getting into a lot of technical theory here. I mean, I can see it both ways. Elustria’s never run out of magic, and it’s been around for millennia. But then it also seems that if you take the magic out of something, it would no longer have magic in it.” At least Millhook was trying to be helpful. Alex stuck to his contention that shifters didn’t know much about magic.

      “Maybe she figured out a way to capture and bottle the magic that’s in Elustria,” Nicole said around a mouthful of croissant. She’d brought back a ton of food, but I’d barely touched any of it. I could eat later. “I mean, it makes sense if that’s the case that she assumed when she took the magic from the air or whatever that there would still be more there. But maybe that wasn’t the case. Maybe she’s talking about a river or something.”

      “There was a stream running through her office back in Elustria. Perhaps she figured out how to extract the magic from it and put it into a talisman. Or maybe the magic came from the little fish that are swimming around in there. That’s a good thought, Nicole.” I wanted to make sure to show my appreciation for her contribution. She already felt badly that she couldn’t help more.

      I picked up the paper again and continued reading. “It goes on to say that she worked on a potion to preserve the source so it would be more sustainable and therefore more likely for the Council to adopt it, but it didn’t work. There was only one method that proved successful.”

      “What was it?” Nicole asked.

      “It doesn’t say.” I flipped the page in my hand but there was nothing on the back. And there were no other notes connected to that one. “I’m beginning to think she really didn’t want anyone to know what she was doing.”

      “This is a lot more than we had before, though. The Council will be happy with what you’ve found out,” Alex said. This was his way of nudging me toward deciding to go back to Elustria early. “We’ve been through everything, and it’s just a bunch of riddles. If you take this to the Council, they may be able to help you with it.”

      “I still want to try to do this.” To be honest, I didn’t know where this inquiry would lead. If it turned out that everyone was right about my mother, I wanted to find out on my own terms, and I wanted to control the way the Council discovered the secrets my mother had died to protect. “Everything else says she got the idea from the beginning. ‘If you want to find the truth, look to the beginning.’ I don’t understand that. The beginning of what?”

      “Probably the beginning of her study. Your family might know more,” Alex said.

      “It says the key to making the talismans from a sustainable source is found at the beginning. It also says that’s where she’s hidden her magic. What the fuck does that mean? Have I not jumped through enough hoops for her?”

      Nicole moved from the table to sit next to me on the bed. “It’s okay, you’ll figure it out. It’s just going to take time. Think of it as an epic quest line. We’re not in the starting area anymore.”

      I laughed at the comparison to Wizards and Fae. Nicole was right; patience had never been a strong point of mine. “I don’t have time to be patient. I need to figure this out by tomorrow, otherwise I might not get another opportunity.”

      I refocused on the task at hand and split the notes up into two distinct piles. One set of notes outlined her thoughts on creating talismans while the other was concerned with where she had hidden the talismans she created. “So what do you think is more important, finding out how she made the talismans or finding where she hid them?”

      “Well, if someone knew how to make a talisman, then it wouldn’t really matter where she hid the other ones—you could just make more,” Nicole said.

      “Good point. I wish she’d given us more information about what the source is. Maybe she found a source of magic on Earth, and that would explain why she spent so much time here. There’s no other reason for it. I’m sure there are places in Elustria where she could’ve hidden.”

      “She couldn’t have hidden out for long,” Millhook said. “The Council would’ve been down her neck wherever she was.”

      “Well, hiding out on Earth didn’t help her at all. The Council followed her here as easily as they would’ve followed her anywhere in Elustria. That makes me think the source has to be somewhere on Earth.”

      “Maybe it is,” Alex said. “There are certain things on Earth that are supernatural that we don’t have in Elustria, like vampires.”

      “Yeah, but I don’t think vampires are exactly magical. When I was with Casper, he seemed to believe vampirism was caused by a virus that spread through blood contact.”

      “Okay, but there’ve been magical myths and legends throughout human history,” Alex said.

      “You mean like angels and fairies and stuff?”

      “Nah, all that stuff comes from Elustria,” Millhook said. “Angels and fairies come through from Elustria. I don’t know what the hell a vampire is, but that other stuff, that’s all Elustrian in origin.”

      “I gotta get out of here, clear my head.” I set down the pages I held. “We’ve read through all of this, and I need time to process it all.”

      “Then we’ll all go,” Alex said as he stood from the bed.

      “Honestly, I should be alone right now.” I could see the hurt in his eyes, but he didn’t let it seep into his tone.

      “Fine, but at least take Millhook so he can port you if something happens.”

      “All right. Come on, Millhook.”

      “Sure, that’s what I am, a taxi service for mages in trouble.” Despite his protests, he started toward the door.

      “Hey, maybe you can ask the Council for payment when we get back,” I suggested.

      “They’re too cheap to pay me well on the jobs they do hire me for. I won’t see so much as a gold speck for all this, but I do it anyway.”

      “Of course you do, because you’re a giant softy.”

      “Only when it comes to protecting fools who are too foolish to protect themselves.”

      I looked back to Alex and Nicole. “I won’t be gone long. I just need to get out of this room.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Out on the street, I looked around, deciding whether to go right or left, and remembered the line from Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. I didn’t care where I was going, so it didn’t matter which way I went. I took a left and tried to enjoy the scenery of Vienna. This was not how I’d expected my first experience of Europe to be.

      Surprisingly, Millhook kept quiet, allowing me time alone with my thoughts. I didn’t see how I could figure anything out from what my mother had written. At this point, I admitted that I was staying more out of dread of facing the Council. I also didn’t relish what leaving would mean for my friendship with Nicole. When I got back to the hotel, I had to be ready to say goodbye to her and accept my future at the Council’s hands.
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      Walking through Vienna, I lost all track of time. It was so easy to believe that by walking I could leave it all behind. As long as I was away from Alex and Nicole, I could pretend that none of this was happening.

      With a start, I realized I had no idea where we were.

      “Millhook, do you think you can find the way back?”

      “Of course I can.”

      “We better start heading that way. Alex and Nicole will get worried soon.”

      “Oh, I think they’ve been worried this whole time, but I take your meaning.”

      We turned around and started back the way we had come. Having figured out nothing on my walk, I dreaded returning. There was little chance I’d be able to come up with anything before tomorrow. Perhaps Alex was right, and it was time to return. I was only delaying the inevitable.

      After a few blocks, a familiar face caught my eye on the other side of the street. Analise from the Armory was walking down the sidewalk toward me. I tingled all over as panic set in. I closed my eyes and shook my head, trying to get a hold of myself. I’d been going nonstop with little rest. It was entirely possible I was seeing things.

      When I opened my eyes again, she was nowhere to be found, but I saw a girl with similar features where Analise would’ve been.

      “What’s wrong?” Millhook asked.

      I continued to watch the girl as she walked past us. “It’s nothing. I thought I saw someone I know. Can we take the long way back?”

      “Sure.”

      I thought about asking Millhook to port us, but that was an overreaction. Two people magically disappearing would bring too much attention. I was being paranoid, nothing more. Besides, it was becoming increasingly apparent that we needed to return to Elustria. I had every intention of telling Alex it was time to leave as soon as we got back to the hotel. We would need Millhook to have all his energy to create a portal and adjust Nicole’s memory.

      Millhook had a superior inner compass to anyone I’d ever met. He expertly navigated us around the city as if he’d been raised there. I took my time absorbing the sights of the city knowing I would leave it soon. I never saw Analise again, but I was glad for the false alarm. It allowed me to see more of the city I might never revisit. Sure there were plenty of places to explore in Elustria, but I’d miss all the parts of Earth that I had planned to see someday.

      As I turned the corner to follow Millhook into an empty alleyway, Sibelius appeared in front of me, cutting me off from Millhook.

      “How fortuitous to run into you like this,” Sibelius said. “I wondered if you might have thought of any more questions for me. Perhaps you want to reconsider searching for the talismans with me.”

      I clasped my talisman in my hand and took a step backward. Sibelius bound Millhook with a spell that froze him in place.

      My mind raced. What was the right thing to do? My instinct was to run and scream or fight him. Neither option seemed wise. The same fevered madness consumed his eyes. The safest choice would be to play along, lull him into a sense of security so I could make my move.

      “Actually, I do have a question for you. My mother’s notes mention the source repeatedly, but I have no idea what she’s talking about, do you?”

      A wicked smile curved Sibelius’s lips and a menacing gleam entered his eyes. “Oh yes, the source. I was surprised you hadn’t figured that out yet, given everything you know. You have all the pieces, all you have to do is assemble them. A pity your mother’s intelligence didn’t pass down to you. I suppose you took after your foolish father in that regard. Have you figured it out yet?”

      My mind went through all the possibilities we had discussed at the hotel, but nothing he said made one of them seem more likely.

      “Dear old Marty. Meglana wanted to be more powerful than a sorceress. The natural conclusion was to steal their magic, bottle it up for our use. It’s your father’s magic that possesses the talisman you wear. The amber was my idea. Amber retains memory. I postulated that by using it, the memory of the source might confer to the mage. I’m curious to find out if it worked.”

      He paused, expecting an answer from me, but I was too confused to answer. Instead, I posed a question of my own. “So what’s all this about preserving the source? She said only one method was successful.”

      “Ah, yes. Meglana wanted more power, not just for herself, but for all mages. So she thought about this from all angles. We felt confident that we could drain magic from a sorcerer, but she knew if it killed the sorcerer the Council would never approve of that. So she did a lot of experimenting. She drained Marty of his magic slowly and developed potions to try to keep him alive as a human. When it became clear that wasn’t working, she got pregnant with you. It’s a little theory we had had about the offspring of mages and sorcerers. You can’t produce magical offspring yourself, so you’re already halfway to being human. If you produce humans, you might be able to become human. You were an experiment.

      “After you were born, she drained the rest of your father’s magic, killing him. Then she stripped you of your spark and put that into the talisman as well, making it stronger and proving that pidges can be stripped of their magic and still survive. The Council might not be willing to kill sorcerers for their magic, but there’s no harm in stripping pidges of their magic and letting them live as humans, especially since they wouldn’t have been able to produce magical children anyway.”

      My stomach lurched, and I felt certain that had I eaten any of the food Nicole had brought, I would be puking. “She used me? And my father?”

      A vicious laugh came from Sibelius’s lips. “Yes, in addition to being incredibly intelligent, Meglana was a master at using people. You’re in good company. I was in love with Meglana; that’s why I shared all of my knowledge with her. Together we could’ve been great. She promised me she was leaving me for Marty to pursue our shared interest, that she would come back to me when the experiment was complete. For years, the only time I heard from her was when she needed to consult with me. When she had it all figured out, I never heard from her again.

      “So you can see why I don’t understand this loyalty you have toward her. You should want to find her other talismans as much as I do, to see what it was all for, to see what your father’s death bought. She must have killed more sorcerers, perhaps even had more children. At one time we even speculated about putting the magic of multiple sorcerers into one talisman. Something like that would be more powerful than anything in the world. Your talisman alone, having Marty’s magic and yours in it, is the most powerful I’ve ever seen.

      “Make this right, Kat. Let’s find what else she did in her pursuit of power.”

      What I wanted more than anything was to have Alex beside me. Together, we could fight Sibelius off, but in my current state I was too emotional and confused to think of a defense, much less an effective offense. Only one viable option remained. “You’re right. I have her notes at the hotel. They’re gibberish to me, but you’ll probably be able to make sense of them. What you’ve already told me makes them much more clear.”

      Sibelius visibly relaxed. I wanted to grab Millhook. He would know to teleport us as soon as we made physical contact, but I worried that Sibelius would attack us before we could get away. Instead, I turned around and led Sibelius into the busy thoroughfare where he might hesitate before performing magic in front of so many humans and where there were enough distractions that we had a chance to get away unscathed.

      Sibelius followed, and behind him, Millhook. Not only would performing magic expose him to the humans, it was so crowded that he’d likely injure innocent passersby. I could only hope that these things mattered to him, though it didn’t seem likely given the state he was in.

      The flip side of this plan was that I wouldn’t be able to perform much magic either, because I did care about injuring innocents.

      I took us to a busy subway entrance where dozens of people were pouring out onto the street. I swerved between them, making my route more convoluted than necessary. Luckily, Millhook seemed to understand my intent, and he zigzagged as well, making his way toward me.

      “Stop!” Sibelius shouted.

      My talisman warmed to an almost intolerable degree in response to a mounting magical threat. I looked behind me, and a bolt of purple energy left Sibelius’s hand.

      Millhook’s outstretched fingers touched mine, and I closed my eyes, hoping that the fae had been faster than the possessed mage.
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      Surprised exclamations and familiar voices replaced the cacophony of street sounds.

      “Shit!” Nicole sounded scared.

      “What happened?” Concern and fear laced Alex’s voice.

      When I opened my eyes, Alex and Nicole’s shocked faces floated above me staring at Millhook’s leg. The entire limb was charred black.

      “It was Sibelius.” The sight of Millhook’s leg twisted my stomach. I couldn’t form a coherent thought from all feelings storming around inside me. “There was a black and purple bolt. Oh my god, Millhook, I’m so sorry.”

      Alex lifted his eyebrows and nodded to Millhook as if asking a question. The imp must’ve understood, because he gave a little nod. Alex shifted into his panther form and licked Millhook’s leg. Nicole yelped in surprise.

      “Shifters have healing power,” I explained, though I didn’t see how Alex could make this better. A team of surgeons and months of recovery wouldn’t make much of a dent.

      “How did this happen?” The horror in Nicole’s voice made me regret pulling her in to my problems.

      Millhook grimaced. To my amazement, it appeared that his leg was getting a little better. I hoped that I wasn’t imagining it. It was nothing like the fast-acting healing I’d seen Alex do in the past. Only when I was convinced the leg was improving did I calm down enough to organize my thoughts.

      A part of me wanted to wait until Alex was done, but better to get this part out of the way without having to see the look on his face when I explained how stupid I had been. “We went for a walk quite a ways from here. I had decided that it was probably a good idea to go ahead and return to Elustria. So we headed back for me to tell you, and I thought I saw Analise.”

      “Who’s Analise?” Nicole asked.

      I moved to the bed and sat. “She’s a mage I met at the Armory with Casper. She’s powerful, and she hates me. When I looked again, she was gone, but there was a girl who looked a lot like her. I’ve been going so long with so little sleep that I figured I was imagining it. I was going to ask Millhook to port us, but I decided it was more important for him to conserve energy to make a portal, especially since it turned out not to be her. To be safe, we took a long route back. If it was her, I didn’t want to lead her to us.

      “When we turned into an alley, Sibelius was there. He separated us and told me a lot of stuff about Meglana.” It didn’t feel right to call her “Mother” after what I had heard. “I wanted to get us out of there, so I told him I would work with him. I led him to a busy part of town where I thought it’d be harder for him to do magic, and Millhook ported us here. Just as Millhook reached for me, Sibelius cast a spell. I thought we got away in time, but I guess at least part of his spell hit.”

      Alex shifted, and his face looked grim. “That is a powerful curse. It’ll take time to heal. I’ve done the best I can.”

      “Thanks, Furball.” Millhook wiggled his leg and a wave of pain washed over his face. “I’m not gonna be able to port us anywhere for a while, much less make a portal.”

      “So what do we do?” Nicole asked.

      “We’re going to have to stay here and hope that Sibelius and Analise don’t find us before Millhook makes a portal.” Alex lifted Millhook and placed him on the bed. The imp barely protested.

      With Millhook taken care of as much as he could be, my mind turned to the task at hand. “Where are all of Meglana’s notes?”

      Nicole handed me the satchel from where someone had hung it on the back of a chair. I dumped its contents onto the bed next to Millhook. No one ever needed to have the knowledge these notes contained. If Sibelius got his hands on them, I was sure they would give him the missing link to creating talismans.

      My first instinct was to destroy everything, but as long as those extra talismans were out there, Casper, Sibelius, and anyone else who knew about them would continue searching. I felt confident Casper knew as much as Sibelius did. He hadn’t appeared surprised in the least that my amulet contained my spark. Anyone else would’ve been shocked, mortified, but not him because he already suspected. He knew what Meglana had been working on.

      If the Directorate searched for the talismans, then someone from the Council, maybe even me, would need to find them first. So I kept the notes that referenced her hiding places for them. One by one I took the other sheets into my hand and disintegrated them. It felt good to not only take action, but also to use my magic.

      “What are you doing?” Nicole asked, alarmed.

      “I have to destroy these. No one should know what’s in here. No one.” I incinerated the pile, feeling only slightly guilty at the pile of ash on the carpet that housekeeping would have to clean.

      “I can’t believe you can do that!” Nicole said. I had forgotten she hadn’t seen me perform magic like that before.

      Alex watched the whole thing with a hint of approval in his eyes. “Now why don’t you tell us what that was about?”

      “Casper’s probably been working with the Directorate to find me. That also explains why Sibelius didn’t come see me in my mother’s house even when my aunts were there. I doubt he killed the guard. Casper must’ve tracked me to my mother’s home. The Directorate would be smart to keep a spy there to see if I showed up. Then after they killed the guard and I fled, Casper likely changed tack and got Sibelius to help him.”

      “We should’ve been expecting this.” Alex shook his head, and I could see him mentally berating himself. “Casper will never let you go. What was it Sibelius told you?”

      I went over everything with them. It physically hurt to reveal the truth about the woman who had given birth to me, whose memory I had clung to with hope despite what everyone had told me.

      “So that’s why I had to destroy the notes. Sibelius knows the general theory, but he doesn’t know the specifics involved in creating a talisman. I don’t think anyone does, and I intend to keep it that way.”

      Alex and Nicole both looked stunned.

      “How are you?” Nicole put her arm around me.

      I shrugged. “I’m fine, I just want to get back to the Council.”

      “You’re not fine. Your mom literally killed your dad. That’s some heavy stuff. You don’t just brush that off.”

      “Well, I have to. I can’t break down right now.” I’d never been destined to have a family in adulthood. Every time I felt like I belonged somewhere, to a guild or group or family, something took it away. Some people were just meant to be on their own. Tears stung at my eyes and I shook my head to push them back. This was ridiculous. Right in this room I had better friends than most people found in a lifetime. “As soon as Millhook is able, we need him to make a portal to Elustria.”

      “And what if Sibelius and Analise find us first?” Alex asked.

      “I don’t know. We need to come up with some kind of plan.” I looked to Nicole. “No matter what happens, you need to go home. You can’t come to Elustria. You might as well leave now so we know you’re safe.”

      “No, I’m not just going to leave you here.” Hurt and offense filled Nicole’s eyes. “They’re not after me. I mean nothing to them, so don’t worry about my safety. There’s no way I can leave here without knowing you’re going to be okay.”

      I knew Alex and Millhook both understood that tampering with Nicole’s memory was now off the table. It didn’t make any sense to waste Millhook’s power on such a trivial thing when there were more serious concerns.

      “Well, we can’t stay here if they come,” I said. “We’d be endangering innocent people. With all the commotion, someone will call the authorities, and Millhook won’t be able to create a portal.”

      “There’s a wooded area to the northeast of here. I saw it on my phone when I was looking at the map of this area. It looked secluded and private enough for what you need,” Nicole said.

      “So if they come, we’ll make our way there.” Alex shifted and tended to Millhook’s leg again.

      The limb appeared to be healing, but not fast enough for comfort. With how intently I stared at it, I couldn’t tell if it was really improving or if my eyes saw what I willed.

      “Do you think it’ll come to that?” Nicole asked.

      “I hope not. With any luck, Sibelius and Analise won’t find us, and Millhook can make a portal right here when he’s able.” My eyes didn’t waver from Millhook’s leg.

      If Sibelius or Analise forced us to run, I had little hope that I would survive.
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      The tension tightened with each passing minute. Alex shifted between human and panther to tend to Millhook’s leg. Toward the end of each healing session, his tongue would darken as if it were taking on some of the curse from Millhook. I suspected that’s why he had to keep stopping: to give himself time to heal. Not only did Millhook’s leg look better, but his overall color had improved too.

      Alex had just shifted back to his human form when Millhook pierced the silence that had thickened in the room. “Am I the only one who’s gonna say it? Meglana was one scary mage.”

      Despite everything, I couldn’t help laughing. The tension in the room lifted once everyone saw my response.

      “Yeah, that’s kind of intense,” Nicole said.

      “What little I knew of her made me wary of her, but I would’ve never guessed,” Alex said.

      “Had the Council known what she was working on, they would’ve banished her to the Vortex,” Millhook said. “Draining magic from sorcerers? That’s beyond their wildest imaginings. If the sorcerers knew, they’d throw their peaceful notions to the wind and obliterate the mages.”

      Millhook was right. What I’d learned today had far-reaching implications, much further than my personal life. What everyone had said about my mother was true, except it was so much worse. I could understand the quest for knowledge and even power, that at least made a little sense, but I couldn’t comprehend killing someone, someone who presented no threat or immediate danger.

      After she had killed my father, had it become easier for her? I’d already killed one man in self-defense, but I knew within me that it’d be easier to do it again should the need arise. It was entirely possible that my mother had killed dozens of sorcerers in pursuit of their power. There was still so much to figure out. What was her endgame? Why did she hide the talismans instead of using them to protect herself? That was the real sticking point for me. It seemed to indicate that she was in pursuit of knowledge itself, that she wanted to see how strong and powerful she could become more than she wanted to use that power. Or, if the way things were going were any indication, there was likely a far more sinister plan she had been working toward.

      I had to wonder why I was still alive. Why didn’t Meglana kill me? Perhaps it was as Sibelius had said, that she wanted me to continue her work. If that were the case, why didn’t she keep me with her? Maybe she didn’t relish having a daughter but also wanted someone to continue on just in case things didn’t work out for her like she thought they would.

      Or maybe, just maybe, she really wanted to protect me. Why, out of all the talismans she must’ve created, was this the one she used, the only one connected to me and my father? I was grasping at straws, but when straws are all you’ve got, you take them.

      “Millhook, knowing what you do now, can you think of why Meglana’s notes kept saying to look to the beginning?” She seemed to have been referencing something she assumed the reader would understand.

      “Ah, I suppose it goes back to the creation myth. It’s believed that millennia ago sorcerers and mages mated. When they discovered that their offspring couldn’t produce magical children, they thought it was kinder to strip them of their magic sparks and send them through to Earth, creating the first humans. I doubt there’s any truth to it.”

      “Even so, it has to be what inspired Meglana.” That was exactly what she had done with me.

      “It’s a twisted mind that jumps from a myth to farming pidges for magic.”

      That’s what I had been to my mother: a resource to be used and discarded.

      “Can you tell me something else? What’s the Vortex? All I’ve heard is that it’s like prison and I’m going there for life if the Council isn’t happy. It’s about time I learn more than that.” The closer I came to my judgment day, the more important this knowledge seemed.

      Millhook shifted on the bed and looked to Alex as if for approval. Alex tensed his jaw but didn’t say anything. Millhook focused back on me.

      “Perkusia—that’s the name of the planet, though hardly anyone ever uses it—is split into two parts: Elustria and the Vortex. Elustria is where most everything lives. The Vortex is the rest of the planet. If you looked at it from far away, you’d see a giant dark purple vortex, like a swirling ocean. Inside it is a whole other world. The sorcerers do a lot of work to ensure that creatures from the Vortex don’t spill over into Elustria. It’s also where the worst criminals are sent. Elustria doesn’t have a death penalty; we send people to the Vortex.”

      “In the shifter world,” Alex interrupted, “if we have that much of a problem with someone, we’re more likely to accidentally kill them in a fight than to banish them there. We’re more humane like that.”

      “So what exactly happens in the Vortex?” Nicole asked.

      “It’s a counterweight to the magic in Elustria. Everything has to balance out. So for all the magic you see in Elustria, there is an opposite and equal amount of darkness in the Vortex, the kind that did this to my leg. Mages aren’t supposed to be tampering with it. Sorcerers do more than just make sure the Vortex stays contained. They’re there to make sure it doesn’t overtake the rest of Perkusia. If everyone used dark magic as casually as Sibelius did, it would throw the entire world out of balance. Things would get downright nasty quick.”

      “So the entire planet is in this good versus evil struggle? That’s a little quaint,” I said.

      “And untrue,” Millhook said. “It’s a different way of being with the magic. It’s a parasite and host situation. In the Vortex, the parasite is the magic, and in Elustria, it’s all of us who are the parasites. It’s mighty dark stuff, the kind of stuff you don’t teach children. We let the sorcerers deal with it. The rest of us hardly ever think of the Vortex. If the mages understood how much work the sorcerers did to keep our planet functioning, perhaps they’d lay off them a bit.”

      Anger mixed with fear in Alex’s eyes. He didn’t like talking about the Vortex when I might end up there, so he shifted and licked Millhook’s wounds again, putting an end to the conversation.

      “I don’t think there’s any more I can do,” Alex said when he had shifted back.

      “You’ve done plenty.” Genuine gratitude shone from Millhook’s face. “Just got to give it time now. It’s getting there. It won’t be too much longer ’til I can make a portal.”

      “Are you sure I can’t come?” Nicole asked.

      I wished more than ever that she could. I needed a good friend in Elustria, and it looked like things were far from settling down for me. I didn’t want to hurt her, to make her feel left out. I hated people who did that.

      Millhook came to my rescue. “Even if humans could survive in Elustria, you wouldn’t like it. Imagine living in a world where everyone’s doing magic just as a matter of course and you can’t so much as levitate a piece of paper.”

      He was right, but it didn’t make it any easier for Nicole. A part of me wanted to give her hope. Maybe a mage would invent something that would allow her to come to Elustria. They were inventing all kinds of magical devices. But ultimately, giving her false hope would only be cruel.

      “I promise, once things settle down, I’ll come visit more often.” That was a promise I was comfortable making. It was the one benefit to Millhook’s injury. If we got out of here, he wouldn’t have enough energy to do the kind of intricate magic it would take to alter Nicole’s memory. This wasn’t a simple “forget the last few minutes” like he did with the state trooper. That meant I was free to continue our friendship.

      “I understand. But can you bring souvenirs or something next time? Really, I mean, if you were going to the Bahamas you would’ve mailed me at least a postcard, probably a keychain. But you go to an entirely different world and I get bupkis.”

      “Will do,” I said. “There has to be some equivalent to photography there. I’ll bring back lots of pictures.”

      The atmosphere in the room settled into that of an airport gate after the goodbyes were said and all that was left was to wait for the plane. “Are you going to make it back home all right?” I asked Nicole.

      “Yeah, I might hang around Europe for a little while. I’m already here, might as well make the most of it.”

      “What about your passport? It’s missing a stamp.”

      “Yeah, I’ll talk my way through it.”

      I’d feel a lot better if we could port her home before we left, but it wasn’t possible.

      Millhook broke the awkward silence. “Didn’t Sibelius say something about the amber holding on to memory? Did it work?”

      I hadn’t thought much about it, but now that he mentioned it, it made sense. At Meglana’s house, I assumed it had been my own memories that were giving me clues to follow, but that wasn’t right. I remembered back to the surge of anger I had felt when Meglana has whispered Sibelius’s name. The memories had to have been my father’s. He had been nudging me along, helping me throughout this entire journey. It might have even been some remnant of him that had protected me from having the talisman removed.

      “Yeah, I guess it did. I’ve seen visions of my mother I had assumed were my memories, but they couldn’t have been. They must be his.”

      “Wow, that’s cool. So you can like look back through your father’s entire life?” Nicole asked.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly how it works—”

      I was interrupted by Alex taking his panther form and walking to the window. He sniffed the air then shifted. “We’ve got to go. Casper is here. Can you make a portal, Millhook?”

      “How much time have I got?”

      “Minutes.”

      Millhook wiggled his fingers as if testing his magic. “It’s not flowin’ strong enough yet.”

      “Then we go to our backup plan.” Alex helped Millhook to his feet. “Can you get around?”

      “Oh, yes. Leg’s not doing too bad, it’s just my magic that hasn’t quite recovered yet. I’ll be able to make the portal, it’ll just take a little longer than normal, and I won’t be able to hold it open forever.”

      “Then you and Nicole go out the back to get a head start. Kat and I will exit out the front and follow.”

      I grabbed my satchel and gave Nicole a hug. “Be careful.”

      “You too.”

      “Come on, Kat; we don’t have time for this.” Alex grabbed my hand, and we left the room going one direction while Millhook and Nicole went the other.

      I didn’t know if I’d have time to say goodbye to Nicole later. I could only hope that our plan worked and I’d return someday.
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      “So you saw Casper? You’re sure it’s him?” I asked Alex when we exited the front of the hotel.

      “Yes, I’m positive. It was his scent that first alerted me. I spent enough time despising him that there’s no mistaking it.”

      We made our way down the sidewalk, not outright running, but going at a brisk pace to circle the block and follow Millhook.

      Alex looked behind us. “Casper’s about half a block behind us. And I assume the pissed off girl with a pixie cut is Analise.”

      “Yep, that’s her. Any sign of Sibelius?”

      “No.”

      “Shit. That means he probably followed Nicole and Millhook.”

      “Don’t jump to conclusions. You’re the one he wants.”

      I took Alex’s advice, not because I thought he was correct, but because the only way I could help Nicole and Millhook was to keep a level head on my shoulders and get out of this alive. I’d be no use to them dead. “What do you think our best move is here?”

      “I say we keep him in public as long as possible to give Millhook time to work on the portal. As long as he has us in his sights, I don’t think he’ll make a move until he feels sure he won’t be seen,” Alex said.

      “Sibelius had no problem doing magic in public.”

      “I think Casper will. He has a reputation to maintain.”

      It was easy to forget that Casper Rothian was a world-famous billionaire and game developer, the type of man certain people recognized on the street. He wouldn’t like a video appearing online shot from someone’s cell phone showing him performing magic in the streets of Vienna. That gave a certain predictability to his actions. “I hope you’re right. I don’t know if I can defeat him in a fight. If it comes to it, try not to kill Analise if you don’t have to.”

      “I’ll do what I have to.”

      I didn’t know if Alex had ever killed before, but I believed he wouldn’t hesitate to. “She’s a victim in all this. Her parents were murdered.”

      “Yes, and then she made the choice to join Casper.”

      “Don’t forget, I did too.”

      Alex looked at me out of the corner of his eye. “Fine.”

      We darted between the people on the sidewalk, never slowing our pace but never running either. Casper and Analise kept pace, seeming content to follow us all day. Up ahead, a steady stream of people poured around the corner. It must be a subway entrance. If I turned right into the crowd, I could take off at a run and possibly lose Casper before he could make it through the people. I grabbed Alex’s hand and gestured to the corner. He nodded his head in understanding.

      Just a few more steps. When I increased my pace to take off around the corner, my legs flew out from under me. Alex’s superior reflexes kept him on his feet, but I took at least one pedestrian down with me as I crashed to the ground.

      Stunned, I didn’t understand what had happened until I tried to get to my feet only to have my hands slip out from under me. “Shit, it’s ice. Casper.”

      Alex pulled me up by my arm and practically dragged me, but it was no use. Casper and Analise had advanced to only a few feet behind us. Freezing the sidewalk had been a stroke of genius, a way to use his magic that was too subtle for anyone to notice and trace it to him. He kept the sidewalk beneath our feet frozen, and it took only a few steps for me to fall again. Casper grabbed for me and Alex threw himself between us.

      “Hey, leave her alone!” Alex shouted, gaining the attention of passersby.

      The distraction gave me enough time to melt the ice with my hands and reform the water into an ice arrow—just as Casper had taught me. I sent it flying straight toward Casper’s leg where it lodged itself in his calf. Casper screamed out, and Alex and I took our opening, sprinting around the nearest corner.

      We faced a dilemma. If we went to the woods, we’d be giving up what little protection being in the city provided. We’d be more vulnerable, but we also had to get to Millhook. If we didn’t get to him in time to go through the portal before he lost the strength to keep it open, we wouldn’t get another opportunity before Casper killed us.

      “What do you want to do?” Alex asked as we ran through the streets, drawing attention. At least with attention on us, Casper would hesitate to do anything overt.

      “Get to Millhook.”

      Alex nodded and pulled ahead of me, leading the way. We were only a few streets from where the city blocks gave way to trees. I could hear Casper and Analise behind us growing louder as they neared. The woods were only one street away now. We dove in front of traffic, forcing cars to swerve and brake, blocking Casper’s path. Angry German voices shouted behind us.

      Once Alex passed a few trees, he shifted, and I climbed onto his back. Finding Millhook would be much easier with Alex’s heightened panther senses. The speed would be difficult for Casper to match, but under the cover of the trees, he’d be able to freely use his magic.

      A dark purple bolt whizzed past my head and then a red one. Casper and Analise would only miss so many times.
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      Alex ran in a zigzag pattern, preventing the spells from hitting. I tightened my thighs around Alex’s side and twisted my upper body around to look at our pursuers. With a wave of my hand, I sent a dozen little ice arrows toward them. It slowed them down, but not much.

      Ahead, I made out Millhook in the distance. The portal was nothing more than a spark of light between his hands. At this rate, we would need to fight off Casper and Analise for at least a few minutes. My options were limited in this space. Fire was too much of a risk in such a wooded area, especially given how dry it was. If I tried to hide myself, they would go after my friends.

      I had one piece of leverage. Playing it now would be risky, but I didn’t see any other option. “Stop here. We shouldn’t bring them any closer.”

      Alex stopped, and I jumped off his back. When I turned to face Casper and Analise, Alex already crouched defensively in front of me. Casper and Analise kept advancing, but when I held my satchel aloft, Casper’s arm shot out to halt Analise.

      Green tendrils grew from my right hand and lashed the strap of the satchel to my arm. He wouldn’t be able to get it from me without snatching the entire limb away. He wasn’t above doing that, which made me a little nauseous, but at least this way I’d have time to incinerate it before he could remove it. Any action or spell that moved too fast to give me time to burn the bag would have to use a level of force that would destroy the bag anyway.

      “That’s right, Casper. You know what’s in here. Everything my mother left me is in this satchel. You come any closer, and I’ll destroy it before you even get off a spell.”

      “Why? Don’t you want to continue what your mother started?” The charming façade he wore when dealing with the public was firmly in place.

      “I’ve seen enough of her work. I can continue it on my own. The knowledge is all here in my head. The contents of this bag are worthless to me.”

      “You’re bluffing. If that were true, you would’ve destroyed it already.”

      “Try me.” He was partly right. In one sense, this entire thing was a bluff. I had no idea what I was doing from one moment to the next. All I knew was that I wouldn’t hesitate to destroy the satchel if it meant getting out of here alive, so he was wrong on that count.

      It was a balancing act. If I destroyed it, there’d be little reason for him not to kill me. As long as I kept the satchel, I had leverage, but I wasn’t entirely confident in my ability to keep it from him. Casper had a lifetime of study on me. If my attention wavered for even a second, I was sure he could use his magic to retrieve the satchel and kill me before I even knew what happened.

      Casper raised both his hands in the air. “I’m sure we can come to some arrangement. I’m open to negotiate with you for the satchel.”

      “Tell me, why would I want you to have it? You threw me out. I came to you looking for help, and you turned your back on me. For all I know, you betrayed my mother as well.” I didn’t need to reveal what I knew to him. I just needed to keep talking, to buy us more time for Millhook to finish the portal.

      “Your mother gave her life for you. You’d really destroy her work without a thought?”

      Emotional blackmail wouldn’t work. Even if I didn’t know what I did about Meglana, at this moment I existed in pure survival mode. “I’ve put a lot of thought into this. I don’t need this satchel, but you do.”

      All charm left his face and voice. “And if you destroy it, I’ll kill you.”

      “It won’t come to that. I’ve seen what’s in this bag. I know everything my mother did. Everything. My life is nothing compared to the knowledge I hold in my hand. You’re not going to risk losing it. You’d sooner let me escape with it than forever lose the opportunity to get it.”

      I kept my eyes trained solely on Casper. The slightest twitch could indicate he was casting a spell. With his level of skill, it was entirely possible for him to cast a spell without giving any outward sign. The fact that he hadn’t attacked yet revealed how nervous he was that I might destroy what he wanted.

      I was so focused on Casper that I couldn’t even see Analise. Alex growled in front of me on the right. No sooner had I processed the sound than I found myself on my back with the wind knocked out of me. Pain sprouted from my abdomen. A warm stickiness soaked the front of my shirt.

      “No!” Casper shouted.

      Why did he care about me? I forced my stunned mind to think. He didn’t care about me, only about the bag. I had to destroy it now before I lost the strength to and Casper got what he wanted.

      I summoned all my willpower to focus my mind on burning the satchel. Casper was getting closer. Too close. If I didn’t produce enough heat to instantly incinerate the pages, he’d get them before they fully burned. With everything I had, I pushed fire from my palm.

      A bloodcurdling scream rent the air. The flesh of my hand burnt so intensely I thought it melted from my bones. I wondered if the scream had come for me. I couldn’t tell. Pain overloaded my senses.

      “You bitch!” Fury and agony filled Casper’s voice.

      This was it. There was no reason for him not to kill me. At least he wouldn’t get what he wanted. I had succeeded on that front.

      Bleeding from my abdomen, with my hand badly burned, my only instinct was to run. I sat up and saw why I was still alive: where Casper’s right hand should’ve been, only a raw red stump remained. Frantically, he searched the ground with his left hand for his ring.

      Without a magical object to interact with, Casper was as human as Nicole. The ability to summon my talisman when I’d been separated from it must have had something to do with my father’s magic.

      With renewed strength, I shot a burst of energy at Casper, knocking him on his back. I scrambled to my feet, holding the gaping wound in my stomach with my left hand and using my right to shoot a spear of ice that pierced Casper’s shoulder, pinning him to the ground. The spell had come from instinct, as much to cool my melting hand as to pin him. Blood flowed out of my body through the fingers of my left hand, my strength and energy going with it. I didn’t know how many more spells I had in me, and I could hear Alex and Analise fighting to the side.

      “You may think you’re a killer, but you don’t have the stomach for it,” Casper taunted me, his voice punctuated by shallow breaths. “I saw the look in your eyes, heard you scream ‘no.’ You don’t want that pet of yours to kill Analise when she wouldn’t hesitate to kill you. If I let her have her way, you’d be dead.”

      “Maybe you should’ve listened to her.”

      “Fine. Kill me. You’ll never be safe, Kat Thomas. Your mother made sure of that the moment she birthed you and took your father’s power.”

      “I know I’ll be safer with you dead.”

      “Really? How do you think I knew where to find you? I’m just a pawn. We’re all pawns. This goes higher than you can imagine. But this is how it starts, Kat. You decide to kill. You’ve already done it once, and now you need to decide if you’ll do it again. If you kill me, you’ll be trapped in their game forever.”

      “And if I don’t, you’ll kill me. You said so yourself. There’s little incentive for you to keep me alive.”

      “Oh, I can think of one. You can still join the Directorate. With us, you can continue your mother’s work. When you came to me, I offered you a place among us. What did the Council do? Threaten you with banishment to the Vortex? The Council will never win this fight, especially with a mole in their midst.”

      A part of me was insulted that he thought me so stupid. If I joined the Directorate, it would only be as a science experiment as they stopped at nothing to get the knowledge in my head.

      Casper might be desperate, but he was right about one thing: I was deciding to kill an unarmed man. I could restrain him and bring him back to Elustria to face justice.

      Alex roared in pain behind me. I couldn’t turn my back on Casper to help him.

      The decision made, I formed a blade of ice. I didn’t have time to wait for him to bleed out. Using every bit of magic I could muster, I thrust the blade from my hand.

      It severed his head.

      I turned to find Alex, but the world spun around me. I crashed to my knees. The bleeding had slowed from my abdomen.

      Everything slowed.

      Everything blurred.

      Everything went dark.
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      Something pressed against my abdomen. Again and again it irritated my wound, sending shocks of pain through me. After each occurrence, the pain lessened a little and my mind came into sharper focus.

      “Wake up! Come on, girl.”

      Millhook’s voice drew me further into consciousness. I wished he’d just shut up and let me be. The pressure against my abdomen came again, sharp pain followed by a little relief.

      “Come on, now. The portal’s ready. I can’t have you dying on me. Pretty sure that would break my oath. Don’t want to lose my magic, especially before we all get back home.”

      Home. I didn’t even know where that was anymore.

      My mind was nothing but hazy images as I struggled to stay awake.

      A loud roar right in front of my face brought the world into focus. Alex. The pressure I'd felt, it had been his tongue licking my wound. I opened my eyes to see him and Millhook gazing down at me. Millhook sighed in relief. “Finally.”

      An all-consuming pain engulfed my hand. I wanted to scream, but I lacked the energy, so I settled on a whimper. The skin on my hand had melted, and while the angry red limb looked better than Casper’s had, I couldn’t understand why it was injured at all. Fire was one of the few types of magic I was good at.

      “Furball here can’t shift back. He’s too badly injured to use his magic for anything other than healing. He stopped the blood gushing from your gut, and now it’s time to go.”

      “Where’s Nicole?” Next to me laid Casper’s corpse, and in the distance I saw Analise’s dead body, but no sign of Nicole. I hadn’t seen her since we split up at the hotel. Sibelius had to have her. He was the only other person unaccounted for.

      “Nicole’s safe. I figured she’d be in the way and probably get herself or one of us killed, so I persuaded her to head on home.” Relief washed over me. I didn’t have to worry about her life being on my conscience. Nicole wouldn’t have gone of her own free will, but I didn’t care that Millhook used magic. She was safe.

      “Humph. Don’t tell me I spent all this time and energy making this portal for you to just loaf around here on Earth. We have to go.” Millhook offered me his hand, and Alex nudged me with his giant head.

      Once I got to my feet, I saw the extent of Alex’s injuries. A pink scar tore down the side of his body. Minutes ago that would’ve been an open gash. Even if he had used all his healing on himself, it wouldn’t have been enough.

      We limped toward the portal, Alex favoring his front left paw and me doubling over in pain with each step. He’d stopped the external bleeding, but I felt sure my internal injuries would be fatal if they didn’t get treated soon. The portal was only about twenty yards away, but it might as well have been a football field.

      Ten yards from the portal, I thwacked into a translucent force field. “Oh for fuck’s sake.”

      “Kat, please, listen to me.” Sibelius ran toward us. I was tired of this bastard.

      Millhook dispelled the wall blocking our path. “Go, go. I’ll hold him off.”

      Alex pushed me forward when I hesitated, wanting to stay and help Millhook. The imp had grown on me. I didn’t want to lose him.

      Sibelius encircled my feet with magical cord. Had I been walking at a normal speed, I would’ve tripped and landed on my face. Millhook severed the cord, and I shot a bolt of lightning toward Sibelius. It pierced his arm, but he still pressed forward.

      Between us sat a fallen tree. I tried to lift it with my magic, but I didn’t have the energy. Instead, I used the little energy I had left to levitate a thick branch. I got one good swing in and connected with Sibelius’s head before I lost all strength.

      Rattled from the blow to his head, Sibelius was momentarily too stunned to do magic. Instead, he pursued us the old-fashioned way: as a human.

      “Go, go!” Millhook yelled.

      It was a race to the portal. If Sibelius grabbed hold of me, I wouldn’t be able to fight him off.

      Each yard was a battle. The portal was so close, but all I wanted was to sleep, rest. Perhaps even death wouldn’t be so bad.

      Millhook’s magic waned. With each spell he cast at Sibelius, the portal flickered. I worried it would collapse before we could get through it. Sibelius must’ve been putting up a good fight, because I could still hear him behind me.

      Only one yard left. Sibelius’s hand grazed my arm. Alex turned around and reared up on his hind legs then swiped forward with all of his weight. Sibelius screamed and someone pushed me through the portal.

      I crashed to the stone floor of the Citadel, resting my head in a warm pool of blood before I lost consciousness for the second time.
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      I needed to be up, but I couldn’t remember why. I was so tired that I felt sure I could sleep for an entire day. But nagging stress kept me from falling back to sleep as if there were an appointment I was late for.

      There was only one item in my datebook: a trial for my life.

      Yep, that would do it. No more sleep for me until I found out my fate.

      Alex. Millhook. What happened to them? If the imp were alive, I should have heard him annoying Alex. Concern for my friends urged my eyes to open. The bed I lay on was comfortable but foreign. One person sat on a chair in the sparse room with me.

      “You’re awake! How are you feeling?” Lilibet rose from her chair and came to my bedside.

      “I’m fine.” I moved to sit up and realized I’d spoken too soon. My entire body ached with the movement, but at least my hand had healed. I gingerly touched my abdomen and found no sign of my wound. If it weren’t for the intense ache, it would be easy to believe I’d imagined the entire thing. “Where are Alex and Millhook?”

      “Here, drink this.” Lilibet handed me a glass of cloudy gray liquid. I wanted to politely refuse, but my mouth was so parched that my voice came out hoarse. A tentative sip of the liquid revealed that it tasted like fruit punch. I guzzled the rest of it.

      “Alex and Millhook are fine. I’ll go get them. They’ve been anxious, waiting for you to wake up.”

      “How long was I out of it?”

      “A few hours.”

      “My trial, it was supposed to be today.”

      “Yes, this is the date of justice, so something has to be done. The Council’s discussing it.”

      “Can you do me a favor and not let them know I’m awake just yet? I need some time. The last few days have been—”

      “Calista told me to let her know as soon as you are awake,” Lilibet cut me off. “However, she could be anywhere. I’ve been sitting here since you arrived. I think I should stretch my legs. Without using rings, it could take quite a while to find her. The Citadel’s a large place.”

      “Thanks, Lilibet.”

      She smiled and left the room, closing the door behind her.

      I appreciated Lilibet buying me some time, but there was only so much she could do. Whether I liked it or not, today I would face the Council. I needed to figure out what I was going to tell them. After discovering the truth about my mother, I no longer had any interest in protecting her name or her memory. That made things simpler, but there were other complications.

      Casper had mentioned a mole. While he would say anything to screw with me, a mole made too much sense. After I came to Elustria and saw the Council, Casper and the Directorate shouldn’t have been able to track me. Since I had only interacted with the Council itself, that meant the traitor was at the highest levels just as Casper had said.

      Anything I said at my trial, I might as well have typed up on stationary and mailed to Directorate headquarters. I could only safely reveal the things Casper knew, and even that had risks. Casper might not have told the Directorate everything. I imagined he liked to keep his cards close to his chest. He knew Meglana had killed a sorcerer. He knew I was a pidge. He knew that it was a sorcerer’s magic that inhabited my talisman along with my spark.

      All of that was enough to satisfy the Council and convict my mother. But what if they convicted me as well? I was a pidge, a pariah in their society. More than that, I had benefited from Marty’s death and continued to do so by using my talisman. Would they make me give it up? Would my talisman be forfeit, the price I had to pay for all this?

      If the Council knew Meglana could strip pidges of their sparks and bottle them in talismans, would they be willing to do that? My gut instinct was to say no, they wouldn’t stomach it, but I had no way of knowing. As of now, I didn’t think they knew I was a pidge. Could I keep that a secret? Blend in as a mage in this new world if given the chance? I might not have a choice. I didn’t see how I could tell the story of my mother’s crimes without making it clear what I was. I could keep silent and risk being banished to the Vortex, or I could tell the truth and be an outcast.

      A light knock sounded at the door, and in walked Millhook followed by Alex in his human form carrying a tray of food. Relief smoothed out the concerned lines on Alex’s face as soon as he saw me. If I became an outcast, I knew I’d always have friends in him and Millhook. Hadn’t I already decided that I had the best friends a girl could ask for? I didn’t need acceptance from anywhere else.

      “Finally they let us come see you. Furball here’s been driving me crazy worrying about you.”

      “How are you?” Alex asked as he set the tray of food across my lap on the bed. “Lilibet thought you might be hungry.”

      “I’m fine, just a little sore.” The food smelled delicious. I was ravenous and nauseous at the same time. Too much anxiety filled my stomach. “Did anyone go back for Nicole? Is she all right?”

      “I told you, Nicole’s fine. I didn’t have enough time or magic to change her memory, but I had enough to persuade her to go home after I assured her you were safe.”

      “Have you told anyone about her?”

      “No,” Alex said. “We didn’t think you’d want us to.”

      “Once this is all over, I can go back and deal with her memory if you’d like,” Millhook offered.

      “No, thanks. One of the few good things that came from all this is that I didn’t have to end my friendship with her. A girl can never have too many friends. Seems a shame to end that relationship. There’s no reason the Council needs to know about her. Have they told either of you anything about the trial?”

      “Everyone’s in a tizzy about it,” Millhook said. “No person in their right mind would subject you to such a thing today, but they’re going on and on about how justice must be served and their oaths and blah, blah, blah.”

      “How does a trial work?”

      “The Council will summon you and ask you to present evidence of your innocence. They will decide in their own arbitrary way if they’re satisfied.”

      “Shit, I destroyed all the evidence I had.” By saving our lives, I had done the one thing that could condemn me. I needed the pages I had burned in front of Casper to prove to the Council I was willing to help them retrieve the other talismans. They would already view me as benefiting from Meglana’s crime, and then I conveniently lost the clues that would lead to the most powerful talismans ever created. I was screwed.

      “Can you remember anything that was in the notes? Anything for the Council to work from?” Alex asked.

      I had read over everything even if I didn’t understand it. The memory had to be locked away in my brain somewhere. I tried to summon it and visions of the notes I’d destroyed appeared before me. I could read the pages as if I still held them in my hand.

      “Yes! It’s all there. It must be my talisman. It retains my memory as well as my father’s.” The implications were immense. If I figured out how to control this better, there was a lot I could learn. When it came to my mother, I’d only be able to remember things that my father observed, but that would still give me a lot of information.

      “Excellent,” Alex said. “All you have to do is tell them what her notes said. That should be enough for them.”

      As quickly as my excitement had built, it deflated. “But I still can’t use it. Before Casper died, he told me that the Council has a mole, that this goes higher than we can imagine. Anything I tell them will get back to the Directorate.”

      “Then do as you had planned and only give them the notes that lead to the talismans.”

      “That’s still too much knowledge to hand over to the Directorate. Those are powerful talismans.”

      “And this is your life, Kat. Worry about the rest tomorrow. If you don’t give them what they want, they will send you to the Vortex.”

      “Furball’s right on this one. You did nothing wrong. You’re not the one who created those talismans. Whatever happens to them, it’s not your fault.”

      “But it will be my fault if I lead the Directorate to them.”

      “And what good will you be in the Vortex? Do what you need to and deal with the consequences later. If you keep yourself free, you can help the Council get to them before the Directorate does.”

      Alex had a point. “I’ll try to convince them without it, but if there’s no other way, I’ll tell them what I know about where to find them.”

      “Thank you. Now eat something, please. If they summon you, fainting from exhaustion and hunger won’t help your cause.” Alex nudged the tray of food toward me, and I conceded.
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      Millhook and Alex stared at me as I ate, much too interested in each bite I took. I needed conversation. “Why did the fire I create hurt me? That’s never happened before."

      “Likely has to do with the proximity of Casper’s talisman and the force you both were using,” Millhook said. “I told you, it’s like watching a baby work a cannon. Even as he took most of the impact, his talisman likely bounced some of it back onto you. At that point, it became his magic instead of yours.”

      That made a weird kind of sense. “What happened to your oath? I thought no harm was supposed to come to us while we’re with you or you lose your magic. You call a melted hand no harm? I want my money back.”

      “We fae define harm as something that can’t be repaired. Look at you. You’re good as new!”

      I chuckled. He had a point. “What happened after I came through the portal? I got knocked out immediately.”

      “After you made it, I turned to follow you and Sibelius came through too. Millhook tried to stop him.”

      “If I’d had a little more time to heal, I would've been successful,” Millhook said. “It’s no small feat tearing through space and time to create a portal for you to step through. I’d like to see you try it after being cursed.”

      “Wait a minute, Sibelius is here?” I had assumed he was dead or still in Vienna.

      “Yeah,” Alex said. “I injured him pretty good, but he followed us through the portal.”

      That didn’t seem very smart. He had to have guessed, or at least seen through the portal, that it led to the Citadel. Why would he want to follow me badly enough to come to the Citadel? “Do you think Sibelius is working with the mole? Why else would he follow us here?”

      “If he has an ally here, they haven’t shown themselves. As soon as he came through, they took his talisman. He’s in the room across the hall demanding to see you. He won’t speak to anyone but you.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me? I need to go talk to him.” I moved the tray of food to the foot of the bed and stood, ignoring the wave of dizziness and the throbbing ache all over my body.

      “No,” Alex said as he grabbed my arm to steady me. “You need to stay in bed. You need to think about what you’re going to say at your trial.”

      “Maybe Sibelius will influence my testimony. Without his talisman, he can’t hurt me. I want to hear what he has to say. Millhook, go see if there’s anyone watching outside, and if there is, distract them.”

      “Sheesh, I save your life and still you boss me around like everyone else,” Millhook grumbled as he went to the door. “You there, good sir. We are in need of more victuals. Might I trouble you to get us some?”

      “I’m supposed to stay here.” The guard spoke loud enough to hear even from inside the room.

      “Aren’t you here to take care of Kat?”

      “Yes.”

      “It is of utmost importance to her welfare that she have more food. How is she supposed to heal if you are preventing her from getting what she needs? Get a move on before I cause a scene.”

      “Fine, you no-good imp.”

      Millhook stuck his hand into the room and waved for us to come out. Sibelius’s room was right across the hall.

      “See, he’s no danger, otherwise the Council would’ve left more guards in this hallway,” I said as I darted across the way. “You stay out here. I’ll call if I need anything.”

      “I should go in with you. I’ll stand back by the door, but I want to be there in case he makes a desperate attempt to do something."

      “All right, but don’t antagonize him.” I knocked and entered without waiting for an answer.

      Sibelius lay in bed, looking listlessly at the wall. Claw marks marred his face, and internally I cheered Alex. When I entered, he didn’t move. It aggravated me, not that he ignored me, but that he looked so broken that I actually pitied him.

      “They said you’ve been asking for me.”

      He turned his head to look at me, and a spark of interest lit his eyes. “Ah yes, Kat. Please, come have a seat.” He gestured to a nearby chair.

      I moved the chair to be just out of arm’s reach and sat. “What is it you wanted?”

      “I thought you might have more questions for me.”

      There were things I wanted to ask, but none of the answers would make me happy, and I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of asking. “No. I have nothing to say to you.”

      “That’s a pity. I have so much I want to say to you. First, I'm sorry. I loved your mother, deeper and stronger than a person should be able to love. Even after she ruined me, ripped my heart out and ran away with it, I never stopped loving her. Ever since I heard she died, I haven’t known what to do with myself. It’s been years since we’ve been together romantically, but I lived for the moments when she would get in touch to ask me a question or collaborate for a few days or weeks. I lived for those moments, and I don’t even have those to look forward to.” The man before me appeared dejected.

      “What I’ve seen of you doesn’t look like love.”

      “No, it was madness. A part of me died when she did, and when a man loses that much of himself, he goes mad. I became obsessed with finding you. You and your talisman were the last remnants of her.”

      “I suppose your desire for the talisman had nothing to do with its power.”

      “I had hoped that it would have her memory. She wore it. She had it on the last time I saw her. I had thought the amber would retain memory, but she never told me if it did. At the time, I didn't want to know. I didn’t want her having him around her neck.

      “After she died, I wanted the talisman because I wanted a piece of her. I thought if I got it, I could keep her with me. I could use it to remember back to the times we spent together. I could see me the way she saw me, prove to myself that she loved me, that she left me not because she loved someone else more but because she loved knowledge the most. I could take being cast aside for her quest. I had to be all right with it because her pursuit of knowledge, her inquisitiveness, the way her mind worked, those are the things I loved most about her, the things I respected. But I couldn’t take being second to another man in her life.”

      It didn’t have her memories. If it did, finding and following her clues would have been much easier. I felt certain that if it did hold her memories, he wouldn’t like what he saw. I was glad that there was no way to prove him wrong. At this point, it’d be like kicking an injured puppy. “The amber doesn’t have any of her memories because it doesn’t have her magic in it.”

      A resigned air settled about him.

      “That’s that then. She really is gone from me forever. And now you'll go on trial today, and she’ll be remembered forever as a monster.”

      “How did you know about that?” Perhaps he did have inside information.

      “Everyone’s talking about it around here. None of them knew her, but after today, they’ll all think they did. Please, do me one favor: don’t tell them she killed Marty. Blame it on me. Say I did it. I can handle the consequences and their scorn.”

      “If I did that, they'd banish you to the Vortex.”

      A slight smile curled his lips, and he let out a little snort of laughter. “How sweet of you to show concern for me. Tell them Casper did it then. That bastard is already dead.” Bitterness filled his tone.

      “If you didn’t like him, why were you working with him?”

      “I wasn’t working with him. I knew he could help me find you. That’s all I cared about. That man likes to think he’s a genius, but he’s only a gnat. Even if I worked with him, he’s incapable of understanding the level Meglana and I worked at. I wouldn’t sully Meglana’s work by telling him anything about it.”

      The venom toward Casper surprised me. Then again, he and Meglana had worked together. Meglana had enchanted the code of Wizards and Fae to help Casper track down latent mages on Earth. Sibelius must’ve been jealous of the time they spent together.

      “So, will you?” he asked.

      “What?” I had forgotten what he wanted.

      “Will you tell them someone else did it? They all think she’s a monster. Give her credit for the genius of it but not the monstrosity. Put that on Casper’s shoulders or mine.”

      “All right, I will.” It was the only way to get him to stop staring at me with a creepy intensity.

      “Thank you.” He leaned back against the headboard and pulled a tiny flask from under the sheets. He drank it dry. “Thank you.” A peaceful smile rested on his lips, and then he moved no more.

      “Sibelius?” I stood from my chair and shook his arm, but he fell over dead. “Alex!”

      “Come on, get out of here.” Alex opened the door and ushered me into the hallway.

      We didn’t need to go far to report his death: Calista was walking our way.

      “Is something going on?” Calista asked when she saw us rush into the hallway.

      “Sibelius just killed himself,” Alex said.

      “Hmm, I’ll send someone to investigate it.” She turned to me. “Kat, you must come with me. It’s time for your trial.”
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      I stood in the middle of the judgment room. My trial was over. I’d told them the truth, never lying, but also never volunteering any information. I wanted to be able to confirm everything under truth potion if they insisted on it. They didn’t know I was a pidge or that I remembered all of my mother’s notes. The fact that I had killed Casper went a long way toward convincing them that I wasn’t working with the Directorate.

      And now I stood alone, waiting for the verdict. Oddly, I wasn’t nervous. It wasn’t confidence, merely exhaustion. I wanted it to be over.

      “Kat Thomas,” Calista said from her throne, “the Council has heard your testimony and after thoughtful consideration has concluded that you are innocent of any crimes committed against mages and Elustria. It is our judgment that Meglana’s crimes were her own. We thank you for your assistance in bringing to light the details of those crimes. You are free to go.”

      The Councilors stood and walked to the teleportation rings, talking amongst themselves.

      “That’s it?” Freedom felt strange. It couldn’t be that easy.

      “Actually, I would like a word with you,” Calista said.

      That was more like it. I couldn’t keep my mouth shut. No, I had to go screw myself.

      Calista waited until the rest of the Council had left. “You’re a very impressive young woman.”

      “Thank you?” It came out as a question. Where was this going?

      “Few people could have held up through all this as you have. I meant it when I said you’re free to go. You can walk out of the Citadel and never return, but I have an offer for you that I hope you’ll consider.”

      “All right.” I couldn’t help the apprehension in my voice.

      “We have our own covert operations called the Covert Council Service. I’m in charge of the CCS, and I’d like you to join us. I think you could make a real contribution.”

      The surprises just never stopped here in Elustria. “What? Me? The girl who melted her own hand? Are you sure?”

      “Yes, but I don’t want you to answer now. Your life has been full of coercion and duress for a while. I want you to come to this decision on your own. It’s more than a job; it’s a lifestyle, a cause. You can take as long as you need to decide. If you want to experience more of Elustria, this is a standing offer. It’ll be waiting for you when you’re ready.”

      “Wow. Thank you. I’m honored.”

      “All I ask is that you give it real thought.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      “Good. Now I think you have some friends who are anxious to hear your news.”

      Together we walked through the massive doors out of the judgment room. Alex and Millhook sat waiting for me and stood as soon as I emerged. When I stopped to speak to them, Calista kept walking.

      “So how did it go? You’re by yourself. That’s a good thing, right?” Alex stared at me as if he could divine the answers from my face.

      “Yes. They found me innocent of any wrong doing. I’m free to go.”

      “Woohoo!” Alex hugged me and lifted me into the air. “So where do you want to go?”

      “Truthfully? I want to go to my room and sleep for about a week.”

      “Then to your room we shall go!” Alex kept hold of me and walked a few steps.

      “Put me down, you goof.” I giggled, and Alex placed me back on my feet.

      “The Council doing the right thing for once?” Millhook sounded surprised. “Glad to see it.”

      “Thank you, Millhook. I couldn’t have done it without you.”

      “Of course not. Now go get some rest. You look horrible.”

      “Aww, I love you too, Millhook.”

      The imp scowled, and I laughed all the way back to my room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Alex and I headed toward the gardens. I’d told him I’d decided about the future. The last few days I’d rested and explored the Citadel as I thought through all of my options.

      “What are you going to do about their offer?” Alex asked once we were outside.

      I took a deep breath. “I accepted it. I start today. I may not have asked for this, but I’m part of it now. I spent years playing at being a magical spy, now it’s time to take a crack at the real thing.”

      Alex stopped walking. “This isn’t a game. It’s going to be dangerous.”

      “I know, probably better than most people. That’s why I have to do it. There’s a mole in the Council. That makes it dangerous for every member of the CCS. They’re exposed, and they don’t even know it. The only way I can help is to join them.”

      “It doesn’t have to be you. You’ve done enough. You can pass this off to someone.”

      “Who can I trust? No one. I have you and Millhook. That’s it. The only way to find the mole is to have access. If I turn down their offer, I’ll have to go live somewhere outside of the Citadel.”

      “You have Meglana’s cottage. If you don’t like it, you can sell it and buy someplace else.”

      I walked toward a path we hadn’t walked before. “And do what? Sit around? Find a dragon?”

      “Those sound like great options to me.”

      “A few months ago, that’s all I would’ve wanted in life. It still is in a way. But I don’t think you can understand what it’s like knowing that my mother killed my father for his magic. And as if that weren’t bad enough, there are others out there. She hid talismans all over Earth. Each one of those represents a sorcerer, a person with a family and dreams and hopes. Even if they were assholes, no one deserves what she did to them.”

      Alex grabbed my arm and stopped me. “Exactly: what she did to them. You’re innocent in all this.”

      “Maybe, but I’m benefiting from what she did. And I’m the only one in a position to do anything about it. The thought that someone else could find those talismans, that the Directorate could get them and use that magic for their own agenda…that’s blood magic. We may never know who those sorcerers were. I can’t bring any of them back, but I intend to honor and respect them enough to safeguard the remains of their magic.”

      I had the desire to seek out my father’s family, to offer them my talisman. If they wanted it, I’d surrender it to them, but that was impossible. I could find them, but I could never let them know that Marty’s magic was in my talisman. Letting any sorcerers know what Meglana had accomplished would be catastrophic.

      Elustrian politics may have been foreign to me, but if I had learned anything during my time in Elustria, it was that human nature didn’t change whether on Earth or Perkusia. I had little doubt that if the sorcerers discovered what had happened, it would lead to war. So instead I would live with the guilt, carry it as a weight around my neck, know that my father had lost everything for me.

      “I guess this is goodbye for us then,” Alex said.

      “Don’t say it like that. I’m not letting you off that easy. You started this whole thing. You think you can bail?”

      Alex smiled. “The Council has been very accommodating and tolerant of my presence here, but that won’t continue. You'll start working, and I can’t follow you there.”

      I nodded. “I don’t expect you to wait around. This is my decision, and I own it. It’s for the best. I need to focus on myself and my work. I'll miss you like crazy though. Will you stay in Elustria or go back to Earth?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “How will I get a hold of you? Can you take a communication orb?”

      “Orbs are a mage thing. Millhook can get a message to me. He does a lot of work for the Council. You’ll see him around. Even if you don’t, you can summon him the same way we did before.”

      “How will he be able to find you?”

      Alex smirked. “Magic. He found you, didn’t he?”

      “Yeah, I guess he did.”

      “Take care of yourself, Kat Thomas, mage extraordinaire.”

      Before I could say anything, he shifted and took off at a run, stretching his limbs to their full graceful length.

      Alex had been with me from the beginning. Silent tears streamed down my face as I watched him run through the gardens on his way to the gate. I remembered back to when we’d made that walk together. I’d relied on him for too long. The journey I traveled was my own, and it was time for me to enter the next phase of it by myself.

      When I could no longer see him, I reported to the greenhouse where I’d been told to meet with my trainer for orientation. The building was the easiest place to find in the Citadel. The green glass contrasted with the stone that made up the rest of the buildings. Near the entrance, I saw a familiar face.

      “Lilibet!” I waved as I made my way toward her, and she returned the gesture. “What are you doing here?”

      She waited until I stopped in front of her to answer.

      “Welcome to the Covert Council Service. I’ll be doing your orientation.”

      “Wait, you’re…?”

      “That’s right. I’m an agent, and I also serve as liaison with the Council. Are you ready to get started?” Lilibet’s eyes twinkled.

      I grinned. I’d never been more ready for anything. “Yes.”

      “Then take your first step as an agent in training.” She opened the greenhouse door, and I followed her inside.
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      Two, no, three mages were talking on the other side of the doorway. I couldn’t get any closer, not without alerting them to my presence. The Covert Council Service had amplifiers, little gadgets that could be inserted into the ear to help overhear conversations, but I didn’t have one with me. If I wanted to know what they were discussing, I’d have to rely on good old-fashioned magic.

      Sweat trickled down the back of my neck. With each passing second, a bit of intelligence slipped by, but that kind of thinking wouldn’t help me now. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, emptying my mind. The amber talisman around my neck sent warmth throughout my body, the magic it contained eager to do my bidding. I reached out with my magic, pushing it through the wall and into the other room. It bumped against a curved object: the shield the mages were using to block their conversation from eavesdropping ears.

      In my six months of training with the CCS, I had learned about all different shields. This one was intended to block the sound of their voices. If I could manipulate my magic to match the frequency of it, I should be able to break through. This fine-tuned control would’ve never occurred to me months ago.

      A little twitch here, a little modulation there, and I was in. Once through the shield, I opened the hand I’d held clenched in concentration until now. With my hand’s movement, my magic opened and absorbed the sound around it.

      Nothing but gibberish reached my ears.

      These mages must be ultra-paranoid. They not only shielded their conversation, they also used a charm to distort their voices. Only those within the shield could understand it. Time to delve back into my bag of tricks.

      Counteracting this kind of charm wasn’t easy, but the fact that I had to maintain my intrusion into their shield at the same time made it more difficult. These charms worked the same way a code did. Find the correct cipher, and you could listen in. All I had to do was figure out the precise charm they were using.

      Once again ignoring that with each second I lost valuable information, I stopped trying to guess which charm they were using and listened instead. Common Tongue was full of rolling r’s, but what I heard were a lot of sibilant s’s and the occasional tongue click. I knew just the cipher. I opened my mouth to utter the spell that would counter it, but thought better of it. If they heard me, then all of this work would be for nothing. Instead, I concentrated on running the cipher through the standard translation spell in my mind and hoped for the best.

      “So how long do you think we’ll be here?” the man asked.

      “There’s no telling,” a woman replied. “I hear she’s good. She better be. I was out on a mission all night last night. I don’t have the energy to keep up this shield and charm for too long.”

      “Yeah, we didn’t even delve into this advanced training back when I started. This stuff used to be reserved for people who’d been out in the field for a year or two,” the male said.

      “And that’s why our numbers have shrunk,” a second woman said. “Did you hear we lost another one two days ago?”

      “No,” answered the male. “Why haven’t they made an announcement?”

      “There’s an ongoing investigation,” the woman replied. “They won’t make it known until they know what happened.”

      I jerked when a hand touched my shoulder.

      “How long have you been listening?” Lilibet asked with a smile. My face warmed at being found out.

      “Only a minute or so. How could you tell?”

      “You have a very satisfied grin on your face.” Lilibet went through the doorway. “That’s enough. She’s been listening in for a little while now.”

      “Geez, thanks for telling us,” Talina said through a yawn as she walked past me. She was the one who’d been on a mission last night. Jessalyn, the other woman, followed her.

      “You did great. We were giving it all we had. Good job,” Kellan, the male voice, said. His cerulean hair appeared darker than usual in the dim hallway. As always, he was endearingly positive in his interactions with me. No matter how many times I told him I wasn’t interested in a relationship, he still insisted on being annoyingly cheery around me. “You’ll be ready for the trials before you know it.”

      “Actually, she is. This was the final test,” Lilibet said.

      “Wait, what?” I thought my trials would still be months away. “No, I can’t be ready. For starters, the only reason I knew they were in there talking is because I saw their shadows flickering on the wall. That’s cheating.”

      “No, that’s gathering intelligence, which is what you’ve been trained to do,” Lilibet said.

      “But I took forever to get into the conversation. If this had been a real-world scenario, I could’ve missed everything I was sent to overhear.”

      “Hey, you got in there quickly,” Kellan said.

      “Kellan, why don’t you leave this to me? Thanks for your help.” Even though she was soft-spoken, Lilibet’s dismissals were firm in their own way. Kellan nodded and went off down the hall.

      “Now, what is this all about? You’ve been eager to be certified as an agent since the day you started. If we had let you, you would have skipped the training and gone right into the field. What’s changed?”

      What had changed? “Nothing. I want to get into the field more than anything.” What I really wanted was to go Earthside to search for my mother’s talismans, but no one knew about that. “I’ve just been working on this skill for so long that I never thought I’d be cleared to go through my trials. It felt incredibly slow.”

      “It will always feel slow, even when it isn’t. Besides, you’ll never be perfect. We don’t expect that. What Kellan, Jessalyn, and Talina were saying is true. We used to not even go this advanced with new trainees. It was a continuing education situation.”

      “And I assume the rest of what they said was true. The training is so hard now because there aren’t many of us left.”

      “Which is why we need you to pass your trials and get working as soon as possible. I’ll speak with Calista now to schedule them.”

      “But you only get one shot at the trials.” We’d reached the real reason behind my hesitance. “If I fail, that’s the end of everything. I’m not like you, Lilibet. I don’t have a dad and a place and a life to go back to if this doesn’t work out.” My current cover was that the Magesterial Council was keeping me under their protection and educating me in magic since my mother died. Given who my mother was, it was easy enough for people to understand and explained my living inside the Citadel without having an official job. The cover allowed me to explore the Citadel unchecked, but I wasn’t eager to see my cover become reality.

      “And that’s why I would never recommend you for the trials until you were ready, and you are. You know better than most what’s at stake. We need you in the field keeping the Directorate from finishing Meglana’s work.”

      And that was the other reason for my hesitance. Right before I killed Casper, he had said there was a mole in the Council’s midst. If that were true—and everything pointed to that being the case—then I couldn’t reveal everything I knew about my mother’s work without it getting back to the Directorate. I also couldn’t search for the missing talismans. If I did, I’d be leading the enemy to them. When I started my training, I never imagined that I could go six months without figuring out who the mole was.

      I couldn’t tell Lilibet that because I hadn’t told it to anyone. I doubted Lilibet was the mole, but there was no telling who it could be, and whoever she passed the information to might not be trustworthy.

      “Are you going to be at the trials with me?” Lilibet had acted both as my trainer and handler during my time at the CCS. “From what I’ve heard, they’re so intense that you can die during them.”

      Lilibet shook her head. “Even though you always have a handler as an agent, the trials are something you have to go through on your own. We never want you to be in a situation alone, but we need to know that if the worst happens, you can handle yourself. Don’t worry about it. You’ll breeze through the trials.”

      “Sure, what’s there to worry about? I could die or lose out on the one thing I’ve been working toward for the last six months. No biggie.”

      Lilibet gave me a smile and walked toward the teleportation rings at the end of the hall. “It’s time for lunch. Take the rest of the day off. You’ve earned some rest. Take it easy until your trials.”

      My training at the CCS had been intensive, but there was too much at stake with the trials. I didn’t want to become an agent; I needed to. Not only would becoming an agent give me the freedom and resources I needed to uncover the mole and find the talismans Meglana had hidden on Earth, but it would also allow me to atone for the evil she had done, and perhaps I could carve out a place for myself in this world.

      After Lilibet had disappeared, I stepped into the rings, anxious to get to my room where I could do some of my own practicing.

      As I closed my eyes—because even after six months, I still had to close my eyes to teleport—my stomach let out a loud growl. I’d skipped breakfast in my hurry to get to training on time this morning. A quick detour to the mess hall to grab something to go was in order. I could eat in my room while I tried to figure out how to keep myself alive at the trials.
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